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M ost days, I viewed my children as tiny miracles. When the hospital staff first laid my daughter, pink and fresh, in my arms, I could do nothing but stare at her in absolute wonder. She even smelled pink, if that made any sense. She had a thick wisp of hair at the top of her forehead that curled into a perfect ringlet. I loved her from the instant I saw her chubby thighs, wrinkly eyes, and minuscule fingers.
She had daggers for nails. The first thing she did upon arriving on this earth was scratch the hell out of my neck. I should have known, from that initial greeting, how things would go once she hit high school. Because children, every once in a while, liked to challenge the definition of “miracle.”
“I hate you!”
Ophelia zipped her backpack with such gusto that her Slytherin keychain ripped off. The cheap metal clattered to the floor. Ophelia, determined to get the level of her temper tantrum to the correct intensity, kicked the keychain, sweeping it beneath the fridge.
“I love you,” I droned, pressing the resealable lips of a plastic bag together. I tossed the sandwich to Ophelia, who intentionally let it drop to the counter instead of catching it. “Why you want to spend money on the school lunch is beyond me.”
She inspected the sandwich—top round roast beef, provolone cheese, and grilled onions on a hoagie. If today was Saturday, she would have gobbled it down with a side of potato chips, strawberries, and a glass of orange juice. Alas, today was Monday, and Ophelia had a point to prove.
“None of my friends brown bag,” she whined. “I’m the only loser who brings their own lunch.”
I leaned on the kitchen counter and propped my chin in my hands. “Let me get this straight. You’d rather eat the crap they serve at school—cold pizza, underbaked cookies, and expired milk—than have a meal I made fresh for you this morning?”
“It’s the principle of the thing,” she grumbled, shoving the sandwich into the front pocket of her backpack. “Cool people don’t bring their lunch to school.”
“Ophelia, you are strong enough to set new standards for cool,” I told her. “High school is all about attitude. If you have confidence in yourself—”
She rolled her eyes so hard that I half-expected her sockets to disengage. “Mom, I don’t need the pep talk. Save it for Benji.”
“Speaking of which, where is your brother?”
A shriek of horror echoed from upstairs. My heart froze over, but my adrenaline surged. I dropped the package of sliced roast beef and bolted out of the kitchen. Taking the stairs two at a time, I lunged into the second-floor hallway. Ophelia kept at my heels as we followed the scream into the kids’ shared bathroom.
Benji, my nine-year-old son, stood on the lip of the bathtub, clutching the curtain rod for balance. He wore nothing but a pair of whitey tightys.
“What’s wrong?” I demanded. “What’s the matter?”
He pointed one quivering finger at the shadows beneath the sink. “Sp—spider.”
As my fear deflated itself, Ophelia let out a string of creative swear words. She bent over, peered under the sink, and swore again.
“Language,” I reminded her half-heartedly.
“It’s tiny,” she declared, glaring at Benji. “We thought you were dying.”
Benji refused to step off the tub. “The tiny ones are more poisonous than the big ones. Everyone knows that. Can you take it outside—Ophelia, no!”
With her foot, Ophelia chased the spider out from beneath the sink. It skittered toward the tub. Benji screamed and leapt into my arms. As the unexpected weight settled, something in my lower back popped. Pain lanced all the way up my spine. Grunting, I shifted Benji into the hallway and dropped him on his bare feet.
The spider shot between my legs, chasing after Benji as if it had a personal vendetta. Yelling, Benji ran into his bedroom. Ophelia, languid as ever, strolled after the spider, and with a solid stomp, flattened it.
“Okay, it’s gone!” Ophelia yelled through Benji’s door. “You can come out now.”
Benji peeked out. “Why did you kill it?”
“You’re kidding me, right?”
He knelt to examine the eviscerated spider. “I didn’t say to kill it! I told you to take it outside. Spiders are important for our ecosystem, plus they keep other bugs away.”
“I can’t deal with you.” Ophelia turned, noticing my slumped position against the bathroom doorway. “Mom, are you okay?”
I steadied my palm against my lower back and took deep breaths. “Back spasm. I’ll be fine.”
Ophelia clapped me on the shoulder, sending another jolt of pain through me. “Getting old. Huh, Mom?”
“Get to school,” I gasped.
“Yeah, whatever.”
As Ophelia left, Benji studied me with the same intensity he afforded to the birds he liked to draw. “Are you really okay?”
I let out a long breath. “You can’t jump on me like that anymore, buddy. And you can’t scream bloody murder over a spider. I thought something horrible happened to you.”
“You’re scared someone’s going to take me again.”
As it often happened, I flashed back to those agonizing days during which Benji had gone missing. A little over a year ago, he’d been kidnapped from our family ski trip. I’d broken several laws to find him. Though Benji was safe and the kidnapper was behind bars, I woke up every night and checked to make sure my son was still in bed.
“Get dressed,” I said. “I’ll drive you to the bus stop.”
“You made Ophelia walk.”
“She deserves it.”
DOWNSTAIRS, I packed Benji’s lunch. White bread, bologna, and cheddar cheese. The kid had simple tastes. As I pressed a slicer against an apple, my back seized again. The apple split into sections and my muscles split in agony.
“God, please don’t tell me I slipped a disk,” I muttered to myself.
Rain spattered against the windows. So far, spring had been particularly muddy and cold. Two weeks into March, our little town in North Carolina was still getting snow flurries in between the rain storms. It wasn’t the fun type of snow either. Gray slush coated the sidewalks and solidified on the streets, making for some of the worst driving conditions. Fender-bender numbers were up, as were depression and anxiety cases. I couldn’t wait until the sun came out of its temporary retirement.
Benji, fully dressed, bounded into the kitchen. “Ooh, bologna!” He happily dunked the sandwich into his backpack. A stack of mail on the counter caught his eye. “What’s this?”
“That came for you yesterday,” I said, nodding at the letter with his name on it. “Do you want me to open it for you?”
He handed it over. I slipped a knife beneath the lip, sliced open the envelope, and gave it back to Benji. He read slowly, brows furrowed.
“Well, what’s it say?” I asked.
Benji bounced with joy and spun in circles, clutching the letter to his heart. “I got in, I got in! Mom, look!”
Breathless, he showed me the letter.
DEAR BENJAMIN CLARK,
We are delighted to invite you to the Future Nature Artists of America’s fifteenth annual summer camp! Our teachers were incredibly impressed by your photography and artwork, and we can’t wait to work with you. This year’s camp is scheduled for June 22nd to July 20th.
To accept our invitation, log on to the FNAA website and have your parent or guardian fill out the necessary paperwork. We hope to see you this summer!
Sincerely,
Beverly Earp
Director of FNAA
“WHAT IS THIS?” I read the letter again, confused. “When did you apply to this camp?”
“My art teacher at school helped me,” Benji replied. “She said I have great potential! I can’t wait.”
“Hold on, buddy.” I folded the letter and set it aside. “You never asked me if you could go.”
His smile vanished. “I—what do you mean?”
“This is a sleepaway camp.” I checked the postage. “In Maine. You’d be gone for four weeks. Not to mention the cost of the camp and airfare. I’m not sure I can afford for you to do this, bud.”
Benji’s bottom lip quivered. “I can’t go?”
“You want to be away from home for an entire month?”
“Yes!” He stomped his foot. “You haven’t let me do anything lately. I want to go to camp!”
“Check your attitude,” I warned him. “You know you should have asked me before applying to this camp. I’m sure your art teacher told you that.”
He stared at the floor, obviously guilty. I blew out a sigh.
“I’ll look into it,” I said. “But I can’t promise anything. Got it?”
Benji clutched his backpack tightly. “I’ll walk to the bus stop on my own.”
“No, I’ll drive you.”
“I want to walk.” His eyes shimmered as he pouted. “Please? You never let me go anywhere by myself, and all my friends make fun of me for having my mommy with me.”
My back twinged. Getting into the driver’s seat would be no easy feat, but letting Benji go alone felt like a terrible decision.
“You can watch from the window,” he proposed. “You can see all the way to the street corner from there.”
Were it not for my fresh injury and Benji’s obvious need for independence, I would have said no. But since I could barely bend over to zip Benji’s raincoat up to his chin, I decided to let this one go.
“Fine,” I conceded. “You can walk yourself to the bus stop. Straight there, okay?”
“I’m not Ophelia.”
“I don’t want to know what that means.”
I ushered him from the house and watched him walk to the street corner from the front porch. The rain bounced off his umbrella, keeping his head and shoulders dry, but I worried for his cold, wet feet. Benji did not. He happily skipped through a puddle as he joined the other kids waiting for the elementary school bus.
Most of them were without parents. We lived in a relatively safe area with the best schools and a low crime rate. This was the type of neighborhood where no one locked their doors or installed yard cameras because no one expected anything bad to happen. No one anticipated their child getting abducted from the bus stop. It just didn’t happen here.
Or did it?
I waited outside without a jacket until the bus pulled up and collected the children from the muddy curb. Shortly after it departed, a rusty Jeep turned into my driveway. My best friend and newly-minted business partner, Mila, held an old newspaper over her head as she jogged to the porch.
“What are you doing out here?” she asked, stomping slush off her boots. “It’s freezing.”
“Making sure Benji got on the bus.”
“Ah.” She checked the empty street corner. “You let him walk? I’m proud of you.”
I led her inside and poured fresh coffee for the both of us as she shrugged off her wet coat and hung it behind the door.
“He wants to go to summer camp,” I announced, settling next to Mila on the red couch in our living room.
“Ooh, tough call.”
“What do you think I should do?”
Mila shrugged. “If I went through with Rosie what you did with Benji, I’d have a hard time letting her go. But they’re kids, Carolina, and they only get one childhood. Might as well let them make the best of it.”
I propped my feet on the coffee table and stared glumly into the empty fireplace. Despite the kids’ pleas over Christmas time, I hadn’t lit the Yule log in several years. The chimney needed to be cleaned, but the job belonged to my ex-husband, Amos. Ever since our divorce, the hearth remained gray and cold.
“So many things could happen to him,” I said. “He could get hurt or lost. He could be taken again. It’s all the way in Maine. Maine! If something happens to him, how would I get there in time?”
Mila bumped my knee with hers. “You’re getting ahead of yourself. Sure, a lot of bad things could happen at that camp, but a lot of good things could happen too. Benji might make some friends, improve his art, work on his social skills… You’re always saying he needs to learn to talk to people. Besides, you can’t keep your kids from doing the things they love because you’re afraid they might disappear. They’ll resent you for that later in life.”
“But they’ll be safe,” I insisted. “And they’ll make it to the later years.”
“You can’t keep them in a bubble at home,” Mila said. “In a few years, Ophelia will go to college. What will you do then?”
“Die of fear.”
She chuckled. “I doubt it.”
“Let’s be realistic,” I said. “What are the odds Ophelia makes it to college? She’s too busy sabotaging herself.”
“What’s going on now?”
I shook my head. “I don’t know. After Benji’s incident last year, she’s been different. She was always a little bit of a troublemaker, but not like this. She got Marin busted for letting her cheat off a quiz in English last week.”
Mila whistled. “What do Amos and Pilar think about that?”
Though my ex-husband and his new wife raised our collective bunch of kids with excellent co-parenting skills, I often felt like the least experienced of our trio.
“They were upset,” I said. “But Ophelia’s grounded.”
“When is that kid ever not grounded?”
When I laughed, it triggered another wave of pain in my back. Grimacing, I tried to find a comfortable position.
“What’s up with you?” Mila asked, eyeing me suspiciously.
“Benji saw a spider and went all baby koala on me,” I explained. “But he weighs about sixty pounds, and I can’t remember the last time I worked out. He threw my back out.”
She winced. “My apologies. I have medicinal weed if you need it. Works like a charm.”
“You’re enjoying being free of the agency, aren’t you?” I joked. “No more surprise drug tests.”
Mila wrinkled her nose. “I don’t miss the rigor of the FBI, but I do miss the cash flow. I’m not like you, Carolina. I don’t have an ex-husband to pay child support. Mine’s dead, remember?”
Like me, Mila was a single parent. Unlike me, she’d lost her husband to cancer. Though she was younger than me by a few years, I looked up to her. Her strength never wavered, despite the hardships she’d endured.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have made that joke.”
She waved off my apology. “It was funny. But we do need to talk about our business. We’re flailing, man. I don’t know if we can keep this up.”
“We just solved a case last week!”
“The client refused to pay.”
“What?”
Mila opened the bag she’d brought with her and took out a thick file. “She said she figured out her husband was cheating on her before we brought her the proof. She won’t pay.”
“She hired us,” I growled. “We got her the pictures. She owes us.”
“We don’t have any way to prove she owes us.”
“She signed a contract.”
“A contract that doesn’t do the best job of protecting us. If we keep going, we’ll need to draw up a new one.”
“If we keep going?” I leaned forward to get a better view of her expression. “Are you going to back out on me?”
Mila took a long sip of her black coffee as if hoping the bitterness would chase the doubt from her soul. “Carolina, we’ve had two paying clients in three months. The other inquiries we received were bogus ones that we chose to ignore. We can’t run a business like this.”
“We’re starting off,” I said. “Everyone struggles in the beginning. Give it a year, at least.”
“No one here wants to hire private investigators for real cases,” she insisted. “They report to the police, then the police reports to the FBI, if necessary. There’s no market here.”
“Or maybe we need to advertise more,” I countered. “No one knows who we are.”
“I can’t run myself into bankruptcy for this business,” Mila said tiredly. “If things don’t pick up in the next couple of months, I’m going to have to look at other options. I’m sorry, Carolina. I want this to work out too, but I have to be realistic. I can’t put Rosie’s future at stake.”
“See, you’re taking precautions for your daughter,” I pointed out. “But you’re telling me not to with Benji.”
“It’s different. You know that, and stop trying to change the subject.”
I picked up the file and flipped through the contents. “These are all requests for inquiries? How do we not have enough business? We’ve got twenty cases to track right here.”
Mila rifled through the notes. “This lady lost her cat and wants us to find it. This guy thinks his house is haunted and wanted to know if we had EMF meters. This guy thinks the married couple next door buried a body in his backyard—”
“That’s something,” I said. “Maybe his neighbors are killers.”
“His neighbors are in their nineties.”
“Oh.”
Mila handed me a sheet of wrinkled notebook paper. “This person didn’t even bother to call. They shoved this in my mailbox. No name. Just the info.”
I smoothed out the paper. “Missing child: Cecily Barns.” I flipped the page over. “Is that it? What are we supposed to do with so little detail?”
“Nothing,” Mila replied. “The client didn’t give us any contact information. We can’t draw up a contract, we can’t charge them. If we can’t charge, we can’t investigate.”
“What about this kid?” I asked. “Cecily Barns. What if she’s really missing?”
“Then it should be reported to the police,” she said. “We shouldn’t be the first contact for missing children, even if it was our specialty in the past.”
I swirled my coffee and regarded the name on the paper. “I think I’m going to look into this.”
Mila pursed her lips. “We can’t afford to take on free work.”
“You won’t be doing anything for free,” I assured her. “This’ll be on my own time.”
“Carolina—”
I held up the crumpled paper. “Someone wanted us to know that Cecily Barns might be in trouble. I can’t let that go.”
“Fine,” Mila said. “But you’re on your own.”
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Back in the day, when I worked for the Bureau, I became familiar with a lot of the local cops in my area. As an investigator, I needed allies, and local law enforcement ended up being the best way to recruit them.
After a quick trip to a walk-in clinic, where I picked up muscle relaxers, I drove to the police department. When I wobbled inside, clutching my back, a massive man with enormous muscles and jolly pink cheeks that contradicted the rest of his intimidating physique spotted me and belly laughed.
“Caccia, what happened to you?” Detective Bao said, chuckling. “Shlumpin’ around like you’re eight and a half months pregnant.”
“Don’t mess with me, Bao.” I hobbled to his desk and tossed him the wrinkled paper. “Got anything on this Cecily Barns?”
His chair groaned when he leaned back with his arms behind his head to examine me. “I heard you started up your own investigative business.”
“Hmm.”
“Didn’t occur to you to check with me first?”
“I don’t need your permission to go into business for myself,” I snapped.
Bao lifted one patient eyebrow.
I stole a chair from a neighboring desk and lowered myself carefully. “Sorry. Threw my back out this morning. Not exactly in a peppy mood.”
“You rarely are,” Bao commented. “Sorry about your back. Been there, done that. Try heat packs and hot baths. If that doesn’t work, a little medicinal weed never hurt anyone.”
“Said the lead detective on this town’s drug cases.”
A sly grin spread across his lips. “It’d be a crime not to take advantage of the things we got in our evidence locker.”
“Dirty cop.”
“You know I’m not.” Bao shook the mouse to wake up his computer. “Cecily Barns, huh? Doesn’t sound familiar.” He typed the name in and pressed Enter. “Nope. Nothing in the system. Where’d you get this?”
“We have a P.O. box for our business,” I said. “Someone dropped it off. No contact information included.”
“Could be a prank,” he suggested.
“What if it’s not?”
Bao drew a pack of Mentos from his desk drawer and popped one into his mouth. “Tell you what. I’ll get you the address. You can check it out for yourself.”
I sat back, surprised. “You want to help me? I thought you didn’t approve of my business.”
Bao lifted his shoulders. “There’s always gonna be crime, Caccia. Enough for the both of us. I’ll support anyone who wants to make our town safer.” He clicked through a few pages on his computer then scribbled a house address on a sticky note. “Here. Keep me posted. If the kid’s gone, we’ll need to file a report.”
CAROL AND DEREK BARNS lived in a quaint neighborhood on the opposite side of town. From the outside, their life looked perfect. From the curb, their cute home flashed bright yellow shutters and a sea-blue front door. Easter lilies fought to grow in the windowsill flower boxes, despite the lingering chill, and the family had built an outdoor structure for feral cats to shelter in during the colder months.
I knocked then stepped off the porch to give the family a good amount of space to receive me. From experience, I knew not everyone responded well to a private investigator showing up at their doorstep.
A man answered the door in sweatpants and a buttoned collared shirt. “Yes? Can I help you?”
I showed him my P.I. license. “My name is Carolina Caccia. I received an anonymous tip about your daughter, Cecily. Are you Derek Barns?”
His brown eyes narrowed. “Yes, I am. What about Cecily?”
“Is your wife home?”
“Honey!” he called behind him. “Can you come here for a minute?”
A woman joined Derek, pinning a subtle diamond earring in place. “What’s this all about? I’m late for work.”
“I’ll make it quick,” I said. “I got a tip from an anonymous source that your daughter, Cecily, is missing.”
Carol and her husband exchanged a confused look.
“Our daughter is home,” Derek said.
“Here?” I clarified. “Not at school?”
“Derek teaches her,” Carol supplied, fastening her other earring with hasty fingers. “He’s an online professor, hence the ridiculous outfit. His students only ever see him from the waist up.”
Derek grimaced and blushed. “What with the state of public education, we prefer to take Cecily’s schooling into our own hands.”
“Can I see her?” I asked. “Just to verify.”
“One moment,” Carol said, backing out of view.
Derek swayed awkwardly on the balls of his feet as we waited. “Horrible weather we’re having, isn’t it?”
The wind swept my hair over my shoulder and settled like a wet washcloth on my neck. An unrelenting drizzle dampened my scalp. Despite Derek’s proclamation, he made no attempt to invite me inside.
“Not ideal,” I agreed.
When Carol returned with a small girl in tow, Derek’s shoulders sank in visible relief. The girl stepped to the front of the family and peered at me with curious blue eyes. She looked to be about six years old.
“Hi,” she said, waving shyly. “Mama said you wanted to meet me.”
“Are you Cecily?” I asked.
She looked up at her parents. Derek smiled and nodded.
“Yes,” said the little girl.
Carol steered her daughter inside, hiding her from view once more. “Is that all? She was eating breakfast, and we have things to do today.”
“One more thing,” I said. “Do you have any idea why someone might report your daughter as missing?”
“No idea,” Derek replied. “Do you? Should we be worried?”
“I haven’t experienced something like this before,” I admitted. “Do you know of any family members or friends who have expressed interest in Cecily?”
“What kind of interest?”
“Any kind of suspiciously deep attachment,” I clarified. “Is there anyone in Cecily’s life she seems particularly close to in a way that worries you?”
“Nothing like that,” Derek answered. “We don’t have much family left, and all our friends have kids Cecily’s age. She plays with them, not their parents.”
“None of those parents seem off to you?”
“They’re our friends,” Carol said, somewhat defensively. “We wouldn’t allow our child around them if we thought they were bad people.”
I lifted my hands. “These are standard questions.”
“Cecily is home.” Carol crossed her arms and glared at me. “We don’t need you to scare us like this. Don’t come back here.”
She pulled Derek away from the threshold and attempted to shut me out. In a daring move, I slapped my hand on the door to keep her from closing it.
“Excuse you!” Carol exclaimed.
“One more question,” I said. “Is Cecily your biological child?”
“Yes,” she said. “Do you want the damn birth certificate?”
“Actually, that would be great—”
As soon as I removed my hand, Carol slammed the door shut. The force sent me staggering off the porch steps. Carol stalked off, but Derek gazed through the gauzy curtains over the front windows, his lips pursed with worry.
“YOU ACCOSTED THEM,” Mila accused me over the phone.
I pulled my car into the garage, shut off the ignition, and unbuckled my seatbelt. My back throbbed with every movement, to the point where I practically climbed out of the driver’s seat and crawled inside.
“I just wanted to make sure the kid was okay,” I told Mila, dragging myself to the sofa. Sweat beaded at my temples with the effort. “All I did was ask a few questions. The mother’s behavior is suspicious in my opinion.”
“You insinuated that their child was in danger,” Mila replied. “Without specifying what kind of danger. Any parent’s instinct would be to immediately put you at arm’s length.”
“I’m an investigator, not a criminal.”
“It doesn’t matter who you are. What matters are the words coming out of your mouth.”
I propped throw pillows behind my low back and groaned as I relaxed into them. “Listen to me. The parents said Cecily was their biological child, but she has blue eyes.”
“So?”
“So both Derek and Carol have brown eyes.”
Mila waited a beat before prompting me again. “Go on.”
“Two parents with brown eyes won’t have a biological kid with blue ones,” I said. “It’s simple genetics. They lied to me.”
“Maybe Cecily’s adopted and they didn’t want to tell you.”
“Why not? Why hide that information?”
A keyboard clacked furiously over the phone, loud enough to punctuate Mila’s response with its staccato rhythm. “The kid was with them, right? Maybe she doesn’t know, and they weren’t ready to tell her. There might be a few reasons for the eye color discrepancy. Regardless, you put those parents in an uncomfortable situation. That’s not our job.”
“I was following a lead.”
“You followed an anonymous tip,” she rectified. “It’s different. Anyone who doesn’t leave a name is automatically unreliable.”
“I’m not sure we should operate under that assumption.” The keyboard noises ramped up, and I held the phone away from my ear. “What are you doing anyway?”
“Uh, nothing. Just looking up a price for a Jeep part.”
“Uh-huh. My bullcrap detector is off the charts right now.”
Mila grumbled nonsense under her breath. “You’re not going to be happy about it.”
“About what?”
“I’m looking for a job.”
I shot upright, and my back reminded me of my recent injury with a sharp stinging bolt that radiated all the way up my neck and into my skull.
Mila mistook my grunt of discomfort for a response to her announcement. “Before you yell at me, you have to understand where I’m coming from. I have a kid to support, and I can’t gamble with my career. If you—”
“You told me you’d look at other options in a couple of months,” I said through clenched teeth. “Not right away. You haven’t given our start-up a chance.”
“I am giving it a chance,” she insisted. “I’m not backing out, but I need a Plan B. Something part-time to make up for the lost cash. Please don’t be mad. I already traded my nice car for that beat-up Jeep to cut down on my monthly payments.”
“I like your Jeep.”
“Fine, you take the Jeep. I’ll take your Subaru.”
I hesitated, biting my lip.
“Exactly,” she said. “I’m doing the best I can, okay? I could use a little support from my friend.”
“You always have my support,” I told her. “But I feel like I’m missing yours. Why don’t you have my back on this case?”
“When Benji disappeared, you got reckless,” she said. “That energy hasn’t disappeared. I see you wanting to break the rules, even now.”
“I didn’t do anything wrong by going to the Barns’ house.”
“It’s your intention, Lina,” Mila replied. “It’s that manic way you have of doing things. Do you ever think that’s why Ophelia has been having more trouble lately? Maybe she learned disobedience from you.”
“That’s not fair.”
“Kids emulate their parents,” she went on. “I’m happy to support this business, and I want us to succeed, but I need you to listen when I talk. Pay attention to me. Follow protocol.”
“We’re a private business. We don’t have company protocols.”
“Then we should establish them,” Mila declared. “We might not be bound to the law by the agency anymore, but we’re civilians. If you commit a crime to solve a case, you might be the one who ends up in jail. Don’t forget your criminal history.”
“It was expunged after we found Benji,” I reminded her. “I have no criminal history.”
“On paper, you don’t,” she said. “But the people behind the law won’t forget about the things you’ve done.”
“You’re acting like I killed someone to find my son.”
“No, I’m acting like a concerned friend and business partner,” she replied firmly. “Please, Carolina. Don’t chase after a case that’ll leave us with nothing.”
“I’m not—” Fuming, I forced myself to inhale. “Forget it. I’ll talk to you later, Mila.”
“Carolina, don’t hang up—”
I did anyway, then chucked the phone to the armchair across the room. The pain from my back transferred to my heart. Mila, the one person who’d trusted and supported me throughout my entire career, thought I’d lost my touch. Granted, I hadn’t worked for the agency in years, so I might have been out of practice, but Mila’s accusation of mania struck hard.
Did trauma only ever bring more trauma? Losing Benji, however temporarily, had made me insane. Getting back into the investigation business felt like a step forward. I was meant to help other people, and I had a knack for figuring things out that were often overlooked. So what if I used unconventional methods? In my opinion, my strengths as an investigator overpowered any supposed “mania.”
Regardless, Mila knew me better than anyone. She supported me when I quit my job at the FBI, comforted me when Amos filed for divorce, and babysat my kids in her free time. In her eyes, I’d morphed from a wise mentor into a washed-up P.I. with less-than-stellar credentials. What was the truth? Who got to define the way I conducted my business?
I dozed off on the couch, drifting away from the back pain. When I awoke, Benji stood over me with wide eyes.
“Mom,” he whispered. “Are you dead?”
My back stiffened when I tried to sit up, so I let myself remain prone. “I’m not dead. Can you get me the hot pad, buddy? It’s in the linen closet.”
He shuffled off and returned with the pad. Helpfully, he plugged it in, turned it on, and slid it behind me.
“Thanks, bud.” I ruffled his hair. “How was school?”
“Fine.” He stood on his toes. “My art teacher asked me about camp.”
“What did she say?”
“She wanted to know if I got in,” he said. “I told her I did, but you don’t want me to go.”
More than anything, I wanted to lift Benji onto the couch to sit next to me, but the smallest change in position caused me discomfort. “It’s not that I don’t want you to go, dude. It’s just—I’m scared, okay? Moms can be scared too, you know.”
Benji chewed on his lip. “I know, but I don’t want you to be scared. It’s not fun.”
I chuckled. “No, it’s not.”
“I won’t get taken again,” he said eagerly. “I know better now.”
I patted his cheek. “What happened to you last year wasn’t your fault, Benji. A bad man took you to get back at me. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“I walked away from you. You always say not to do that.”
“I let you,” I reminded him. “You asked to be excused, remember? It wasn’t your fault. Sure, we all need to practice caution in any situation, but you’re a kid. You deserve to have fun without worrying about who might be watching you. It’s my job to take care of the rest.”
He rocked back and forth, an impish smile on his lips. “Does that mean I can go to camp?”
“I have to do some research,” I said. “We’re short on cash. If I can afford it and I decide it’s safe, you can go.”
Benji bumped his tiny fist. “Yes! Whoo-hoo, I’m going to art camp!”
“Maybe.” I jabbed his stomach with the tip of my finger. “Don’t get too excited yet.”
He pouted. “Can you hurry up and decide? We’re supposed to respond to the invitation in two weeks.”
“I’ll let you know in two weeks then.”
“But that’s forever!”
I tweaked his nose. “It’ll be over before you know it. Can you do me another favor?”
“What?” he said glumly.
“Call Grandma. I need her to come over and make dinner for all of us.”
Benji backed up to get a better look at me. “Are you really hurt? Is it my fault?”
I made an attempt not to wince as I pushed myself into an upright position. “Don’t worry about me. My back will get better, but I’ll need some help for the next couple of days.”
He found my phone on the armchair and dialed my mother’s number in a few seconds flat. “One Grandma, coming right up.”
I closed my eyes as Benji wandered off, vaguely listening to his invitation. Not long after, he returned to the living room and handed me the phone.
“It’s Ophelia’s school,” he said. “They want to talk to you.”
With a feeling of impending doom, I put the phone to my ear. “This is Carolina Caccia. May I ask who’s speaking?”
“Hi, Miss Caccia,” said a polite, pleasant voice. “This is Delilah Bloom from the high school’s front office. Do you have a minute to talk about Ophelia?”
I squeezed the bridge of my nose and braced myself for the worst. “What did she do now?”
“We had an incident at lunch today,” Delilah said. “Ophelia had a disagreement with a boy from her grade and punched him. A relatively nasty fight ensued. After she went to the nurse’s office, Ophelia went to ISS.”
“In-school suspension,” I muttered. “You’re kidding me. Is she okay? What was the fight about?”
“I’m not sure, ma’am,” Delilah replied. “Neither student would answer our questions. The nurse cleared Ophelia, but she has—”
The front door swung open, and my daughter stepped inside, drenched from head to toe.
“A black eye,” I finished for Delilah.
“Yes,” Delilah said. “I’m afraid we can’t condone this kind of behavior, Miss Caccia. If it happens again, Ophelia will be suspended from school for at least two weeks.”
“Understood. Thanks, Delilah.”
I hung up and stared Ophelia down. She pointedly refused to look at me and busied herself with her wet clothes instead. As she kicked off her shoes and slipped out of her raincoat, I crossed my arms and waited for her to make eye contact. At long last, her gaze flickered up to gauge my anger. The skin around her left eye was angry and purple.
“A fight?” I demanded. “You got into a fight?”
“In my defense—”
“No, you don’t get defense,” I said. “Keep your hands off other people, O. That’s that.”
“But Kyle called Nikki a dyke!” She stomped across the living room. “That’s bullying, and Nikki should be able to do whatever she wants without being judged for it.”
“You can stand up to people without punching them.”
“Not Kyle,” she insisted. “If you knew what he looked like, you’d understand. He has a very punchable face.”
Praying for patience, I smoothed my palms across my face to calm myself. “Give me your phone.”
Ophelia’s jaw unhinged. “What? Why?”
“You’re grounded. No phone for a week.”
“I’m already grounded!” She stomped her feet. “It’s not fair. I didn’t start the fight.”
“You threw the first punch.”
“Because Kyle said something asinine!”
“Language,” I hissed. “Phone. Now.”
She took it out of her back pocket and threw it onto the couch. It hit my kneecap and bounced off as she stomped upstairs. “Whatever! And by the way, asinine is an SAT word!”
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A  new Monday night tradition stipulated a trip to Bear’s Bar around nine o’clock, where I met up with Amos and Pilar to have “adult family time.” Without the kids around, we could rant about our parenting issues, work, or whatever else happened to pop up in conversation. Two years ago, if someone told me I’d enjoy hanging out with my ex-husband and his new wife, I would have laughed in their face. Then Amos and I set aside our complicated past to make room for the future, and I got to know Pilar for the extraordinary woman and mother that she was. Though I sometimes felt the sting of jealousy when we all hung out—I was still single after all—it was always overwhelmed by the new loving routine we’d found together.
Bear, owner and bartender, did not warrant the name. It was as if his parents had hoped for a muscular, football-playing prodigy with a lengthy athletic career. Instead, they got a skinny dude with a green mohawk, pink nail polish, and tight pleather pants. Bear was an anomaly in our sprightly suburban town, but he served strong drinks, so the locals accepted him as one of their own.
“Ginger ale?” he asked, wiping a glass clean.
“How’d you know?”
Bear nodded at my slumped posture. “You’re nursing a back injury. I’m guessing muscle relaxers are involved, and you don’t want to mix those with booze.”
“Mind reader.”
“Bartender.” He filled the clean glass with soda and set it on the counter. “There ya go. Your buddies are at their usual booth. I’ll bring over some onion rings in a bit.”
“You’re the best, Bear.”
“I know.”
I hobbled toward Pilar and Amos. When he spotted me, Amos’s lips twisted with worry, and he shot out of the booth to help me. With my arm around his shoulders, I noticed new gray streaks in his hair. Pilar made room for me in the booth as Amos helped me slide in next to her. Then he sat on the opposite side.
“What happened?”
When I recounted the spider-chasing events of that morning, Amos hid a snicker behind his hand. Pilar kicked his shin beneath the table.
“Don’t laugh,” she scolded. “Lina’s clearly in pain.”
“I’m sorry,” Amos chortled. “I’m not laughing at the back injury. It’s the kids. They can be damned stupid sometimes.”
“Speaking of which,” I said. “Your daughter came home with a black eye today.”
Amos’s smile dropped. “You’re kidding.”
“Nope. She punched a boy, and he punched back.”
“Is she okay?” Pilar asked.
“Other than the lovely shiner and being grounded for the rest of her life, she’s fine.” I sipped my ginger ale and wished for a shot of bourbon to go with it. “I don’t know what to do with her.”
“Boot camp?” Amos suggested half-heartedly.
“I haven’t ruled it out,” I said. “By the way, I’m sorry about what happened with Marin. Did she get into trouble?”
Pilar shot a concerned glance at Amos. “The teacher let it slide because Marin has good grades and no history of cheating.”
“Here’s what I don’t get,” Amos said. “Ophelia’s not dumb. She’s one of the smartest kids in her grade, so what does she need to cheat for?”
“What does she need to punch someone for?” I asked. “Most of her behavior these days is unexplainable.”
“Maybe she wants attention,” Pilar said. “It’s normal for children of divorce to feel neglected. Plus, we’ve been paying Benji an inordinate amount of affection since his abduction. I’m sure Ophelia has picked up on that.”
I traced the carbonated bubbled rising from my ale through the glass. “I never thought about that. It always seems like she doesn’t want to be around me anymore.”
Pilar rested a gentle hand on mine. “She’s a teenage girl, Carolina. Marin’s been secretive lately too. It’s natural, even for families who haven’t experienced trauma like yours.”
“You wanna talk trouble?” Amos said. “Guess what Nessa did yesterday?”
Nessa, about Benji’s age, was Pilar’s younger daughter. The girls were polite and well-behaved, a testament to Pilar’s success as a single mother prior to her second marriage. I often wondered how she did it. Her patience never waned, but mine sank like a ship as soon as one of the kids fired a single cannonball at me.
Before I could take a stab at Nessa’s misbehavior, Bear sidled up behind me and whispered, “Danger, Will Robinson. Your ex just walked in.”
My shoulders rose as I glanced toward the door. A dark-skinned man with infuriatingly gorgeous blue eyes stepped over the threshold, his laugh echoing across the bar as one of his buddies told a joke. I quickly pulled my hair out of its messy bun, fluffed it, and let it drift forward to hide my face.
Amos flashed me a weird look. “Okay, what just happened?”
“Parker’s here,” I hissed. “I didn’t think he came to Bear’s anymore.”
Amos stretched over the back of the booth for a look. I leaned forward to lightly smack his chest and upended Amos’s beer instead. The amber liquid seeped across the table and into Amos’s lap. He slid out of the booth to avoid the rest of the mess.
The crash of glass caught the attention of everyone in the bar. Parker glanced over, and I stupidly made eye contact with him. His smile disappeared, and his beautiful dark brows slanted downward.
“Lord help me,” I muttered.
Parker patted his friends on the back and sidled through the crowded floor, slipping his hands into his pockets as he approached me. He stopped short and examined me from a few feet away.
“You don’t look sick,” he observed.
Amos, dripping with beer, and Pilar, dripping with curiosity, waited for me to reply. I gaped at Parker like a dying fish, trying to think of something to say that wouldn’t make me sound like a complete ass.
“I threw out my back,” I sputtered at last.
“Last week, you had the flu,” Parker said. “The week before that, you told me you caught a stomach virus from the last PTA meeting. No one at that meeting was sick.”
My face burned with embarrassment. “I guess I got it somewhere else then.”
Parker let his piercing eyes drift upward. “You’re avoiding me, and I want to know why.”
“I’m not avoiding you. I really did pull my back.”
“Things were going great,” he reminded me. “I thought we were on the right track. We were seeing each other regularly. You had plans to introduce me to your kids—”
Amos raised his eyebrows at me. “You did?”
“Then you dropped off the map,” Parker went on, ignoring Amos. “You stopped texting. You stopped calling. Did I do something wrong?”
“No, of course not.”
Parker stepped closer, and Amos automatically curled his fingers into fists. I subtly shook my head at my ex-husband as Parker bent to catch my eye.
“I want to be with you,” he murmured. “I don’t care who knows it. Why won’t you give me a chance?”
When he cupped my waist, it sent a shock through my lower back. I winced and moved away, but Parker misread the signals. Hurt welled up in his eyes as he retracted his grasp.
“Parker, wait—”
His chin wobbled when he replied. “When we started this, I told you I didn’t want to get hurt. I’ve been thrown around too many times. The one thing I asked you to do was always be straight with me about your feelings. If you don’t want to be with me, just tell me.”
I stared at the table top, focusing on a pair of initials and a crooked heart that someone had carved into the old wood. DB & CH. Were the owners of those initials still in love or did they think of this bar table with regret and remorse in their hearts? The letters blurred as tears gathered in my vision.
“I think you should go,” Amos told Parker.
“No, I want an answer.”
Amos inserted himself between me and Parker, squaring his shoulders. “I told you to go.”
Neither man was a fighter, but Amos’s sturdy stance and ready fists convinced Parker otherwise. The entire bar watched the stand-off, on the edge of their seats as they waited for someone to throw the first punch. Bear had his hand on the phone, ready to call the cops.
But Parker lifted his hands in defeat and turned away from Amos. As he rejoined his friends, who clapped him on the back in solidarity, Parker took one last longing look at me. I bowed my head, refusing to gaze back.
Amos relaxed his position and sat. “What was that all about?”
“I thought you and Parker were doing well,” Pilar added softly. “What happened?”
My throat closed up. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
Amos leaned across the table. “Did that guy do something to you? Because if he did, I’ll kill him—”
“Please stop,” I said, cradling my forehead. “Parker didn’t do anything wrong. It’s all me.”
“What do you mean?” Pilar said.
“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”
She backed off but kept a reassuring hand on my arm. Amos, on the other hand, wasn’t so easy to dissuade. He glared at Parker across the bar.
“I don’t like him,” he declared.
“Shocking,” Pilar said dryly.
“No, it’s not right,” Amos went on. “I know Carolina. She doesn’t let guys reduce her to this kind of mess.”
“Gee, thanks,” I said.
He nudged me beneath the table. “You know what I mean. Are you sure you don’t want me to punch him?”
“So you and Ophelia can get into fights on the same day. Pass.”
He lifted his glass in a toast. “Solid point.”
AT HOME, my desire for a hot bath and an early bedtime went out the window. As soon as I stepped inside, a chorus yelling and crying crescendoed. My mother, Lina, directed the cacophonous symphony.
“You know damn well you can’t have your phone!” Mom yelled as I hung my coat behind the garage door.
Ophelia, who should have been in bed an hour ago, inhaled enough air into her lungs for a fifty-meter deep dive. “Why can’t I send one text message? My friend wants to know if I’m okay!”
“Because you’re grounded, young lady,” my mother replied. “If your mother comes home—”
“I don’t care what Mom thinks,” Ophelia hollered back. “I want to talk to my friends!”
All the while, Benji sat on the stairs, hugging his knees to his chest and rocking back and forth. Tear streaks stained his face as he howled with anguish. “I want Mom! When is Mom coming home?”
“I’m right here, buddy,” I said, exhausted.
Benji launched himself at me and threw his arms around my waist. I stumbled backward, gritting my teeth. “Mom, I had a bad dream, and Ophelia won’t shut up about her phone.”
“Listen here, craphead,” Ophelia snarled at her brother. “At least I didn’t wet the bed because of a nightmare.”
“I didn’t wet the bed! I’m not a baby.”
My mother’s Italian roots and the amount of olive oil she consumed kept her looking younger than most women her age, but one night with my children had drawn deeper lines in her forehead and dark circles beneath her eyes. She rolled up a magazine and whacked Ophelia’s butt, officially out of patience.
“Ow!” Ophelia clutched her butt with both hands, protecting it from further abuse. “Corporal punishment is illegal!”
Mom brandished the magazine again. “I’ll show you illegal.”
“Stop,” I called, mustering the rest of my energy to infuse my tone with as much authority as possible. “Everyone shut up. Benji, get off me.”
Benji stepped away and sniffled. My mother froze with the magazine over her shoulder, ready to smack a disobedient child at a moment’s notice. Ophelia glared from Benji to me to her grandmother, as if deciding who she wished to poison first after everyone went to bed tonight.
“I had a long, painful day,” I said in a quiet voice. “I am not in the mood to referee tonight’s gladiator games, so if you are not upstairs, in your beds, with the lights off in five minutes, neither of you will see the sun until Christmas. Is that understood?”
Benji, young enough to be easily intimidated, instantly ran up to his bedroom. Ophelia, however, stood her ground.
“Can I have my phone?” she demanded.
“What do you think?” I snarled. “Ask me again, and I’ll keep it for another two weeks.”
A nasty reply lingered on the tip of her tongue. I watched her fury brew and boil, but refused to look away. After a long silent stand-off, Ophelia turned on her heel and stomped upstairs, muttering murderously under her breath. I waited until she was gone to fall against the sofa.
My mother came to my side, patted me gently, and chuckled.
“What?” I said.
“When you were little,” she began, “I prayed to God you’d have children who challenged you as much as you challenged me. Guess we both got more than we bargained for.”
BY SOME MIRACLE, my back ached significantly less the next morning. I sent thanks to the heavens as I splashed warm water across my face. Closing my eyes, I savored the ticklish, refreshing feeling of the droplets running down my neck and into my shirt. Somewhere in another universe, a different version of me lay on a beach in northern Italy, free of obligations and worries as the sun glistened off my oiled body.
“Mom, Ophelia hit me!”
“I did not!”
The enchanting vision vanished, and I was back in my cold, outdated bathroom. Benji stormed in without knocking.
“Mom, Ophelia—”
“Out,” I ordered.
“But she—”
“Out. Go get ready for school.”
Unaccustomed to such brusque discipline, Benji woefully made his way from my bathroom, bottom lip trembling. I finished my morning routine in relative peace, ignoring the bickering match between my kids in the hallway.
“Where’s my lunch?” Ophelia asked when I walked into the kitchen.
“I didn’t make lunches today.” I fished a handful of coins out of the change jar and separated the quarters out. “Here. Buy the school lunch.”
Gleefully, Ophelia snatched the quarters from my palm and left the house. She hopped into the waiting blue Mustang of a sixteen-year-old boy, who sped off down the street. Yet another challenge I’d have to confront later.
“No bologna?” Benji asked.
I slipped the quarters into his front coat pocket, where he also kept his insulin pen for diabetic emergencies. “No bologna. Get something at school. Make sure whatever you choose keeps your blood sugar up. Off you go.”
“By myself.”
“Yup.” I kissed his forehead. “See ya, buddy.”
Though he didn’t know it, I watched him walk to the bus stop from the window. Once Benji was gone, I bundled up, got into my car, and drove to the high school. As I did so, my phone rang.
“Where are you?” Mila asked. “I’m at your house.”
I circled the student parking lot, searching for the blue Mustang. When I found it, I parked nearby and waited. Through the back windshield, I saw Ophelia lean toward the boy. My pulse pounded in my ears.
“I’m running errands.”
“You never do errands in the morning.”
The bell rang, prompting the teenagers to leave the car. Ophelia jabbed the boy’s arm in a playful goodbye before they headed off in different directions. The boy gazed longingly after Ophelia as she ran up behind her friend Nikki and gave her a surprise hug. I waited until Ophelia stepped into the school.
“Hello? Carolina?”
“I’m here.” I pulled away from the high school and headed home. “You’re right. I wasn’t running errands. I was stalking my daughter to make sure she didn’t skip class again.”
“Well, I wanted to talk to you about yesterday,” Mila said.
“What’s there to talk about? You made yourself perfectly clear.”
Another block down, I passed the elementary school, where the buses were just arriving in the drop-off loop. I spotted Benji’s ugly orange backpack as soon as he stepped onto the curb and bounded inside. Smiling, I kept driving.
“I didn’t mean to offend you or imply you’re bad at your job,” Mila went on. “I’m sorry I said those things.”
Right at the end of the drop-off, a different child caught my eye. I slammed on the brakes, causing the car behind me to beep and swerve around me. Squinting across the bus loop, I waited for the child to emerge from behind a wall of bushes.
“Tell me something, Mila,” I said. “If Derek and Carol Barns aren’t liars, why is Cecily at the elementary school when they told me she was educated at home?”
“You followed her to school?”
“No, I’m checking on my kids. She happens to be here.”
“Carolina, don’t go near her,” Mila warned. “The parents obviously don’t want her to know she’s adopted. I’m sure they were protecting her.”
“I won’t.”
“Promise?”
“Yeah, yeah. Of course.” I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I actually do have some errands to run while I’m out, so we’ll have to talk later.”
“Are you mad?”
I tracked Cecily as she headed into the school. “No. I’m not mad.”
AT RECESS, when the kids streamed out of the school like Spartans on the battlefield, I got out of my car and walked leisurely along the chain-link fence that separated the playground from the sidewalk. Benji was nowhere in sight, but that was normal; he spent his free time drawing in the art room.
Cecily Barns played alone, drawing in the muddy dirt with a stick near the fence. I casually approached her.
“Hi, kiddo.”
She looked up and smiled. “I remember you. You came to my house.”
“I sure did.” I knelt down to her level. “Whatcha doing?”
“Drawing a bird.”
“Wow, good job,” I said. “Do you know my son, Benji? He loves drawing birds too.”
The little girl poked her tongue into her cheek. “I think I know him. He’s older than me though.”
“Yeah, he is. Do you mind if I ask you a question, kiddo?”
Her inquisitive eyes twinkled with a surprising amount of wisdom. “What’s the question?”
“Is Cecily your real name?”
She didn’t answer, distracted by her drawing. I watched her loop the stick around in the dirt. Then I noticed she had spelled a single word.
Katy.
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A s I pulled into the garage, the mail truck ambled up the street. I waved at the woman in the driver’s seat as I got out of my car.
“Hey, Leti,” I said, coming out to meet her. “Anything good?”
She handed me a stack of envelopes. “Bills?”
I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t suppose you can take those back to the post office, can you?”
“No, but I can shove them to the very back of your mailbox, so you can ignore them for as long as you like.”
“Let’s do that then.”
To get a chuckle out of me, Leti made a show of cramming the envelopes into the box, pulling ridiculous faces of fake effort. “Whoops,” she said. “Looks like you forgot something from yesterday.” She handed me a wrinkled photograph that she’d accidentally squished during her performance. “Sorry about that.”
I smoothed the picture. “It’s okay. I don’t know what this is.”
She tipped her hat. “I’ll leave you to it then. Say hi to the kids for me.”
“Will do.”
As Leti drove to the next house, I collected the bills from the mailbox and went inside. Too intrigued by the crumpled photo, I didn’t bother to take off my coat before examining it. The picture featured a little girl, five or six years old, playing on the yellow slide in a familiar playground. She had golden hair, brown eyes, and gangly legs. I flipped the picture over.
In messy handwriting, someone had written Cecily Barns.
“Brown eyes,” I muttered to myself. “What is going on here?”
I studied the photo again, this time noticing a single yellow-and-white checkered slip-on skate shoe in the bottom of the frame, as if the person who’d taken the picture had their feet stretched out while they sat on a park bench.
I recognized the park. When Ophelia was younger, it had been her favorite place to go. She loved the tall slides and high monkey bars. I lost count of how many times she fell into the rubber mulch, on her stomach, her knees, and—God forbid—her head at that park. Twice, I’d rushed her to the hospital to stitch up a particularly nasty cut. Then, before I knew it, she outgrew playgrounds and moved on to more dangerous activities like skateboarding in deep pools and careening through mountain paths on her bike.
Benji, on the other hand, still loved parks. Unlike his sister, he ignored the slides and spent his attention on the surrounding trees instead. While the other kids played tag or hide and seek, Benji lay in the grass and stared at the sky, waiting for birds to pass overhead. Once he got old enough, he began drawing them.
I set the picture next to Benji’s invitation for the summer camp. At my computer, I logged on and searched for the Future Nature Artists of America website. Apparently, the FNAA was one of the biggest supporters of art in education. They pushed for school districts to include visual arts classes and offered college scholarships to gifted students. If Benji worked with them throughout high school, he could eventually get a partial ride to a top university like the Rhode Island School of Design or the School of the Art Institute of Chicago. Was it too early to start thinking about Benji’s future like this?
In addition to FNAA’s collegiate perks, the summer camp looked like Benji’s version of paradise. Towering trees, rustic log cabins, an enormous lake, and a mountainous backdrop filled the pictures online. Kids grinned and laughed as they sailed boats, paddled kayaks, did crafts, and hiked forest trails. Other photos featured children in various art classes, which most often took place outside. The camp’s website even included a curriculum of classes for each week, to show students and parents what kind of artistic skills they would be working on.
“Oh, Benji,” I said to myself. “You would love this, buddy.”
Dread snaked like poisonous vines around my lungs as I clicked the “Pricing” tab. When the dollar amount popped up for the all-inclusive package, those vines took hold and squeezed.
“FIFTEEN HUNDRED DOLLARS,” I said to Mila as we gathered snacks for our afternoon meeting. “And that doesn’t include airfare.”
Mila watched me fill two glasses of wine to the top. “I’m sure a place like that offers scholarships to students who can’t afford to go.”
“They do,” I said, “but Benji doesn’t qualify. My income is too high and I get child support from Amos, so they won’t let Benji apply for a scholarship.”
“Can Amos help?”
“I don’t want him to.” I opened a package of goat cheese and overturned it on a plate. “Marin’s going to science camp this summer, so he’s helping Pilar pay for that. I want to do this for Benji on my own.”
Mila folded her hands. “What if I told you I found a case for us? One that would pay us enough to get Benji into that camp and have some left over for your bills?”
“I’d say stop messing with me.”
“I’m not.”
I straightened my back. “What did you find?”
She tossed a file onto the coffee table, next to the cheese. “Selma Bonovich. Silver Lake Estates housewife. She’s ninety-eight percent sure her husband is cheating on her. All she needs is the proof.”
“Silver Lake Estates, huh?”
“You’ve heard of it?”
“Wealthy, gated community north of here,” I reported, thumbing through the paperwork. “We couldn’t afford to sneeze there. We’ve taken cases like this before and ended up empty-handed. What makes this any different?”
“I drew up a new contract, first of all,” Mila said. “Secondly, she’s offering us two hundred dollars an hour. Each.”
“That’s way over our rate.”
Mila shrugged and grinned. “She insisted. Guess she’s pretty desperate to nail her husband.”
“How long do you think this is going to take us?”
She handed me a stack of handwritten notes. “Quite a while, from the looks of it. The husband travels, so we might have a hard time tracking him down. It’ll be a lot of late-night stakeouts and long road trips. You up for it?”
“What about the kids?”
“I spoke to your mother. She’s willing to babysit Ophelia and Benji. Rosie, too, if it means getting paid for this case.”
“And what about Cecily Barns?” I asked. “The real Cecily Barns?”
Mila sighed and sat back. “Carolina, you have to make a choice. Give that picture to Detective Bao. Let him figure that out, so we can work on a case we’ll actually get paid for.”
My two options lay beside each other, separated by a hunk of goat cheese, some grapes, and a small pile of crackers: Cecily Barns or Selma Bonovich. Which one was the right case to follow?
“Do you want to send Benji to that camp or not?” Mila asked quietly.
“Yes,” I said. “I do. Let’s track the Bonovich case.”
THAT AFTERNOON, I bundled up in a coat and scarf and waited for Benji’s bus to drop him off at the corner. When he waddled to the porch, I offered him a thermos of hot cocoa and a fresh cookie, then took his backpack from him.
He eyed the cookie suspiciously. “What’s this for?”
“I thought you and I could have a fun afternoon together,” I said. “Ophelia has volleyball practice today anyway. Want to go to the park together?”
“I’m kinda tired,” he said, trying to step past me into the house. “I’d rather do my homework early and get some drawing done.”
“You can draw at the park,” I countered. “I’ll help you with your homework later.”
“It’s cold out.”
“Take a sip of hot cocoa.” I tipped the mug toward his lips. “You’ll feel better. Do you have your drawing stuff with you?”
“Yeah, but—”
I took him by the shoulders and led him to the car. “Come on, buddy. It’ll be fun.”
AS WE PARKED, Benji peered through the window.
“I though we were going to Greenwoods,” he said. “I don’t like this park. The playground is too big, and the kids are always so noisy.”
“I thought you could use a change of scenery.” I helped him out of the side door and made sure his coat was zipped up. Though the sky was blue, the chill remained. “Besides, if you want to go to that camp, you’ll have to get used to playing with other kids.”
Benji’s eyes gleamed. “You decided I can go?”
“Not yet,” I said. “Convince me you can handle yourself. I want you to introduce yourself to at least one other kid on the playground.”
He frowned. “Do I have to?”
“You want to go to camp?”
He set his shoulders and lifted his chin. “Yes. I’m gonna do it.”
As he ran off toward the playground, I took the photograph out of my pocket and held it up to match the scene in front of me. I settled to watch Benji on the same bench the photographer had sat on.
“I never told Mila I wouldn’t look into this case,” I murmured to myself. “Not a liar. Just a fibber.”
While Benji lingered on the outskirts of the playground and sized up the other kids, I scanned the park for a pair of yellow-and-white checkered shoes. One toddler in the sand pit sported a baby-sized pair, but the photographer’s feet were the size of an average adult. Unfortunately, the parents in the park wore boring work shoes or boots like my own. I checked the picture again; the ground was littered with orange and brown leaves, so the photo must have been taken before the first snowfall last year.
I surveyed the park again, this time looking for the real Cecily Barns with her bright brown eyes. Once more, I only found disappointment. Though thrilled children enjoying the rare bit of sunshine filled the park, none of them matched the girl in the picture.
Every few minutes, a new minivan pulled up to the park and released another child from its depths. Each time, my heart rate raced with anticipation, but the brown-eyed Cecily Barns, whoever she was, never appeared.
After an hour of scouting, Benji scooted over to a small girl sitting alone on the swings. As she dragged her feet in the frozen dirt, Benji waved shyly. She seemed uncertain about his presence until he ripped a piece of paper out of his drawing book, folded it into a swan, and offered it to the girl. She accepted it gleefully, and Benji pointed at me across the park. I smiled as the girl hopped off the swing, and they headed toward me.
“Mom,” Benji said, puffing his chest. “This is Bella. She’s six years old, and she likes origami swans.”
“Hi, Bella.”
Bella giggled nervously. “Hi.”
“I did it,” Benji whispered as Bella scampered off with her paper swan. “I made a friend. Can we go now?”
“Sure, buddy. I’m proud of you.”
“Okay. Can you unlock the car?”
I gave him the keys, and he ran off, blowing hot air into his gloved hands. Wearily, I pushed myself off the bench. My back ache had somewhat returned, no doubt due to subjecting my aging bones to the cold for so long. Clutching my hip, I followed Benji to the car.
Yellow checkered sneakers balanced along the curb, one foot placed delicately in front of the other. Following the shoes upward, I found dark-wash skinny jeans, an oversized hoodie beneath a sherpa-lined jean jacket, and an orange beanie. Bleached blonde hair framed the pointed chin and sharp hazel eyes of an eighteen or nineteen-year-old woman.
I veered off my path to the car and approached her, digging the photograph out of my pocket as I did so. “Excuse me? Do I—”
Her eyes widened with fear as she noticed me. Her foot slipped off the curb, and her ankle buckled. She backed away with a limp.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I’m Carolina. Did you leave this in my mailbox?”
I lifted the photograph. The girl glanced at it. For a brief moment, something like recognition flashed in her eyes. Then she returned to fearfulness.
“Stranger danger!” she said in a curiously childish voice.
“No, I didn’t mean to scare you—”
She broke into a run, grabbed a trick bike that had been leaning against a nearby tree, and pedaled off, bending low over the handlebars. Within seconds, she was gone.
“Who was that?” Benji asked as I got into the driver’s seat.
“No idea,” I answered truthfully.
A RERUN of Ophelia’s favorite TV show—some bizarre Western with a gun-toting woman cursed with the responsibility of killing demonic outlaws—blared loudly in the living room as Benji and I returned home. Ophelia lazed on the couch, her bare feet propped on the coffee table. She tossed M&Ms into the air and tried to catch them with her mouth.
“Aren’t you supposed to be at volleyball practice?”
“Uh, Coach K canceled it today.”
“I didn’t get an email about it.”
“It was last minute,” Ophelia said, acting altogether too casual as she adjusted her position on the couch. “She had a family emergency or something.”
“So if I called the school right now, they’d tell me the same thing?”
“Totally.”
I picked up the phone and began to dial. Ophelia vaulted over the back of the couch, sending M&Ms flying, and snatched the phone from my grasp.
“Fine,” she said. “Practice wasn’t cancelled. I skipped it, okay?”
“No, it’s not okay,” I scolded. She rolled her eyes, set my phone aside, and catapulted back over the couch to settle in her original position. “First, you get into a fight. Now, you’re skipping practice? What’s next? Should I search your room for a weed stash?”
“I wouldn’t know where to get weed,” Ophelia said.
“Not the point.” I moved in front of the TV, blocking her view of the show. “What’s going on with you, O? You love volleyball. Why did you skip it?”
She fiddled with the edge of a throw blanket and avoided my gaze. “Maybe I don’t love it anymore. Maybe I’d rather go to the skate park instead of knock a ball around with a bunch of losers who don’t care about anything else but school sports.”
“Those sports could get you through college,” I reminded her. “You have friends on the team too. You’re letting them down.”
“They don’t care what I do,” she muttered. “They hate me.”
I sat next to her and rested a hand on her knee. “Why? Did something happen?”
Ophelia leaned her head on my shoulder, a rare show of affection these days. As she did so, her hip lifted from the couch, revealing a corner of her phone. I reached around her to take it away.
“What the hell, O?” I demanded. “Did you take this from my room?”
Her posture stiffened, and she said nothing.
“You are grounded,” I reiterated. “No phone means no phone. I can’t believe you would do something like this.”
“But Mom!” she protested. “Fen gets nervous when I don’t text back.”
“Who’s Fen?”
Ophelia gulped and turned toward the TV. “No one. Never mind.”
“Ophelia Clark, who is Fen?”
“Just a girl,” she said. “She doesn’t go to my school.”
“Then how do you know her?”
She feigned interest in the TV show, but I knew she’d seen this particular episode at least ten times before. I grabbed the remote and turned the television off.
“Hey, I was watching that!”
“Not anymore,” I said, offering the remote as a bargaining chip. “If you want to keep watching, tell me how you met this Fen person.”
Ophelia chewed on her lip and crossed her arms. “Playing a game.”
“What game?”
“FIFA.”
“The soccer game?” I asked. “You mean you met this girl online?”
“Ooh,” Benji said seriously. “Everyone knows you’re not supposed to do that, O.”
She hurled a throw pillow at him. “Shut up, bedwetter.”
“Do not speak to your brother that way,” I warned. “What were you thinking, giving your number to some random person you met online? It’s dangerous, Ophelia. You don’t know who could be hiding behind that username, but it’s most likely some random forty-year-old pervert who wants to abduct you.”
“Not everyone wants to abduct us, Mom,” she shot back. “Maybe if you got your head out of your ass and paid more attention, you’d know that.”
Silence fell. Ophelia’s chest heaved. She braced herself against the couch as if preparing for an oncoming punch. Benji inched backward, his desire to escape the uncomfortable situation plain in his quivering chin. I looked into Ophelia’s hardening eyes and wondered where I had gone so wrong in raising her.
“One month,” I said in a steady tone. “No phone, no video games, and no computer unless it’s for homework. One month.”
Ophelia’s jaw dropped. “You can’t do that!”
“I just did.” Calmly, I tucked her phone into my pocket. “Put your PlayStation in my room. You’ll get it back in four weeks.”
The discipline stunned her into forgoing a comeback. She simply stared at me, lips parted, as if she couldn’t believe what had just happened. I’d never grounded her with such strict limitations before, but her behavior had never warranted it until now.
“One more thing,” I said. “If I catch you talking to this Fen person ever again, you won’t have a phone for the rest of your high school career.”
At that point, she stormed out of the living room and up the stairs. Her bedroom door slammed with enough force to shake the pendant lighting in the kitchen.
“MOM. MAMA, WAKE UP.”
I rolled over and shoved the body pillow I’d been hugging in place of a man aside. Benji’s sweet face, silhouetted against the streetlights outside, hovered above me.
“What’s the matter, buddy?” I said, rubbing sleep from my eyes. “Did you have another nightmare?”
“No. It’s Ophelia. She’s gone.”
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T  he panic of losing one or both of my children lived in the spaces between my ribs. When activated, it squeezed the bones together, as if my torso was crushing my organs from the inside out. While I worked for the Bureau, the fear never surfaced. I was at the top of my game; when a child went missing, local cops and parents wanted me on the case. I stopped at nothing to reunite families. Most cases instilled a stalwart confidence, or arrogance, in me; no one would dare kidnap a child of mine. Oh, how I’d been wrong. On those few occasions where I had failed at my job—where I’d been too late and found only a body—the fear surfaced. I saw my children’s faces, white and still, as they lay forgotten in ditches or half-buried in the woods.
Ophelia, for all the trouble she caused me, opened the place in my heart that housed a desire for wild, reckless adventure. She reminded me that a life lived in constant caution was not much of a life at all. The two of us viewed the subject from opposite ends of the spectrum. I wished to employ more of Ophelia’s carelessness and, at the same time, longed for my daughter to grow a semblance of self-preservation.
I called my mother to watch Benji. Ten minutes later, she appeared bleary-eyed, wrapped in a crocheted blanket instead of a coat, and made a stale joke about moving into our house since she was here all the time anyway. With my son secured and safe, I got into my car and roved the neighborhood, checking all of Ophelia’s favorite spots.
She was not at the skate park, the twenty-four hour corner store, or the movie theater parking lot where her hooligan friends often gathered late at night. A few teenagers smoked on the corner. I recognized one of them from Ophelia’s grade, so I slowed the car and rolled the window down. As I did so, the teenagers swiftly hid their cherried joints behind their backs.
“Hi, Miss Caccia,” a pimply boy droned. With bloodshot eyes, he scanned my expression, trying to figure out if I was here to bust up their party. “What’s up?”
“Have any of you seen Ophelia?” I asked. “She ran away from home.”
The boys shrugged and shook their heads.
“She hasn’t hung out with us in a couple months,” the pimply boy said. “Not since she started dating that dude.”
“What dude?”
He shrugged. “Dunno. Got a weird name.”
“Fen?”
“Something like that. Anyway, we haven’t seen her.”
“Thanks.” I began to pull away from the curb but paused. “By the way, your brain continues to develop well into your twenties, so don’t smoke too much of that crap.”
The boys cast guilty glances at each other. One of them blew out the lit end of his joint and tucked it into his friend’s pocket.
I dialed Ophelia’s number then remembered I’d taken her phone away. Had she left the house to prove a point to me? I drove in concentric circles around the neighborhood, scanning each street for a glimpse of her. Without a driver’s license or a car, she couldn’t have gotten far.
I screeched to a stop when I spotted a blue Mustang in a nearby driveway. It was the same blue Mustang Ophelia had ridden to school in the day before. I put the car in park, got out, and rang the bell repeatedly until someone finally answered.
A man wearing flannel pajama bottoms wiped his eyes and said, “Give me one reason I shouldn’t call the cops right now.”
“My daughter is missing,” I said. “I think she’s friends with your son. Is that his car in the driveway?”
“Yes. What’s your daughter’s name?”
“Ophelia.”
The man held up a finger. “One minute. Max!”
“Yeah, Dad?” a voice came from upstairs.
“Do you know a girl named Ophelia?”
Max trotted down the stairs, a game controller in hand. When he spotted me, he hesitated. “Uh, yeah. I know O.”
“Any idea where she is right now?” I asked.
He sheepishly rubbed his head. “She texted me about an hour ago from her email, asking if I’d come pick her up. I said no.”
Max’s father ruffled his son’s hair. “Good boy.”
“I kinda wish you had picked her up,” I muttered. “Did she say where she might have gone?”
“No,” Max said. “She got mad at me.”
“Thanks. Sorry to bother you so late at night.” I turned to leave. “Max? I’m friends with a lot of cops. Remember that the next time you speed out of my driveway in that muscle car of yours.”
Max blushed under his father’s glare as I stepped off their porch and went back to the car. Fear began to crush my ribs together again. Where was my daughter? Had someone else found her before I could?
I rested my head on the steering wheel for exactly five seconds, then took a deep breath, put the car in drive, and resumed my search. My phone rang, and the Bluetooth screen flashed Amos’s name.
“Hey, Carolina,” my ex-husband said feebly when I answered. “Ophelia’s here at my house.”
My ribs relaxed as relief knocked the fear away. “Thank God. Is she okay?”
“She seems pretty upset,” Amos reported. “But she won’t say what happened. Pilar set her up in the guest room, and she fell asleep right away. She asked me not to call you.”
“I’m glad you did.” I pulled a U-turn, feeling stupid for not calling Amos in the first place. “I’m on my way.”
“Why don’t you let her crash here for the night?” Amos suggested. “We don’t mind, and she obviously doesn’t want to be home right now.”
“No, I’d like to see her.”
“Carolina,” he said gently. “Think about it. She ran away from you. If you force her to come home, she’ll probably do it again. Give her some time to cool off.”
I stopped at a street sign and swallowed hard. “Amos, what if I can’t do this? What if I can’t stop her from making poor choices? She’s going to get hurt.”
“Lina.” My nickname sounded like harp strings when he said it. “Ophelia’s a kid. She’s going to make mistakes. You can give her all the knowledge in the world, but when it comes down to it, she is responsible for her decisions.”
My eyes burned, and tears threatened to leak over the edge. “Is this what it’s like when they get older? Is it always going to feel like I’m losing her?”
“You are not losing her,” Amos said firmly. “And you are not raising Ophelia alone. I’m here for you. So is Pilar, your mother, and my
mother. We have a whole team. Let me take the baton tonight.”
I sniffled and wiped my nose on a wrinkled fast food napkin from the glove compartment. “Okay. Can you call me first thing tomorrow and let me know how she is?”
“Will do. Get home safely, Lina.”
When I hung up, shame crept out of the heating vents and wrapped tendrils of guilt around my throat. Regardless of Amos’s comforting words, I had failed Ophelia. Though our mother-daughter relationship had never earned any trophies, she used to come to me when she was in need. Now, she ran to her father.
In no hurry to return to a home where one of my children was missing, I coasted along the neighborhood’s edge and watched the moon glisten off the lake. Moments later, I passed the park. Someone sat at one of the picnic tables, their yellow checkered shoes propped on the aging wood.
I turned off my headlights and parked far away. For a minute, I sat and watched as the girl tipped her head back and stared at the night sky. Her lips moved, as did her hands, as if she were having a conversation with some invisible entity.
When I got out of the car, I made sure not to slam the door. The teenager heard my footsteps as I walked over to her, and I stopped in my tracks when her gaze flickered to me. Was she going to run again?
“Do I know you?” she asked, squinting.
“We met here yesterday.”
“We did? Are you sure?”
“Yes. You ran away from me.”
“Ah.” Understanding crossed her face. “You met one of my Littles.”
“One of your what?”
She shifted to make room for me on the bench and patted the seat beside her. “Someone’s yelling at me to get you to sit down. You must be important.”
Baffled, I swung one leg over the picnic bench then the other. “I’m Carolina Caccia. What’s your name?”
She reached her hand toward me with an open palm. “Right now, I’m Brett Bedel.”
“Right now?”
“I have Dissociative Identity Disorder,” Brett said. “When you met us yesterday, you didn’t meet me. You talked to one of my alters.”
I stared blankly. “I’m sorry. I have no idea what you mean.”
“Does multiple personality disorder make more sense to you?”
“Oh!” I nodded. “I’ve heard of that. So you have more than one personality?”
Brett waved her hand in a more-or-less gesture. “That’s an outdated way of thinking about it. The medical community doesn’t call it multiple personality disorder anymore because it’s not quite accurate.”
“So Dissociative Identity Disorder—”
“DID,” Brett said helpfully.
“DID,” I repeated. “How does it work? What causes it?”
She picked a speck of dirt off her shoe. “It develops as a coping mechanism for childhood trauma. Personality develops through the years and solidifies into one being, but if you experience trauma or abuse before a certain age, it can cause your personality to develop in fragments. Each fragment has a job to do within the system.”
She spoke with an educator’s tone, as if she had explained this several times before, but she kept her eyes on her shoes. I wondered what sort of abuse Brett had experienced in her childhood to acquire such a disorder.
“What do you mean within the system?” I asked.
“That’s what we call ourselves,” she replied. “A system. The Dauntless System is our full name.”
I tried to wrap my head around this. “And are you the original personality?”
“If you drop a glass bowl and it shatters into a bunch of different pieces, which is the original piece?” She waited until I shook my head. “Exactly. Each fragment is a piece of the original. I am the host of this body, which means I front the most often—” She trailed off when she noticed my obvious confusion. “Okay, here’s some basic vocabulary to learn. Simply put, ‘alters’ are the other people within a DID system. ‘Fronting’ refers to being in control of the body. As the ‘host’ of my system, I’m the one who controls the body the most. Make sense?”
“I’m afraid not. Honestly, it all sounds a bit unbelievable.”
Brett swung around so she could lean against the table top. “Can’t tell you how many times we’ve heard that before.”
I fished the picture of Cecily Barns out of my pajama pocket and showed it to Brett. “Did you take this picture? That’s your shoe, isn’t it?”
When she looked at the photo, her eyes glazed over. Linking her fingers together, she cradled her forehead and leaned forward to tuck her head between her knees.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“Sorry,” she muttered. “One second.”
I waited patiently. A minute later, Brett raised her head. She seemed suddenly exhausted.
“Those are my shoes,” she said. “But I didn’t take the picture. An alter did.”
“So you took the picture, but it was a different personality,” I guessed. “Can you tell me why you wanted me to research this little girl? Is this the real Cecily Barns?”
“I don’t know anything about that little girl,” Brett insisted. “And I did not take the picture.”
“The camera was in your hands,” I reminded her. “You sat on this exact table, pointed the lens at this girl, and took the picture. You have to know who she is.”
“But I don’t,” she snapped with swift ire. “I’m not in constant communication with all of my alters. They have their own lives and secrets.”
“You can’t be serious.”
She crossed her arms and frowned. Clearly, she wouldn’t say anything else until I acknowledged her confusing game.
“Fine,” I said. “Which one of these alters do I need to talk to in order to get the information I need?”
“No idea. They won’t tell me who did it.”
I threw up my hands. “I can’t help Cecily Barns until you tell me the truth. Stop acting crazy and tell me why you gave me this picture.”
Brett stiffened, and her fingers curled around the edge of the picnic table. “I am not crazy.”
“Really? Because you sound like it.”
Brett leapt off the table, mounted her bike, and pedaled away.
“Hey!” I shouted after her.
“Educate yourself,” she called over her shoulder. “I’m not crazy.”
BY THE TIME I made it home, my mother was dead asleep on the living room sofa with her mouth half-open. I gently shook her awake.
“Did you find her?” she asked stuffily. “Did you find Ophelia?”
“She’s with Amos.”
Mom sat up with a groan. “Why didn’t you bring her back?”
“Amos suggested we let her stay the night there.”
“You agreed to that?”
“Why not?”
Mom shook her head in disbelief. “Carolina, you always take the easy way out. Ophelia is your responsibility. If you let Amos give her everything she wants, she’ll never come home. Then Benji will see the benefits of moving in with his father, and you’ll lose both your children to him.”
The words stung my heart like a hornet’s barb. “It’s not a competition. Amos and I are a team. We’re raising the kids together.”
She scoffed. “I know that man. Give him an inch, and he’ll take a mile.”
“Can you cut me a break?” I demanded. “You’re always telling me to discipline the kids more. Then when I actually do it, you blame me for Ophelia running away. Make up your mind.”
Mom lifted herself from the sofa and shuffled off. “I’m going to sleep in the guest room. Let me know when you’re finished with the attitude.”
DESPITE BEING awake half the night, I could not fall asleep when I returned to bed. Once, I got up to pee. Then I got up again to check on Benji. After that, I got up a third time to retrieve my laptop from the office.
Propped against the pillows, I situated the computer on my lap and searched for Dissociative Identity Disorder. Most of the results vaguely explained the nature of the disorder but failed to outline specifics. Then I discovered YouTube gold. Several people with DID hosted their own channels, dedicated to educating others about the disorder. With every video I watched, I began to understand Brett’s condition better.
My heart sank. I had treated Brett with unwarranted disrespect, offended her, and made light of her situation, all because I thought my job as a P.I. was more important than her reality. I owed her a sincere apology.
I couldn’t begin to put myself in Brett’s shoes. Her condition was a direct result of suffering from childhood abuse. Bad things had happened to her from the start, but she didn’t seem to let that stop her from living her life. I wanted to know more about her and all of her alters, but was that invading her privacy? Regardless, I needed to know what her other personalities knew about Katy and Cecily Barns. They seemed like the only ones with an idea of what was going on.
I set aside my research and took Ophelia’s phone from the nightstand. With a little help from the parental controls, I bypassed her four-digit password and reached her home screen. I smiled at the sight of her background: the picture featured the whole family, Amos and Pilar included, in our ski gear on the slopes during last year’s vacation to the mountains.
I tried to provide my kids with as much privacy as possible, so when I clicked on Ophelia’s text messages to find her conversations with Fen, guilt crept up my neck and sat on my shoulder to watch. I scrolled up a bit, to get a feel of Fen and Ophelia’s relationship.
Whatcha doing? Ophelia typed ten times a day.
Thinking about you, was Fen’s normal reply.
They mostly talked about video games, school projects, and what they wanted to do with their futures. The most shocking thing I read was that Ophelia had submitted a video to get into some action sports camp in California. The camp did not take kids with lower than a B average in school. Ophelia emphasized to Fen that she’d been doing extra credit to make up for the work she’d blown off earlier in the school year. She’d never mentioned any of it to me before.
I expected the faceless Fen to be the epitome of suspicious. I searched high and low for evidence that she wasn’t the fifteen-year-old girl from the next county over, like she said she was. But Fen never asked Ophelia to meet in person. She never even implied that they should. She never pressed Ophelia to tell her any personal details. Our address and last name weren’t included anywhere in their conversations. They had not exchanged pictures of themselves in any capacity. Fen seemed as harmless as Ophelia had presented her to be.
One thing struck me more than anything else: Ophelia’s happiness. She had not infused any of her usual surly sarcasm into her conversations with Fen. Here and there, she made a flirtatious jab at her Internet friend. Fen teased her equally in reply, to which Ophelia would respond with a blushing emoji.
You make me feel like a real person, Ophelia wrote yesterday around five p.m. You make me forget about everything else.
Me too, Fen replied. I love you.
Ophelia had not written back. She couldn’t. I had confiscated her phone.
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“Selma Bonovich,” Mila said, sharing her laptop screen with me. “Philanthropist, busybody, and serial housewife.”
Dirty plates, unwashed pans, and half-eaten waffles littered the kitchen. My mother had made breakfast then left me to clean up the mess. Exhausted from my late-night excursion, I shoved everything aside to make room for Mila’s case notes on the island counter. I warmed up leftover coffee and offered a mug to Mila, but she wrinkled her nose and shook her head.
“This is Selma’s fourth marriage,” Mila went on. She laid out I.D. photos of four different men, no doubt Selma’s husbands. “She filed for divorce three times before and received large settlements in court.”
“Sounds like a scam,” I said. “Are you sure we shouldn’t be working for her ex-husbands?”
Mila swept greasy bacon crumbs away from her papers. “That’s what I thought until I spoke to Selma’s lawyer. It turns out the Bonovich family has wealthy roots. Since Selma’s the only one left, she’s loaded. The men she married in the past weren’t exactly poor, but they weren’t rich either.”
“So they seduced Selma and married her for her money,” I guessed.
“That’s what she claimed,” Mila said. “All three previous marriages ended due to adultery accusations.”
“And she thinks it’s happening again?” I rifled through Selma’s background information. At first glance, she looked like your average trophy wife: threaded brows, impossibly long legs, and unnaturally plump lips. Behind the fake eyelashes, though, Selma poorly disguised an irreparable sadness. This was a woman who had been betrayed too many times. “Poor lady,” I muttered. “No one deserves this kind of crap.”
“Let’s make it better for her,” Mila proposed. “Do you have time to make it to Silver Lake Estates today? I’d like you to meet Selma. Get a feel for her personality.”
The skin beneath my eyes grew heavy at the thought of getting dressed and leaving the house. “I was out all night looking for Ophelia. Can it wait until tomorrow?”
“These are billable hours,” she answered. “The more we work on this case, the more money we make. You sure you want to wait until tomorrow?”
“Why can’t you do it?”
“Because I have a meeting with one of Selma’s ex-husbands to get his side of the story today,” she said. “And I expect my partner to do her share of the work.”
“I’m trying,” I insisted. “I’m also trying to take care of my family.”
“Ophelia is fine,” Mila replied. “She’s with Amos. He’s taking care of her right now. The best thing you can do for your family is work on this case.”
“Okay, okay,” I grumbled. “But I’m going to need about four shots of espresso to make it all the way to Silver Lake Estates.”
“Your coffee habits aren’t any of my business.” She rolled up a stack of notes and smacked me on the head. “Get to it, partner.”
THOUGH I TRIED to prioritize Mila’s case above everything else, my mind perseverated on other subjects, like Ophelia’s strange relationship with Fen and Brett Bedel’s supposed “alters.” When I came to the stop sign outside my neighborhood, I should have automatically turned right, toward the road that would lead me to Selma Bonovich’s enormous house in Silver Lake Estates. But as I pondered my choices, I made a left instead, toward Amos and Pilar’s place. On the way, I dialed Amos’s number.
“What’s up, Lina?” Amos asked upon answering. In the background, a child’s howl reverberated through the house.
“Everything okay there, or are you torturing a child?”
“Nessa ran into the corner of the kitchen counter and banged her head,” Amos reported. He cooed at his youngest stepchild, making random noises of comfort to distract her from the injury. “You need something? We’re late getting Nessa to school.”
“I’m coming to get Ophelia.”
“She’s not here.”
My heart lurched and my ribs crunched. Not again.
“Where is she?” I demanded.
“She went to school already,” Amos said, and my chest released its tension. “Some kid in a blue Mustang picked her up. You know anything about this Max?”
“I think they’re just friends,” I guessed.
Amos harrumphed. “They better be. I’m not beyond slashing his stupid tires.”
“They’re not dating. Calm down, Amos.”
“How do you know? Did she tell you?”
“No, but—” I deliberated telling him about Fen, but I knew he wouldn’t approve. I wasn’t sure if I approved either. “I have a feeling we don’t have to worry about Ophelia and boys.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Never mind. I’ll pick her up after school.”
“I thought we agreed to let her cool off here,” he said.
“We agreed to let her stay the night there,” I reminded him. “But she lives with me, Amos.”
“I know.”
My mother’s warning echoed in my head. “You can’t steal my kid.”
“I’m not stealing your kid,” he said sharply. “She’s my daughter too. What’s wrong with you today?”
“Nothing. Never mind.”
“I’ll have O call you when she gets home from school,” Amos offered. “Then you can figure out the best course of action for her. I don’t think it’s such a bad idea if she stays here for a couple weeks.”
“A couple weeks?” I repeated. “No way.”
“It’s just an idea,” he said tiredly. “I’m trying to help, Lina. Why can’t you let me?”
That was a damn good question.
SILVER LAKE ESTATES was situated in the hills above our town. The population mostly consisted of older conservative couples and wealthy upper-middle class families. The lake in question was not silver at all, but rather a dark bluish-gray. In the summer, lucky people with boats spent hours on the glassy water. With the lingering slush, no one sailed or kayaked today.
The higher up the hill, the larger and more luxurious the houses got. I steered around a winding road that led into the steepest area of the neighborhood, following the address on my maps app. When the square footage finally stopped growing, I pulled into the circular driveway of a huge lakehouse and squinted at the numbers above the door.
“This is the place,” I said to myself.
Outside, I walked beneath the extravagant archway that led to the front door and rang the bell. A maid in a mint-green uniform answered with a feather duster in hand.
“Can I help you?”
“Hi, I’m Carolina Caccia. I’m here to speak with Mrs. Bonovich.”
“Do you have an appointment?”
“No, but I believe Mrs. Bonovich is expecting me regardless.”
The maid regarded my appearance: the bags under my eyes, my flyaway hairs, and the one pair of clean but wrinkled pants I’d managed to find in my drawers that morning. I did not look like a respectable private investigator. More like a half-assed drug dealer.
“Mrs. Bonovich is in the back by the pool,” the maid reported. “You can go around the side of the house.”
A brick-paved path led to the pool house. I made my way to a man-made oasis of river stones, exotic plants, and waterfalls. In the center of it all lay Selma Bonovich. She had not let the elongated winter encroach on her relaxation. As she reclined on a patio chair, a space heater kept her warm and an artificial sun lamp created a false sense of paradise. Selma wore a bikini, a wide-brimmed hat, and a pair of dark sunglasses.
Hidden behind a row of palm trees—up close, I could tell they were fake—I watched Selma sip a piña colada and flip to a new page in her magazine. As I made to step toward her, a man emerged from the pool house. I quickly retreated.
“Flip over, darling,” the man instructed. As Selma obeyed, he squirted massage oil across her back and began rubbing it in.
I rifled through my messenger bag and took out the photos of Selma’s husbands. The man currently straddling her had the same small hands and tasteless goatee as her current husband. Confused, I surveilled the couple. Selma let out brief moans of ecstasy as her husband worked the muscles of her back. He leaned around her and trapped her lips with his. She rolled beneath his hips to return the kiss with elevated passion. As her bikini top came off, I turned away.
This Selma Bonovich did not seem to be worried about her husband’s extramarital affairs. I lingered behind the palms, contemplating Mila’s reaction if I returned from Silver Lake Estates without more information. Considering the situation, I was positive she’d understand.
“Wait, honey,” Selma said, pushing her husband away. She covered herself with a towel. “I haven’t refilled my prescription.”
“You don’t need the pill,” her husband whispered in her ear. “Let’s make a baby.”
“No.” She shoved him aside and slipped off the patio chair. “Can you go inside? I’m trying to enjoy my time alone.”
The husband, dumbfounded, took a moment to regain his dignity. When he did, he marched into the pool house without a word. Selma adjusted the towel on her chair and lay back down. Once she was fully covered, I emerged from the trees.
“Excuse me, Mrs. Bonovich?”
Selma jumped and whirled to face me. “Who are you? What are you doing in my backyard?”
“I’m Carolina,” I said. “You spoke to my partner Mila over the phone. We’re working on your adultery case. Do you have time to answer a few questions for me?”
Selma leapt from the chair and ushered me out of the pool area, glancing nervously at the pool house all the while. Near the driveway, she hissed, “I told your partner to call before showing up here. What if my husband had seen you?”
“The man in the pool house?”
Her eyebrows lifted. “You were watching us? What kind of investigator are you?”
“The kind who’s trying to do my job,” I replied brusquely. “I didn’t know your husband would be here, or that you’d be canoodling on the pool deck. I’ll check in with you later.”
I turned to leave, but Selma held me back.
“Wait!” She swallowed her nerves. “I can meet you tomorrow. Have you heard of Bear’s Bar in town?”
“Sure.”
“Martin wouldn’t be caught dead at a place like that,” Selma said. “It’s safe. Eight o’clock, tomorrow night?”
“I’ll be there.”
WITH SELMA’S case temporarily out of the way, I moved on to the mysterious case of Katy and Cecily Barns. Since I’d ruined my chance of getting information out of Brett, I returned to the police department to speak with Detective Bao.
“Caccia, the whole point of being a private investigator is so the cops don’t have to get involved with your cases,” he said when I approached his desk.
“P.I.s work with cops all the time, dummy.”
“Don’t call me that. I outrank you.”
“I don’t work for you.”
“Aha! So you admit it.”
I tossed the picture of Cecily Barns onto Bao’s keyboard. “Are you sure you don’t have anything on this kid?”
“Is this her?” he asked, examining the photo.
“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”
“I can have my IT guy do a deep dive into our records,” Bao offered. “See if he can unearth some details. It might take a few hours though. We’re swamped today.”
I cast a judgmental glance at the officer sleeping on a pile of paperwork. “I can see that.”
Bao kicked the officer’s desk. “Miller! Wake up, man.” He rolled his eyes as the officer snorted. “I’ll get back to you, Caccia. For now, get out of my office.”
THAT EVENING, when I arrived at Amos and Pilar’s house, my ex-husband invited me inside with limited enthusiasm.
“What are you doing here?” he asked, standing in my path so I couldn’t move past the foyer.
“I’m picking up my daughter.”
“I thought we agreed—”
“We didn’t agree on anything,” I snapped. “I want to talk to Ophelia. Where is she?”
Amos sighed and stepped aside. “In her room.”
“You mean the guest room.”
“Whatever.”
I marched past the kitchen, where Pilar was teaching Nessa how to chop tomatoes without slicing off her fingers. The house smelled of simmering onions, garlic, and olive oil.
“Carolina!” Pilar said brightly. “I didn’t know you were coming over tonight. Would you like to join us for dinner?”
“No, Pilar. Thank you for the invitation though.”
Past the kitchen and the first-floor guest bathroom, I found my way to the spare bedroom. I knocked, but when the answer didn’t come quickly enough, I let myself in.
Ophelia lay on her side in bed, facing toward the window. She stared vacantly at the setting sun. “I’m not hungry, Pilar,” she murmured. “I’ll grab some cereal later.”
“O, it’s me.”
She turned over. “I told Dad not to call you.”
I sat on the edge of the bed. “Unfortunately for you, Dad’s my ally first and foremost.”
“Traitor,” she muttered.
“I’m glad you came here,” I told her.
“You are? I thought you’d be mad.”
“I was scared,” I admitted. “When I woke up and my daughter was gone, I was terrified I’d lost you forever.”
She averted her eyes. “Sorry. I just had to get out of that house.”
“Why?”
“Because,” she said. “You trapped me. You took away all the things that mattered. What’s the point of living if I don’t have the things that make me happy?”
I swallowed the sadness and guilt welling up in my throat. “I want to talk to you about that. I’ve been so focused on your brother that I haven’t been listening to you.”
She didn’t reply, but her silence was all the confirmation I needed. I set her phone on the bedspread. Ophelia gazed at it, fingers curling.
“Why didn’t you tell me about the camp in California?” I asked.
“You read my texts?”
“You might want to answer my questions and listen to what I have to say before you get mad.”
She crossed her arms and returned to staring out the window. “I didn’t tell you about the camp because I knew you wouldn’t let me go.”
“Why not?”
Ophelia scoffed. “I don’t know. Because my grades are bad. Because I skipped school. Because you want me to be a big volleyball star in college, not a loser skateboarder. Because Benji’s already going to an expensive camp we can’t afford. You name it.”
“You told Fen you’ve been doing extra credit to get your grades up. Is that true?”
Reluctantly, she nodded.
“Okay. Do you really hate volleyball that much?”
“I don’t hate it,” she grumbled. “But I don’t want to play a spring sport anymore. I like soccer in the fall, but when the weather’s good this time of year, all I want to do is skate.”
“You could have told me that,” I said. “If you don’t like volleyball, I won’t force you to play.”
She lifted her head hopefully. “You won’t?”
“You should finish this season, so you don’t let your teammates down,” I advised. “As for the camp, if you get accepted, I’ll do my best to find a way for you to go. I’m also giving your phone back.”
“Really?” she squealed.
“Hang on,” I warned. “I have conditions. First of all, you gotta clean up your behavior, O. No fights. No skipping class. No mouthing off to the teachers.”
“No Fen?” she guessed.
“I’ve been thinking about Fen too,” I told her. “You seem happy when you’re talking to her.”
“I am.”
“And I couldn’t find anything that would indicate she’s not who she says she is,” I continued. “So you can keep talking to her—”
Ophelia jumped on the bed, shrieking with joy. I yanked her down by the belt loops on her jeans.
“You can keep talking to her as long as you tell me if she starts acting weird,” I said. “If she asks for any personal information like your address or if she pressures you to meet in person, you better let me know.”
“Deal,” Ophelia said, smiling widely. “Whatever, I don’t care.”
“One more thing,” I went on. “The way you and Fen talk… is there anything you want to tell me?”
Ophelia’s expression automatically closed off. She cleared her throat and ducked her head. “Nope. Nothing.”
AS I WASHED dishes after dinner, my phone rang. Hastily drying my hands, I swiped across the screen to answer.
“Caccia,” Detective Bao said in his gruff voice. “Dug something up for you.”
I stopped loading the dishwasher with dirty plates to hear him better. “What did you find?”
“Carol and Derek Barns reported their daughter Cecily missing two years ago.”
“And?”
“And nothing,” Bao said. “That’s all I got. The case file’s been wiped.”
“Wiped? How is that possible?”
“My IT guy found what was left of the file hidden behind a bunch of password-protected layers,” he replied. “Don’t ask me to explain it. I don’t know jack about computers. Anyway, he said someone hacked into our server to hide the file.”
“Did you at least identify the girl in the picture?” I asked. “Is it the real Cecily Barns?”
“We don’t have any pictures of the kid on file,” Bao reported. “I can’t verify that for you.”
“So access street and security cameras,” I suggested. “See if you can find her.”
“Look, Caccia,” Bao said. “Carol and Derek Barns have their kid, right? She’s safe at home.”
“Yeah, but she’s not—”
“I can’t open a search for a kid who isn’t missing,” he went on. “If you want me to keep looking into this, I’m gonna need a new pitch.”
“Bao, you’re not getting it,” I said. “The girl at the Barns’s house is not Cecily Barns. Her name is Katy.”
“How do you know?”
“Because she told me,” I answered.
“Goddamn,” Bao muttered. “Well, that’s a new pitch, Caccia.”
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Bao promised to dig into the Carol and Derek Barns’ eye-color-changing child, and since my meeting with Selma wasn’t until later that night, I devoted my morning to tracking down Brett Bedel. I checked the park first, since it seemed to be one of her favorite spots, but the picnic tables and swings were full of small children and their parents. No checker-shoed surly teenagers lurked under the oak trees.
From there, I wasn’t sure how to proceed. I didn’t know Brett or any of her so-called alters. An Internet search didn’t help. Brett did not appear on any social media websites. It was as if she didn’t exist.
In an attempt to quell my building frustration, I stopped at a coffee shop for a sugary “refresher” drink and a grilled cheese sandwich, two guilty pleasures I often didn’t allow myself. As I savored the burnt asiago on the outside of my ciabatta bread, I drove around aimlessly, keeping my eyes peeled for hints of trouble.
“Great,” I muttered to myself as I crept through the same intersection for the fourth time. “At this point, I’m no more important than the neighborhood watch.”
Mila called as I passed the schools again.
“What did you think of Selma?” she asked without saying hello.
“I didn’t get much of an impression of her,” I replied. “We only talked for thirty seconds, and she spent most of that time kicking me out of her backyard.”
“What the hell, Carolina? You were supposed to get to know her.”
“I couldn’t do that when her husband was trying to get her off.”
“Wait, what?”
I kept my eyes peeled for Katy. Though the elementary schoolers were out for recess, the Barns’s daughter didn’t appear to be one of them.
“Her husband was there,” I told Mila. “They looked pretty cozy. Are you sure this isn’t another scam?”
“She was probably faking it to keep him comfortable,” Mila guessed. “You have to go back.”
“I’m not going back.” When Mila began to protest, I added, “We’re meeting at Bear’s Bar tonight. Apparently, it’s not her husband’s scene.”
“Don’t screw this up, Carolina.”
“Hey, remember when you were my student?” I said dryly. “I really miss those days.”
“Maybe when you start acting like a mentor again, we can go back to that,” she replied. “For now, I need you to get your crap together and work this case.”
“You seem stressed. I hear Selma’s husband gives great back massages.”
“Call me after you meet with her.”
She hung up, and I rolled my eyes. Something was going on with Mila, but I didn’t have time to decode my friend’s cryptic behavior. As much as I teased her, I knew the best thing to do for her was to work Selma’s case as professionally as possible.
I watched the kids play for half an hour. Benji came out with some other art students. They sat in the corner of the school yard and drew a half-made bird’s nest resting in one of the trees. Soon, Benji’s friends lost interest in the nest, and they abandoned their sketchpads in favor of the swings and slides. Benji, however, sat calmly and drew for the duration of his free period.
When the bell ran and everyone scuttled inside, I still had not seen hide nor hair of Katy. Had Derek and Carol “homeschooled” her today?
As part of my new routine, I drove past the skate park on my way home. It was Ophelia’s first choice of hangouts when she skipped classes. Though she’d agreed to our deal, Ophelia didn’t always keep her promises. I wanted to trust her, but she had to earn that trust first.
When I didn’t see her at the skate park, my chest swelled with pride. If she wasn’t here, it meant she had made it through most of the school day. Hopefully, she hadn’t found some other place to hide while she played hooky from school.
“No,” I said to myself. “She’s got this. She promised you.”
A lone figure rode a trick bike in and out of the concrete bowls. The bike soared through the air, appearing and disappearing beneath ground level like a dolphin swimming in the wake of a cruise ship. Even from the parking lot, I recognized the blonde hair and yellow shoes.
I zipped my coat and stepped into the cold. The wind lashed my cheeks, but it didn’t seem to bother Brett as she pedaled directly into the breeze, launched off the edge of a bowl, did a full flip, and landed perfectly in the next pool over. As she surfaced again, she spotted me and looked for a moment too long. The distraction cost her. The front wheel of her bike hit a patch of ice and twisted. She fell forward, spreading her hands to catch herself.
“Are you okay?” I asked, rushing toward her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
She looked at me with blank eyes, as if she didn’t recognize me at all. Pinpricks of blood dotted her palms from where they’d hit the concrete.
“Brett.” I waved my hand in front of her face. “Did you hit your head?”
She blinked rapidly, curled her knees, and tucked her face. A moment later, she pushed herself off the ground. When she stood, she wore a serene expression and folded her hands in front of her.
“Excuse us,” she said in a soft, calming voice that was nothing like Brett’s usual tone. She daintily extended a hand. “I’m Minnie. You’re Carolina, right?”
I shook her hand, trying to accept this abrupt change. It was bizarre to hear a different voice come from Brett’s body, and though I’d read about alters “switching,” I didn’t think it would have such an effect on me.
“Yes, I’m Carolina,” I said. “I was looking for Brett.”
“Brett’s not here right now,” Minnie said. “Just me.”
“But you switched, right?” I asked. “After you crashed your bike. Who was riding?”
“Not Brett,” she replied. “Another alter. You don’t know her.”
“But you know me,” I said. “Brett said she didn’t communicate with her alters.”
“You misunderstood.” Minnie swept of her hood and wrangled her messy hair into a smooth bun. “Some of us have better connections than others.” She looked at her bloody palms. “Oh, dear. That’s no good, is it?”
“I have bandages in my car,” I offered. “My daughter’s prone to injury, so I keep them around.”
“That would be lovely. Thank you.”
As I led Minnie to the parking lot, I asked, “So, no offense, but who are you? I mean, in relation to Brett?”
“It sounds like you’re still thinking of us as parts of Brett,” she said. “Did you research DID, as she asked you to?”
“I did, but the concept is elusive.”
“It can be difficult to grasp,” Minnie said gently. “But you’ll find your footing with us eventually. That’s why I’m here. I’m a Protector.”
“That means you come out when the system feels threatened,” I recalled from my readings the night before. “Am I threatening?”
“The last time you interacted with us, you put Brett in a scary situation,” Minnie replied. “You asked about all of us. She opened herself up to explain. Then you made her feel invalid.”
At the car, I rinsed Minnie’s hands with a bottle of water, dried them with fast food napkins, then offered her the bandages. She expertly wrapped them herself.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t always do a stellar job of understanding things like this, but I do my best to try.”
“That’s why I’m giving you another chance,” she said. “But Brett won’t front again until I’ve decided whether we can trust you.”
“I get it.” I kicked at a pile of slush near the car tire. “So alters can have different ages than the body, right? How old are you?”
“I’m thirty-seven,” Minnie replied. “I’m the mother of our system. I take care of everyone, including the Littles.”
“And the Littles are…?”
“Any alter younger than seven,” she said.
“What purpose do they serve the system?” I asked. “That’s how it works, right? Each alter has a role? You’re the Protector, and the Littles are what?”
“They’re little,” she responded, smiling. “Their job is to enjoy life and live the childhood we were robbed of.”
“Asking what happened to you is probably off the table,” I guessed.
Minnie’s eyes glazed over, but she shook her head. “Not now, Saint.” She looked at me and smiled feebly. “Sorry, someone else tried to front, but you don’t want to meet him.”
“Who’s Saint?”
“Another Protector,” she replied. “But he’s prone to using his fists. I suggest you don’t ask about our trauma again, because I won’t be able to stop him from fronting next time he tries it.”
“Sorry.”
“Do you apologize to everyone this much?”
“I mess up a lot,” I admitted. “I figure it’s better to apologize than let people think I’m intentionally hurting them.”
“That’s admirable.”
I reached into the glove compartment of my car and took out the picture that had been riding shotgun with me for the past several days. “One of your alters put this in my mailbox. Do you know anything about that?”
Minnie studied the picture carefully. “This is a girl that used to play with one of our Littles in the park. We haven’t seen her in a week.”
“Does your Little know what happened to her?”
She pressed her lips together and seemed to choose her words carefully when she spoke again. “We don’t talk about the Littles, in order to protect them.”
I sank into the passenger seat but left the door open. “Minnie, whichever alter gave me that picture wants me to find this little girl. I can’t do that without more information. You gotta give me something.”
Minnie adjusted her bandages and experimentally flexed her wrists. “Whatever happened to the girl in the photo upset our Little. No one’s been able to talk to her. Not even—”
“Not even who?” I pressed.
“The Little only opens up to another alter,” Minnie explained. “But that alter is very selective of who she speaks to. You’ll have to gain her trust if you want to know more.”
“Okay, what’s her name?”
“I can’t tell you.”
I groaned and rubbed the bridge of my nose. “I feel like I’m running in circles, Minnie.”
“I’m doing the best I can to help you,” she said. “Tell you what. Let’s meet here again in a few days. The alter you’re looking for rides her bike in this skate park almost every afternoon.”
“So she likes action sports?” I asked.
“Very much so.” Minnie pondered her scraped palms. “Though I desperately wish she would invest in a helmet and pads.”
I chortled. “Good luck. Teenagers are notoriously horrible at self-preservation. As for getting to know your alter, I think I have a plan.”
“NO,” Ophelia said.
“Come on,” I pleaded, piling a third brownie on her plate as a bribe. “All you have to do is ride your skateboard around and talk to a new person.”
“I hate new people.”
“You’d be doing me a huge favor,” I said. “I’d owe you.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Owe me what?”
“Whatever you want,” I said, throwing caution to the wind. Ophelia’s eyes gleamed, and I hastily added, “Within reason.”
Ophelia took her plate of brownies and headed upstairs. “I’ll think about it.”
“Hey, you’re watching Benji tonight, right?” I called after her. “Grandma can’t come over.”
“Yeah, whatever!” she yelled from the top of the stairs. “Go on your date.”
“It’s not a date!”
BEAR’S BAR was filled with other parents who had hired babysitters in order to enjoy a Friday night by themselves. I spotted Selma in a secluded booth near the back of the room and made my way over.
“Nice scarf,” I commented, gesturing to the wispy patterned shawl wrapped around her head. “But it doesn’t do much to hide who you are, if that’s what you were going for.”
With an exasperated sigh, she pulled off the covering. “I’m not used to being at a place like this. It’s so—” Her lip curled as she cast a glance around the bar.
“Pedestrian?” I guessed as I slid into the booth and grabbed a drink menu.
“Exactly,” she said. Quickly, she added, “No offense.”
“None taken,” I replied. “We can’t all live like the one percent.” I ordered a drink from Bear then got down to business. “So tell me about your husband, Selma. From what I witnessed at your house yesterday, you don’t seem all that estranged.”
“We’re not,” she said. “He doesn’t know that I know about his affair, so I’ve been playing it cool until I get proof. I want you to pull his phone records. That way, I can nail him in court.”
“I can’t pull his phone records.”
“Why not? You’re a P.I., aren’t you?”
“Exactly,” I said. “I’m not a cop. I don’t have the authority to pull private information like phone records or medical records without permission or a subpoena. Unless your name is also on his phone records, I can’t get them for you.”
She sat back and frowned. “He pays the phone bill.”
“Here’s your best bet,” I offered. “Give me his schedule. Let me conduct some surveillance. I can follow him around, take some pictures, and if I get anything good, I’ll let you know.”
“No.” Selma shook her head vigorously. “I don’t want that.”
“That’s what we do,” I insisted. “How else do you expect us to prove his infidelity?”
“I thought you could use his phone records!”
Bear dropped off a whiskey sour for me and a Manhattan for Selma. She drained the drink in a few seconds and motioned for Bear to bring her another one.
“Is there a reason you don’t want me to follow him?” I asked. “Something you’re trying to hide?”
“No, of course not—”
“Then what’s the problem?”
A vein in Selma’s neck bulged as she fought to express herself. “I still love him, okay? I don’t want to see pictures of him with another woman. After everything I’ve been through, this might actually kill me.”
“I don’t have to show you the pictures,” I suggested. “You can use them for your case, but you don’t have to look at them.”
She sucked the Luxardo cherry off its wooden skewer. “Are all men like this? Is there one out there that doesn’t suck?”
“My ex-husband’s not so bad,” I said. “Ironically.”
She pointed the skewer at me. “But you divorced him anyway.”
I stirred my drink to get the ice to dissolve. Bear had served me a heavy pour. “That was mostly my fault.”
Selma gazed vacantly into the distance. “If I end up looking for a fifth husband, that guy is at the top of my list.”
Subtly, I turned to look. My stomach dropped when I saw who Selma was ogling. I quickly whirled away.
“You know him?” Selma guessed.
“That’s Parker. We’re dating. Well, we were until I ghosted him.”
She bit her lip. “Why did you give all that perfection up?”
“It’s complicated.”
“You better uncomplicate it,” she advised. “He’s coming over here.”
“Damn it!”
I slipped out of the booth and beelined for the back exit behind the bar, but Parker was too fast. He caught me by the arm and pulled me into the dark hallway by the bathrooms. He smelled like fresh ginger and mint. His eyes blazed as he pressed his hands against the wall on either side of my head, pinning me in place for the briefest moment. Just as quickly, he backed away and folded his hands behind his hips. Cold air rushed into the space between us.
“What are you doing here?” he asked in a quiet voice.
“I’m not allowed to come out to my favorite bar?”
“This is my favorite bar,” he reminded me. “You’d never heard of the place until I brought you here. You know I come here every Friday night with my friends.”
“And Monday nights apparently,” I muttered.
“You knew I’d be here,” Parker said.
“I didn’t come to catch up,” I replied harshly. “A client wanted to meet me here. That’s all.”
His eyes crinkled at the corners. In the few months we’d been together, I’d learned what most of his expressions meant. This one, however, was new to me, but he looked…
“I know I hurt you,” I muttered out loud. “I’m sorry.”
“I don’t need an apology,” Parker said. “I need an explanation.”
“I don’t have one.”
Parker moved close enough to touch. He reached out to brush my cheek but stopped himself. I wished he hadn’t.
“I miss you,” he said softly.
“Why?”
To my surprise, he laughed. “Why? Because you’re funny and kind. Because you care more about your kids than anything else in the world.” His smile grew wider. “Because every time we watch a murder mystery, you guess the ending wrong, even though you’re a hotshot investigator.”
“To be fair, I never really worked homicide,” I countered. “You can’t hold that against me.”
Parker tucked a piece of hair behind my ear, making me shiver. “See? Don’t you miss this? Joking around together, hanging out, talking about all the weird things our kids do?”
My hands drifted unconsciously to his waist. “I do. I do miss it, but—”
He leaned down, his lips so close to mind that I could feel his breath when he whispered, “But what?”
I placed my hands on his chest and gently pushed him away. “But I’ve done this before. I’ve fallen too hard and gotten my ass handed to me.”
“I’m not like the other guys you’ve dated,” he insisted. “I’m here to stay. I won’t leave you—”
“You don’t get it,” I said. “I haven’t dated other guys. You’re the first man I’ve let into my life since I divorced my husband, and I didn’t expect it to be like this!”
“Like what?” he asked. “Good?”
“I was supposed to have more time,” I went on, exasperated. “I was supposed to listen to reason. You were supposed to ghost me, so that I could swear off guys for another five years.”
“I don’t understand,” Parker said.
“I’m scared!” I admitted finally. “I can’t be with you because I’m scared out of my mind to be with someone new. If that’s not a good enough explanation, then I can’t help you. Excuse me.”
He didn’t try to stop me as I rushed past him and fled from the bar.
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“Be cool.”
“Mom, you don’t even know the definition of cool.”
Surly as always, Ophelia slumped against the window as we drove to the skate park to meet Brett or whichever alter showed up today. I’d given Ophelia twenty bucks and promised to take her for a milkshake in exchange for her cooperation.
“You know what I mean,” I said. “Be nice. She has a serious condition. Don’t make fun of her. If she switches in front of you, don’t make any Jekyll and Hyde comments.”
“So I’m not allowed to have any fun.”
“No, you’re not allowed to have any fun at her expense,” I corrected. “Please, O. I need you to make a breakthrough with this kid.”
I parked near the entrance to the concrete pools, where Brett—or another alter—performed tricks on her bike. Ophelia gazed through the windshield.
“Is that her?”
“Yes, and please don’t—”
“She looks super cool.”
Ophelia’s gaze intensified in the same way it did when she was concentrating on nailing a new skateboard trick or thinking of a fresh insult to throw at her brother. Her brows scrunched together and her lips pressed into a straight line as she watched Brett do a one-eighty over a jump and land backwards.
“Dang, she’s got style,” Ophelia muttered, more to herself than to me. Before I could give her any more advice about talking to Brett, she grabbed her skateboard and got out of the car.
Ophelia did a running start, tossed her board to the ground, and hopped on all in one fluid motion. She relaxed into a lazy stance and cruised toward the pools. I cracked the windows, hoping to hear their initial conversation, but Brett and Ophelia only exchanged short nods of acknowledgement. Then they each continued their rounds.
I grew impatient as Ophelia skated the bowls and practiced grinding the lip to see how far she could slide without falling off. Brett took notice of Ophelia when she pulled off a particularly impressive aerial trick.
“Whoo!” Brett called. “That was nice!”
Ophelia grinned in triumph. The girls high-fived as they passed each other. As if to show Ophelia her own skills, Brett dropped into the biggest bowl, gained speed, and launched herself right over Ophelia. Ophelia let out a whoop of excitement as she watched Brett fly overhead.
They went on like this for a good half hour, bonding through difficult tricks and fist bumps. They made little conversation except to compliment one another on a good run. When Ophelia made eye contact with me, I gestured emphatically at Brett, but she only rolled her eyes and skated off.
Finally, Ophelia offered her steel water bottle to the other girl. Brett politely kept her lips off the bottle as she tipped it toward her mouth. As Ophelia gazed admiringly at the water splashing off the older girl’s chin, something turned my stomach over.
“How’d you learn to ride like that?” Ophelia asked without introducing herself. “You’re amazing.”
“I started when I was a kid,” Brett replied. “When I needed to get out of my house, I’d ride away on my bike and try tricks off whatever I could find. Curbs, picnic tables, benches, drained pools in people’s backyards.”
“My mom would kill me if I tried to skate in someone else’s backyard.”
Brett shrugged and grinned. “Perks of having crappy parents. They don’t care where you end up.”
Ophelia studied Brett’s crooked smile. “You seem really familiar. Have we met before?”
“I was thinking the same thing about you,” she said, tipping her head to get a better look at Ophelia. “Did you go to Asheville High School?”
“No, we’ve never lived over there.”
“Huh. I know you from somewhere though.”
“What’s your name?” Ophelia asked.
A breeze blew across the skate park, drowning out Brett’s answer. I had no idea which alter had answered the question, but Ophelia stretched her eyes so wide that they looked like ghostly white orbs. She looked Brett up and down and asked another question. Brett’s reply seemed to stun Ophelia… Then a huge grin broke across Ophelia’s face.
“You don’t care?” Brett asked when the wind died down again.
“No way!” Ophelia replied. “This is so cool. Man, I can’t believe this.” She glanced toward the car. “Uh, my mom’s waiting for me, and she doesn’t know.”
Brett offered her pinky finger. “Our secret?”
Beaming, Ophelia linked her pinky with Brett’s, and they shook on it. I sighed tiredly. Of course, this wasn’t going to be easy. Now, I’d have to get past Ophelia’s defenses.
Ophelia waved goodbye to Brett and skated toward me. Right by the front bumper, she flipped her board up and caught it.
“Do you have to do that so close to the car?” I asked as she got in. “I just got the back bumper fixed from your last joyride.”
“Relax, Mom. I didn’t scratch the car.” She buckled her seatbelt and waited expectantly. “Well? Don’t you owe me a milkshake?”
“Only if you got me the information I wanted.”
Ophelia crossed her arms. “That wasn’t the deal. You said I just had to come out here and make friends with her. You didn’t say anything about doing your job for you.”
“Oh, really? Then what did she tell you that you want to keep secret?”
She looked away. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Nice try,” I said wryly. “But I could hear you guys talking.”
“Then you should have heard what she said.”
“The wind was too—damn it, Ophelia! Why can’t you do what I need you to do for once in your life?”
Quaking with anger, I glanced at my daughter. She curled her knees up to her chest and stared straight ahead. Her chin quivered.
“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I didn’t mean to explode like that.”
She mumbled under her breath.
“What was that?”
“You do it all the time,” she said, a bit louder. “Ever since Benji disappeared, all you do is yell at me.”
“That’s because all you do is get into trouble,” I countered. “I understand a little bit of teenaged mischief, O, but things were getting out of hand.”
“Sorry, I’m a failure,” she shot back. “Good thing you still have precious Benji to keep the family name from being tarnished.”
“You have your dad’s last name,” I reminded her dryly.
She harrumphed and sank deeper into the seat.
“Is that what this is all about?” I asked. “You think you have to compare yourself to Benji?”
“Don’t I?” she grumbled. “Perfect little Benji with his perfect artwork and perfect grades.”
“Benji’s grades were in the toilet a year and a half ago,” I said. “He was falling behind academically. That’s why I hired a tutor for him.”
Ophelia’s frown deepened. “You never hired a tutor for me.”
“Because you don’t need one,” I replied. “You’re smart enough to do the work. You’re lazy. Just like—”
“Dad.”
“No,” I said patiently. “Just like me. I did the bare minimum in high school, enough to get myself across that graduation stage. Straight Cs.”
That got her attention. Her eyebrows lifted slightly. “You had all Cs? How’d you ever get into the FBI?”
“I worked my butt off in college,” I answered. “Once I realized what I wanted to do, I applied myself and went after the career I wanted. For my twenty-fourth birthday, the best present I got was my acceptance to the Academy.”
I turned into the drive-thru for Baskin-Robbins, and Ophelia looked up in surprise.
“I thought I didn’t earn the ice cream,” she said.
“I get the feeling you’ll earn it later.” I rolled down the window. “Can I get a large mint chocolate chip milkshake and a scoop of Jamoca almond fudge?” As the teenaged worker scooped our ice cream, I turned to Ophelia. “Listen to me, okay? You are not a failure, and I am so proud of how far you’ve come, especially considering everything that happened between me and your dad.”
She picked at a loose thread in the upholstery. “Even if I don’t want to go to college?”
“O, it doesn’t matter what you do with your life, as long as you do it well,” I replied. “You don’t want to go to college? I can’t make you. You want to go to the X Games instead? Do the work and go to the X Games.” At the drive-thru window, I handed the milkshake to Ophelia. “Whatever you decide to do, I’ll make sure I’m in the crowd for all your biggest accomplishments. Got it, knucklehead?”
“Thanks, Mom.”
“Of course. Now tell me what Brett said.”
NO MATTER how much I pried, I couldn’t loosen Ophelia’s tongue. She stubbornly held on to whatever secret she shared with Brett, no matter what bribe I offered her. I eventually gave up and let her scuttle off to her bedroom, hoping to wear her down the next day. In the morning, however, she was gone.
“Where’s O?” I asked Benji as I came downstairs and into the kitchen.
Milk dribbled down Benji’s chin as he lifted another scoop of cereal to his lips. His attention remained on a YouTube video about how to draw realistic bird feathers.
“Hello?” I joggled his shoulder. “Earth to Benji.”
He paused the video. “What?”
“Do you know where Ophelia is? She’s not in her bedroom.”
“Oh.” He pushed play and continued eating. “She said she was going to the skate park with a friend. Also, someone left a message for you.”
As I raided the fridge for leftover waffles, I played the message. Detective Bao’s booming voice echoed through the kitchen.
“Hey, Caccia,” he said. “Sorry to bug you on a Saturday morning, but I’ve got some information you might be interested in. I’ll be at the donut shop on Main in an hour if you want to meet me there. If you make a joke about cops and donuts when you get here, we’re not friends anymore. Your choice.”
Chortling, I checked the time. I had twenty minutes left to get to the donut shop and no one to watch Benji while I was gone.
“Hey, buddy,” I said. “You want a donut?”
AS BENJI happily munched on a bear claw and watched people walk by the bakery window, I sat with Detective Bao at the farthest table from the counter. Other than his badge, he appeared empty-handed.
“No case files?” I asked. “Notes? Anything? I thought you said you had information for me.”
“I do,” Bao said. “Actually, I have a lack of information for you.”
“Are you pulling my leg?”
Bao bit into a sprinkled donut and washed it down with a swig of coffee. “Two years ago, Derek and Carol Barnes reported their daughter, Cecily, missing.”
I stared blankly at him. “Yes. I know this.”
“Yeah, but what you don’t know is that, since then, Cecily Barns has never been in a single class photo,” Bao said. “She’s never been registered in any extracurricular activities. The elementary school’s last record of her is dated from before she supposedly disappeared.”
“Her parents told me they homeschool her now,” I said. “Though that doesn’t explain why I saw her at recess with the other kids a few days ago.”
“Parents of homeschooled children have to report information to the Department of Non-Public Education,” Bao said. “But they don’t have records of Cecily either.”
I braced my elbows on the table. “This doesn’t make any sense. What about her case file? Did your IT guy recover more of the erased data?”
“No, but he did get the IP address of whoever hacked into our system,” Bao said. “He’s tracking it now.”
“What else can we do?” I asked. “How should we proceed?”
“This is your case, Caccia. You tell me.”
I watched Benji as he gazed skyward. He sank his teeth into the sugary pastry.
“Dental records,” I said. “Carol and Derek must at least be taking Cecily to the dentist. Can you get dental records from before and after Cecily was reported missing?”
Bao brushed rainbow sprinkles off his pants. “You know I can’t do that without a judge and a warrant.”
I leaned forward. “What if you didn’t need either?”
One of his thick, dark eyebrows shifted upward. “You asking me to break the law, Caccia?”
“Not exactly,” I said. “HIPAA permits law enforcement to use an administrative subpoena without court involvement. I can’t access Cecily’s records, but you can.”
“There’s only one problem,” Bao replied. “Cecily’s not missing.”
“There are two Cecilys,” I reminded him. “The girl from the park and the kid living in the Barns’ house right now.”
“But we have no proof.”
“I’m trying to find proof,” I hissed, “but you’re kinda making it hard for me.”
“I’m doing my best,” Bao said, starting in on a second donut. “But I won’t break the law for you. I’ll see what I can do about the dental records, but you’ll have to sit tight for now. Don’t go near the Barnses or their kid, whether she belongs to them or not. Got it?”
“You’ll pull the records? Promise?”
Bao pushed his chair away from the table and tucked the box of remaining donuts beneath his arm. “I said I’d do my best. Don’t push me.” He rubbed Benji’s head on the way out. “Keep it real, dude.”
Benji bumped Bao’s giant fist with his own. “Totally, man.”
AS WE DROVE HOME, Benji spotted Ophelia skating along the sidewalk. I pulled over and rolled the window down.
“Hey, kid! Want some candy?”
Ophelia feigned disgust. “My mom told me not to take candy from creeps.”
“What about donuts?”
She grinned as I lifted the box I’d taken to go. She kicked her skateboard into her hand and climbed into the passenger seat. “I’ll take that,” she said, setting the box of donuts on her lap.
“How come Ophelia gets donuts today and a milkshake yesterday?” Benji whined.
“Extenuating circumstances,” I said. “Also, she doesn’t have diabetes like some other kid I know.”
Benji crossed his arms and pouted. “It’s not fair.”
Ophelia intentionally displayed her lips, covered in powdered sugar, to her little brother. “Sucks to be you, dude.”
“Shut up!”
“Don’t say that to your sister,” I scolded. “O, don’t tease him. I’ve got a bone to pick with you.”
“Again?”
“You didn’t tell me where you were going this morning,” I reminded her, pulling into our driveway. “How was I supposed to know you were safe?”
“I left you a note.”
“No, you didn’t.”
Ophelia hopped out of the car, cradling the donuts. “Wanna bet?”
I followed her inside. She sucked sugar off her fingers as she strolled into the kitchen and plucked a yellow sticky note off the fridge. In messy script, she’d written Went to sk8, be back soon. The note had been hidden amongst old grocery lists, last year’s Christmas cards, and a colorful array of magnets.
I snatched the note out of Ophelia’s grasp. “You could have put it somewhere noticeable.”
“But I put it somewhere,” she countered. “I’m going to shower. Don’t wait up.”
“Wait a second,” I called. “I’ve been spoiling the crap out of you for two days. You owe me.”
She dawdled on the steps. “Owe you what?”
“When you skated with that girl yesterday, who were you talking to?”
“You mean because of the whole DID thing?”
“Yeah. What did she say her name was? Brett?”
Ophelia hesitated then nodded. “Yeah. Brett. That was it.”
“Did she say anything else? You don’t have to tell me her secret,” I added quickly at the look on Ophelia’s face. “But I’m trying to find a kid that Brett knows, and anything she told you could help.”
Ophelia shrugged. “She didn’t say much of anything. Just complimented my tricks.”
“Okay. Thanks, O.”
“Whatever.”
She bounded up the stairs, and I turned to Benji.
“She was totally lying, wasn’t she?” I asked.
“You bet,” he replied.
I WAITED five minutes then quietly went upstairs. The shower in the kids’ bathroom wasn’t running. A giggle emanated from behind Ophelia’s bedroom door. I leaned against it and listened.
“No, you stop!” Ophelia said in a breathless whisper. “You’re not allowed to tease me about that anymore. Because I said so!”
A muffled voice replied, and Ophelia let out another uncharacteristically girly laugh. She grew quiet and sighed.
“I can’t wait to see you again,” she murmured.
My stomach dropped. Was Ophelia talking to Fen? Had they met, despite the rules I’d set down just two days ago?
“No, no, don’t worry,” Ophelia went on. “I told you. She doesn’t know.”
Anger burned in my veins. So this was what raising a teenager was like. They acted as if they were listening to you and then lied to your face. I had half a mind to barge into Ophelia’s room and give her a piece of my mind. I reached for the door handle—
The door swung open. Ophelia glared at me. Her phone was nowhere in sight.
“Were you eavesdropping on me?” she demanded.
“No, of course not. I just wanted to know if you needed a fresh towel.”
If it was possible, she would have shot heat rays out of her eyes. “Where is it then?”
I crossed the hall, opened the linen closet, and tossed her a folded towel. She caught it with a scowl.
“What did you hear?” she asked.
“Nothing. Like I said, just offering you a towel.” I lightly smacked her butt. “Get in the shower. You stink.”
She eyed me suspiciously as she backed into the bathroom and shut the door. As the shower started running, I ducked into her room and searched for her phone. After some digging, I unearthed it from a pile of dirty laundry.
Glancing into the hallway to make sure Ophelia was still shampooing, I unlocked her phone and clicked on her recent call list. There it was, right at the very top.
Fen’s name had a little pink heart emoji next to it.
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“She lied straight to my face.”
I stuffed sweet potato chips into my mouth, crumbs dropping into my lap as I drove one-handed. From the passenger’s side, Mila watched me with a crinkle of judgement between her eyebrows. We were on our way to Silver Lake Estates for our first surveillance mission of the Bonovich case. Selma had given us her husband’s schedule and asked us to track him for the day. She was certain he was using his lunch break to “canoodle” with some other woman.
I sped through a yellow light. “I mean, can you believe she had the audacity to do that? I cut her so much slack the other day. I gave her phone back. She promised not to meet up with Fen without my permission. Can you believe her gall?”
“We’re talking about Ophelia,” Mila reminded me. “She has more gall than all of us put together. What did she say when you caught her?”
“Nothing,” I replied. “I lied and said I didn’t hear anything.”
“Why did you do that?”
I shrugged as I whipped around another corner. Mila hung on to the arm rest and pressed an invisible brake pedal with her foot.
“I have no idea,” I admitted. “I guess I figured it would give me the upper hand if she thought I didn’t know.”
“Ophelia's a teenager,” Mila said. “She’s figuring out that she doesn’t have to do everything you say. I’m certainly not looking forward to Rosie’s teenaged years.”
“Rosie is an angel,” I said of her young daughter. “Ophelia, on the other hand, has always been a hellion.”
Mila nodded in reluctant agreement. “What do you about this Fen person? Do you think she’s dangerous?”
“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “When I snooped through Ophelia’s texts, their conversations seemed genuine. Plus, Ophelia giggles when she talks to Fen.”
Mila stared at me. “She giggles? Ophelia?”
“Ophelia Jameson Clark has been giggling.”
“Wow,” she muttered. “That’s something.”
“But she’s lying to me,” I said again, unable to get past it. “What am I supposed to do?”
Mila snagged the bag of chips from me, folded the top over, and tucked it in the glove compartment. “Right now, nothing. We have a job to do, and I need all of your focus on today’s surveillance mission. Give me the rundown again.”
“Harrison Ford, forty-two years old,” I droned. “Not to be confused with the actor who played Han Solo. Works as a branch manager for a bank, makes about sixty thousand dollars a year, which is nothing compared to his wife’s inheritance. Doesn’t need to work, but does need to prove his worth to his rich wife. Either that, or he uses work as an excuse to see his side piece.”
Mila rolled her eyes. “Can you take this seriously?”
“I am.”
“No, you’re not,” she said. “I know this isn’t like the high-stakes cases we worked for the Bureau, but we’re still helping people. More importantly, we’re making money.”
“Money we haven’t seen yet.”
“Selma signed a contract,” Mila said. “We have to deliver evidence of Harrison’s infidelity before she pays us for our time, but I’ve been keeping a spreadsheet of our hours so far. Let’s just say I’ve put a lot more work into this case than you have.”
I observed her pursed lips and tight posture. “I’ve been dealing with a lot of stuff lately, but I met with Selma anyway.”
“Yeah, then ran out on her.”
“Because Parker cornered me at the bar.”
Mila dropped her attitude in exchange for shock. “He did? What did he say?”
“He reminded me that Bear’s Bar is his place to hang out,” I said tersely.
“He threatened you?”
I shook my head. “No. It was nothing like that. Actually, it was…”
“What?” Mila prompted as I trailed off. “It was what?”
I remembered the feeling of Parker’s breath on my ear, the gingery scent of his presence, and the way his brilliant eyes conveyed his deepest emotions without a single word.
“It was nice to see him,” I muttered, distracted by my memories.
“I know you’re wary about letting someone new into your life,” Mila said. “It can be a big challenge.”
When the next light turned yellow, I slowed to a stop. Suddenly, I wasn’t all that eager to get to work. “How do you figure?”
“Well,” she said in a calculated tone. “You’ve only been in love with one person before, and he betrayed you. I know you say it was your fault,” she added when I opened my mouth to interrupt. “And a lot of what happened between you and Amos was your fault, but he had a part in your separation too. You sacrificed a great deal for your marriage and your kids, only for it to backfire. I imagine you don’t want that to happen again.” Off my silence, she went on. “But Parker seems like a good guy. He’s definitely your type.”
“I have a type?”
“Oh, absolutely.”
“Parker looks nothing like Amos.”
“Honey, I’m not talking about looks,” Mila said with a laugh. “I’m talking about personality. Parker’s a single dad. He works from home, so he can take care of his kid. He enjoys being at home. He wouldn’t resent you for wanting to work more.”
“You’re getting way ahead of yourself,” I told her. “We only dated for a few months.”
“You were the happiest I’d ever seen you during those few months,” she countered. “All I’m saying is, if Parker wants you back and you don’t have a real reason to object other than fear, you better dive in.”
I spent the rest of our drive in contemplative silence, half-listening as Mila went through the rest of Harrison Ford’s details for the tenth time. Was I overthinking the situation with Parker? I had a list of reasons to keep him at arm’s length. For one thing, anyone I dated was automatically involved in my kids’ lives. Ophelia and Benji liked Parker from the get-go, and for some reason, that made me more nervous than if they’d been wary of him. If my kids got attached and we broke up, again, it would hurt them as much as me.
“You’re going to pass it,” Mila said.
“What?” I whizzed past the bank where Harrison worked. “Crap. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I just did.” She pointed to a parking lot across the street. “Make a U-turn and park over there. We don’t want him to see us if we’re too close.”
“You act like I’ve never done surveillance before,” I grumbled, switching on my blinker to do as she asked.
Mila ignored my comment and squinted toward the bank. “I don’t see his car yet. Maybe we should have tracked him from the house.”
“We didn’t do that because he definitely would have noticed us,” I reminded her.
“But what if he goes somewhere before work? What if—”
“There he is.”
A custom orange Porsche Carrera pulled safely into the bank’s lot and parked in the spot reserved for the manager. When the driver stepped out, he was hardly taller than the car.
“I’m assuming his wife bought that car for him,” Mila muttered. “No way he could afford it. Jerk.”
“Settle down,” I advised. “First rule of any case. Try to stay objective. Selma could be lying to us too.”
“For a moment there, you sounded like your old self.”
I brushed off her observation and studied Harrison. The first time I’d seen him on the pool deck with Selma, I’d intentionally turned away, unwilling to invade their private moment. Now, I took in every facet of his appearance. He was a rather small man, with compact hands and feet. His goatee seemed engineered to hide his weak chin. He wore expensive clothes—a designer suit, a Rolex, and leather shoes—but he lacked the confidence to wear them. The suit was too wide in the shoulders, the Rolex hung loosely on his wrist, and the toes of his shoes were too pointed for today’s styles. This was a man trying desperately to fit into his wife’s world.
Harrison checked his reflection in the window of the Porsche. He licked his finger and smoothed a wayward strand of hair into place. Both Mila and I wrinkled our noses as he lifted his chin and headed inside.
“What a douche,” I said.
Mila elbowed me. “I thought we were supposed to reserve judgement.”
“Whatever. Give me my chips back.”
SURVEILLANCE MISSIONS, stakeouts, or whatever you wanted to call them, were the most boring part of an investigator’s job. For hours, you sat in a cramped car or a cramped room with a pair of binoculars, a bunch of crappy snack foods, and a couple bottles of water that you couldn’t drink unless you wanted to suffer the pain of having to pee without a bathroom nearby to relieve yourself. On a successful outing, you caught the culprit doing the crime in the first couple hours, and you could go home without too much wear and tear. Unfortunately, today was not a successful outing.
“My mouth burns,” I complained, three hours in.
“You ate at entire bag of jalapeño chips,” Mila said, crumpling the bag in my face. “Even though those were mine.”
I risked a swig of water and cast another glance toward the bank. Harrison had not emerged since that morning. His Porsche sat unbothered in the lot. “When is this guy going to do something fishy?”
Mila straightened up as the bank door opened. “Right now. Look.”
At long last, Harrison emerged from the building. As he folded himself into his Porsche, I tossed the water bottle into the backseat, wiped my peppery hands on my pants, and put the car in drive. When Harrison pulled onto the road, I followed at a safe distance.
“Not too close,” Mila warned as we stopped behind Harrison at a red light.
“I know what I’m doing. Relax.”
We watched through the back windshield as Harrison fixed a Bluetooth device to his right ear and made a call.
“Probably letting his mistress know he’s on his way,” Mila growled.
“Do we still say ‘mistress’ these days?”
The light turned green, and I let Harrison get a head start. He drove past the main strip of restaurants and headed for another neighborhood. Not Silver Lake Estates.
“Get the camera ready,” I told Mila. “I want to get pictures as soon as the other woman opens her door.”
Mila lifted the camera, but the Porsche cruised past the community’s gatehouse. A few blocks later, Harrison bounced into a gravel lot. He got out of his car and stepped into the line for—
“A food truck?” I said, confused.
“Best tacos in town,” Mila read off the side of the bright yellow truck. “He’s just getting lunch.”
“Maybe he’s meeting his girlfriend here.”
But after Harrison ordered, he ate his tacos at the plastic tables next to the truck alone. When he was finished, he tossed his trash and wiped his hands on a wet nap before returning to his car. We trailed him all the way back to the bank.
“I’m stumped,” Mila said. “Didn’t Selma say he takes his lunch break to see this other woman?”
“Maybe they don’t have a date today,” I replied.
“Do we stay?”
I regarded our depleted snacks. “Let’s grab something to eat, then come back and wait him out.”
“Tacos?”
AFTER VISITING the taco truck for a second time—they really did have the best tacos in town—we returned to the bank to wait out the rest of Harrison’s day. At six p.m., he locked the building and drove straight home. Nothing suspicious about it.
“Guess we’ll have to try again,” Mila said as we arrived home. “We’re bound to catch his lunchtime escapades sometime. We’ll regroup on a different day. Will you call Selma and catch her up?”
“Sure. Are you coming in?”
“No, I need to get home to Rosie.” She collected our empty snack containers and tossed them into the big garbage can. “Call me tomorrow.”
“Will do.”
As Mila’s Jeep rumbled out of my driveway, Detective Bao called my cell phone. I answered quickly, lingering in the garage.
“What’d you find?” I asked without greeting him.
“Got the dental records,” Bao said. “You were right. They’re different. Looks like we’ve got two Cecily Barns.”
“I knew it.”
“Listen, Caccia,” Bao warned. “You gotta do this carefully. Whatever those parents are up to, they don’t want you snooping in their business.”
“So I’m not allowed to talk to them?”
“Are you kidding?” he said. “I want you to follow up with them as soon as possible. Can you go tonight?”
All I wanted to do was go inside and hang out with my kids, but if this meant finding out where the real Cecily Barns was…
“Yeah, I can go tonight.”
DUSKY PURPLE LIGHT WASHED THE BARNS’ house. This time, when I knocked, no one answered, though the work and school day was long over. Perhaps the Barnses were out for a family dinner. Casually, I glanced at the corners of the house. No security cameras peered back at me, so I sidled around the side yard.
I crept along, sticking to the shadows in case the neighbors were nosy enough to call me out on my snooping. When I reached the first window, I carefully looked inside. The Barns’ living room was cozy and cute, with a sunshine yellow sofa and several pictures of their fake daughter, but no one enjoyed the bright atmosphere.
I moved on, checking each window. I found Derek in the kitchen, dancing awkwardly as he chopped onions for dinner. He wore headphones, which explained why he hadn’t answered the door.
At the back of the house, I located the master bedroom. The window was cracked open to let a breeze through. I glanced in.
Carol sat on the bed, her head bowed. Her shoulders shook as she sobbed, clutching a picture frame to her chest. She made no sound, purposely stifling her cries to prevent her husband from noticing her anguish. I ducked beneath the windowsill as my heart clung to my ribs. No mother should have to cry like that.
Once I pushed down my own feelings, I checked on Carol again. She calmed slightly, but her curved shoulders and rounded spine spoke of weighty emotions. She sniffled and drew the picture frame away from her chest. I caught a glimpse of the subject.
It was Cecily Barns—the real Cecily Barns. The girl in Carol’s picture was younger than in the one Brett had given me, but I couldn’t mistake the warm brown eyes and flaxen hair. There was also something about Cecily’s pointed nose that exactly mirrored Carol’s.
“Mama?”
Carol swiftly wiped her cheeks and pasted on a smile as Katy arrived in the bedroom doorway. Seeing them both in the same room again, I realized they looked nothing alike. Katy had a slight olive tinge to her skin tone, a bump in her nose, and an oval face shape. Carol’s skin was cool-blue, and her face was much squarer than her supposed daughter’s.
“Hi, honey,” Carol said thickly, slipping the picture frame under her pillow. “What’s the matter?”
“Nothing. Daddy told me to come get you. Dinner’s ready.” Katy swayed at the threshold of the bedroom. “Are you sad?”
“A little,” Carol admitted.
She reached her arms out to the girl, and Katy tentatively came forward. She sat on the bed and leaned into Carol. Carol buried her nose in the girl’s hair and took a deep breath.
“What’s wrong?” Katy asked.
“Nothing, honey.” Carol smoothed Katy’s hair where she’d rumpled it. “Don’t worry about me. That’s not your job.”
“Daddy made meatballs,” Katy offered as comfort. “They’re not as good as when you make them but still tasty. Are you coming?”
Carol kissed the top of Katy’s head. “Sure thing, bug.”
Katy bounced off the bed.
“I love you, Katy,” Carol said softly. “You know that, right?”
The girl paused and smiled. “I love you too, Mama.”
Once Katy was gone, Carol pulled the picture frame from beneath her pillow, opened the closet, and stood on her toes to hide the frame on a top shelf. She checked her composure in the mirror above the dresser, wiped her face once more, then left the bedroom.
I inched away from the window. With every passing day, the mystery thickened. Who was Katy in regards to Carol and Derek? Was the child related to them at all? And why were the parents pretending Katy was actually Cecily? What happened to the real Cecily, who had supposedly been playing in the park last week?
Since my only eyewitness—Brett’s alter—wouldn’t talk to me, I had no idea how to answer those questions.
AT HOME, after I’d made a meager dinner of bean-and-cheese quesadillas for Benji and Ophelia, I sat in my office and researched Derek and Carol Barns.
Plenty of information was available about Derek via his LinkedIn profile. He’d graduated from NC State and gotten a job as a high school English teacher right out of college. A few years later, he received his Masters in Education from UNC, but he struggled to find a job suitable for his level. He worked briefly as an adjunct for UNC before moving onto a full-time job at a community college. After a jaunt through the college’s course catalogue and faculty webpage, I discovered that Derek had been teaching solely online for the past two years.
Carol was much harder to get to know through the Internet. Unlike her husband, she did not have a LinkedIn account. Her Facebook page was set to the ultimate privacy settings, and I couldn’t find anything other than her current address in the White Pages.
Then, for the hell of it, I checked Investigative Source, a database of information that I paid to have access to as a P.I. When I typed in Carol’s name, a single search result came back.
It was Carol’s criminal record.





10
“She was arrested two years ago, three days after Derek reported Cecily missing.”
I dangled my legs off the edge of Detective Bao’s desk as he read through Carol’s file. Investigative Source hadn’t given me enough information on Carol’s arrest, so I’d gone back to Bao for more.
The heat in the cop shop was too high, and a layer of sweat beaded across Bao’s forehead. He dabbed himself with a handkerchief as he scrolled through Carol’s file.
“What was the charge?” I asked.
“Reckless driving.”
I made a face. “I didn’t know what to expect, but it wasn’t that. Did she get fined?”
“Looks like the judge went easy on her,” Bao said. “She was sentenced to three nights in jail and issued a fine of one thousand dollars.”
“That’s going easy?”
“In the state of North Carolina, reckless driving is a Class Two misdemeanor,” he said. “We can put you in jail for up to sixty days if it’s your first offense. I’m assuming they let her off with less time because her kid went missing.”
“And she came home with a different one,” I added.
“Any luck with identifying Katy?” Bao asked.
“You’re the one with her dental records,” I reminded him. “Can’t you match them to other kids in the state?”
Bao printed off a copy of Carol’s file. “I tried. Nothing turned up. Looks like you’re going to have to dig your heels into this one, Caccia.”
“It’s been a week,” I said, absentmindedly accepting the file from him. “I’m out of leads. I’m worried I won’t find the real Cecily.”
“I thought your kid bonded with your witness,” Bao replied. “What happened to using that to your advantage?”
“Ophelia’s priorities don’t include helping me these days.”
THOUGH SHE TRIED to hide it, Ophelia’s obsession with Fen grew with every passing day. She kept her phone with her at all times, and whenever it chimed with a new text message, she jumped to reply. Sometimes, I caught her staring at the three-dot bubble that indicated Fen was typing. As soon as she noticed my attention, she hid the phone from view.
Late at night, Ophelia spent hours on her PlayStation, talking to Fen as they played whatever online game was popular at the moment. I’d scolded her more than once for staying up past midnight, but it did nothing to dissuade her. I heard her giggling until two o’clock in the morning.
On the upside, I hadn’t received any additional calls from the school about Ophelia’s behavior. She attended class and went to volleyball practice without trouble. She did her homework right after dinner, hurrying through it so she could return to her conversations with Fen. Her black eye faded to a yellow stain, and she avoided further fights. All in all, I couldn’t ask for a better behaved daughter. The only issue was her downright obsessive connection to her Internet friend, and the fact that Fen didn’t have a face.
“I can’t today,” Ophelia told me when I asked if she would try talking to Brett again when she got home from school. “I have plans.”
“With Fen?”
“No,” she said patiently. “With Max. He’s taking me to the movies.”
“On a date?”
“Ew, no.” She drizzled maple syrup onto a waffle, added some sliced strawberries, then folded the entire thing in half and ate it like a taco. “Max and I are just friends.”
“You sure about that?”
“Totally, I’m—” She stopped herself from finishing the sentence by shoving the waffle taco into her mouth for a second bite.
I waited until her mouth was free. “You’re what?”
“Late,” she said, grabbing her backpack off the counter. “Gotta go. Bye, Mom!”
I checked the clock as she rushed out. She had an extra fifteen minutes to get to school before the bell rang.
WHEN THE HIGH school bell let out its final scream of the day, Ophelia was one of the first students to leave the building. She walked with Max to his Mustang but didn’t get in. As Max drove off, Ophelia dropped her skateboard on the pavement and pushed off.
I followed her for four blocks, keeping street corners between us so she wouldn’t notice me. I was hoping to catch a glimpse of the elusive Fen. Since this was a matter of Ophelia’s safety, I pushed away the guilt that tried to creep into my throat for invading her privacy yet again.
Of course, she headed straight to the skate park. From a safe distance, I craned my neck for a look at my daughter’s new friend, but the figure who rode toward her was a familiar one.
“Brett,” I muttered as the teenagers high-fived and grinned at each other. “What gives, O?”
Why would Ophelia lie about meeting Brett when I’d asked her to do it anyway? Was this a coincidental meeting or had the two of them planned it? From the casual way they interacted, it seemed like they had done this a few times before, but if that was the case, why hadn’t Ophelia just told me about it?
Like before, Ophelia skated and Brett rode her bike. About half an hour later, Brett offered Ophelia the bike. With Brett’s help, Ophelia dropped into the shallowest concrete pool and did a few laps. When she tried a jump, the bike rotated too far forward, and the front wheel crashed into the lip of the pool. Ophelia fell off and slid down the incline.
I resisted the urge to leap out of my car, but Brett had it handled. She jumped into the pool and pulled Ophelia to her feet. Ophelia shook off her new bruises, grinned, and gestured to the bike. She wanted to try again.
Ophelia rode Brett’s bike for another fifteen minutes. Every so often, Brett would stop her to give her a tip or fix her grip on the handlebars. Ophelia’s form improved, and she tried the same jump she’d failed earlier. This time, she cleared it. Brett yelled with triumph, and I felt a grin spread across my face too.
Ophelia leapt off the bike and into Brett’s arms. Brett swung her around. A lightning bolt hit my heart as they lingered in each other’s personal space and connected gazes. Then, Brett cleared her throat and stepped away, putting several feet between her and my daughter.
As Brett mounted the bike again, Ophelia went back to her skateboard. The pair continued riding, but with much less enthusiasm. What did I just witness?
SINCE NOTHING more came out of Ophelia and Brett’s meet-up, I headed to the grocery store with a long list. I’d decided to make coq au vin and mashed potatoes for a nice family dinner. After quesadillas and cereal for several nights in a row, I figured the kids deserved something special.
Grocery stores were my own personal purgatory. For one thing, I wasn’t the best chef. Amos had always been better at cooking delicious meals, and until he left, I hadn’t bothered to learn many skills in the kitchen. For another thing, I always seemed to run into someone I didn’t want to see at the grocery stores.
Like Kathy Brannon, Ophelia’s old babysitter.
I spotted her at the end of the wine aisle and attempted to wheel my cart away before she spotted me. No dice. Her gaze flickered up as she studied the label of a cheap Pinot Noir. Her manic eyes went wide with recognition and she waved wildly to get my attention.
“Miss Caccia!” she squealed, loudly enough to garner attention from the other shoppers, and set the wine back on the rack to chase after me. “It’s been—what, ten years?”
I kept walking, pretending to be looking for something in the spices aisle. “Oh, Kathy! Didn’t see you there. Yes, it has been quite a while. I’m pretty busy—”
“We should catch up,” Kathy interrupted as she kept pace with me. “How’s Ophelia? She was such a crazy little kid. What’s she like now?”
“Still crazy.”
“She’d be about… fifteen these days?”
“Fourteen.” I picked up a bottle of sofrito I didn’t need to make it look like I belonged in this aisle. “Benji’s nine.”
“Benji?” Kathy perked up. “You have another kid?”
“Yup.”
She elbowed me and joked, “Need a babysitter?”
I side-eyed her. In her college years, Kathy had charged an outrageous hourly amount for her services, but she was one of the few babysitters in the area who would agree to watch Ophelia. When my mother moved to the area and agreed to watch the kids on the nights we went out, we happily ditched Kathy’s high prices.
“Don’t you have a full-time job?” I moved to the next aisle and looked for microwaveable mashed potatoes. Hell if I’d be making them from scratch. “What’d you go to college for?”
“Elementary education,” Kathy said. “Turns out being a teacher isn’t as fun as watching kids. I want to open my own childcare business, but these are tough times, you know? Anyway, you still live at the same address?”
“Yes…” I answered warily.
She took a brochure from her pocket. “Here, take this. It has my new number on the back. If you need someone to watch the kids, I’m available. Great seeing you!”
She pranced back to the wines, and I glanced at the brochure. Her prices had gone up even more. I scoffed, crumpled the brochure, and tossed it into one of my reusable bags.
Thankfully, I didn’t run into Kathy again. After collecting the dry ingredients, I went back to the poultry and produce areas for the rest. As I perused raw chickens, a man’s deep laugh caught my attention.
Harrison Ford walked past me, his arms encircling a woman pushing a cart with one pack of beer in it. That woman was not Selma Bonovich.
I stared at them as they walked by, too stunned to be subtle. The woman was younger, in her twenties perhaps, with lilac-tinted blonde hair and bright green eyes. She wore sweatpants, a mismatched sweatshirt, and a ratty UNC ball cap. The look of her was casual and low brow, not the type of woman I’d expect a guy with a Porsche to go after.
Harrison, himself, looked quite different. For one thing, he’d ditched his ill-fitting designer suit. The Rolex had disappeared too. He wore athletic pants and a dry-fit T-shirt, as if he’d come to the store right after the gym. I checked my watched, confused. It was almost five o’clock in the afternoon; Harrison should have been working at the bank still, not out and about in layman’s wear while showing public affection to his not-wife without a care in the world.
I took a picture of the couple with my phone, but I hadn’t updated my tech in so long that the photo came out too fuzzy to make out the culprits’ faces. As they headed for the cash registers to pay for their beer, I swore under my breath. I couldn’t let them get away without taking a good picture of them.
I took my reusable bags, abandoned my cart—and dinner plans—and followed Harrison and his lady out of the store. As they climbed into a Ford truck and started the loud engine, I hurried to my own car. Once on the road, they headed for the highway. I tailed them there.
The woman drove. Perhaps Harrison couldn’t handle such an enormous vehicle when he was so used to driving his tiny sports car around. For its size, the truck was surprisingly nimble. Smaller cars moved out of the way as the Ford zoomed up the left lane.
Rush hour traffic struck. I gritted my teeth, weaving in and out of lanes to keep up with the Ford. For a few miles, I managed to keep them in sight. Then I got stuck between two tractor trailers, and when I finally escaped, the Ford was gone.
I rang Mila’s phone.
“Hey, I need you to run a plate,” I said.
“You got something?”
“Yeah, Harrison Ford.” I chuckled under my breath. “In a Ford.”
Mila didn’t laugh. “What?”
I pulled off at the next exit and turned around. “I saw him at the grocery store with his lady. They drove off in a Ford truck. You want the plate number or not?”
Paper rustled as Mila reached for something to write on. “Did you get a photo? Where are they now? Can I meet you—?”
“I lost them on the highway,” I said. “But if we can identify—”
“You lost them?” Mila repeated incredulously.
“Yeah, traffic sucks.”
There was a long pause, so long that I thought the call had disconnected. I checked the screen, but the counter was still running.
“Mila?”
“You lost them,” she said yet again. “Damn it, Carolina. I can’t believe you.”
“Are you seriously upset with me right now?” I asked. “I dumped my groceries to follow them. Ophelia and Benji are going to revolt when I tell them we’re having breakfast for dinner again. And like I said, there was traffic.”
“The old Carolina would have driven up the shoulder to catch them,” Mila spat.
“The old Carolina had a badge and a Bureau to back her up,” I shot back. “I can’t do crap like that now, as you so kindly reminded me a week ago. Singing a different tune, huh?”
“Whatever. Give me the plate.”
“You know what? Bite me.”
I hung up. A surge of anger burst through me, followed instantly by regret. Mila’s attitude was getting out of hand, but if there was a reason for her bad moods, I shouldn’t have exacerbated her stress by withholding information. Regardless, I deserved an apology, so I didn’t call her back.
THE DAY CONTINUED to disappoint me. As I pulled into the driveway, sans ingredients for coq au vin, I spotted Parker sitting on the swinging bench on the front porch. He waved shyly, so instead of going inside through the garage like I usually did, I met him by the front door.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
He sheepishly tucked his hands into his pockets. “I didn’t like the way we left things the other night. Plus, I wanted to see you.”
“Parker.” I rubbed the back of my neck to do something with my shaking hands. “You can’t show up at my house out of the blue like this. Where’s Alex anyway?”
“His mom has him tonight,” Parker answered. “I tried calling you, but it went straight to voicemail.”
I checked my phone. Sure enough, I had a missed call, an unread text message, and a new voicemail, all from Parker. He must have rang while I was on the phone with Mila.
“Sorry, I was at the grocery store.”
He eyed my empty hands. “Getting what?”
“It’s a long story,” I said tiredly, stepping past him. “If you’ll excuse me, I have to figure out what to feed my kids tonight—”
Benji swung the front door open and bulldozed past me. “Parker! What are you doing here? I missed you!”
Parker grinned as Benji hugged him around the waist. “I missed you too. What’s up, little dude?”
“I might go to art camp if Mom can find the money!” Benji crowed.
Heat rose in my face, but Parker artfully dodged the matter.
“That’s great, dude!” he said, ruffling Benji’s hair.
“Are you coming in?” Benji tugged Parker’s hand with all his might. “Please! We haven’t hung out in forever.”
Parker’s twinkling eyes didn’t leave Benji’s as he said, “Well, that’s up to your mom.”
Benji rounded on me. “Can he stay for dinner, Mom? Please?”
“Kid, I don’t even know what to feed you.”
“If I may,” Parker said. “I can make a pasta dish out of almost anything.”
I crossed my arms. “Anything?”
“Almost anything,” he said. “What do you say? Dinner’s on me.”
“I love pasta!” Benji declared.
I considered my options: a Benji-led rebellion or letting Parker inside my house, and my heart, again. Both of them looked at me with pleading eyes. Benji even pouted.
“Fine,” I said, shooing them inside. “Let the great pasta challenge commence.”
WITH A PACK OF BACON, half a bag of wilted spinach, and a can of white beans, Parker got to work. He moved with grace and ease in the kitchen, a dish towel slung over his shoulder like a real chef. The smell of sizzling bacon lured Ophelia from her bedroom. She came downstairs, sniffing the air like a dog.
“Hey, Parker!” she said with more excitement in her voice than she had ever addressed me with. She clapped him on the shoulder. “Are you banging my mom again?”
“Ophelia!” I hissed.
Parker turned away from the stove and caught Ophelia in a light headlock. She laughed as she tried to wrestle out of it, but he held fast. Finally, he let her weasel away.
“I’m just cooking dinner,” he told Ophelia, wiping his hands and getting back to the pasta. “Helping out. You know.”
Ophelia sat at the island counter next to me. Her phone was nowhere in sight. “You should come over more often. Mom’s cooking sucks. Also, she misses you.”
I lightly smacked Ophelia on the back of the head. “Shh!”
A slight smile lifted Parker’s lips, but he didn’t respond.
“SNAKE! SNAKE CHARMER!”
“Belly dancer!” Ophelia crowed. “Stripper!”
Dirty dishes waited in the sink while we played charades in the living room. Ophelia and Benji competed for the award of loudest guesser as Parker performed a strange hip-prominent dance in front of the fireplace.
“Time!” I said, as the small hourglass ran out of sand. “No points. Parker, what was it?”
“Hula girl,” he said, exasperated. “I thought it was obvious.”
“Damn, I was so close,” Ophelia groaned.
Parker chuckled. “Stripper? I don’t think so, kid.” He rubbed his knuckles against her head. “I better get going. It’s late, and you all have school tomorrow.”
I pushed myself off the couch. “I’ll walk you out.”
Ophelia made gross kissy sounds. I drew my index finger across my throat like a knife as I brought Parker to the door.
“Sorry about them,” I said, once we were safely unheard on the porch.
He adjusted the collar of his coat to protect his neck. “Don’t apologize. I love your kids. They have character.” He tucked his hands in his pockets. “Thanks for letting me stay. That’s the most fun I’ve had in a while.”
“Thanks for feeding us.”
“We should do it again,” he proffered. “What do you think?”
Before I could answer, my phone buzzed. Detective Bao’s name showed up on the screen.
“I’m sorry,” I said to Parker, grimacing. “It’s work. I have to take it.”
“Go ahead.”
I answered. “Hello?”
“Caccia, it’s Bao.” His usually buoyant voice was low and urgent. “Derek and Carol Barns just reported their daughter, Cecily, missing. Again.”
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“Who is missing?” I plugged my opposite ear to drown out the noise of Benji and Ophelia bickering inside. “Cecily or Katy?”
“Both of them, I guess,” Bao reported. “If we’re going off what we already know, the real Cecily Barns disappeared two years ago, and Katy, whoever she is, disappeared a few hours ago.”
Parker mouthed, “Is everything okay?”
I waved him off and turned my back to him. “When did they report this?”
“Just a minute ago,” Bao said. “One of my officers answered the call. They’re on their way to the Barns’ house to assess the situation.”
“I want to go too,” I declared. “I’m the one who brought the case to your attention. I know the most about it. I deserve to be there.”
“I agree.”
Surprise lifted my eyebrows. I hadn’t expected Bao to comply so easily. “Really?”
“Yes, Carolina.” If he used my first name, he meant it. “You know more about this case than anyone else. You should be running point.”
“Even if I don’t work for your department?”
“We both know you’re better at this than anyone in my department,” Bao said. “Except me. I’ll meet you there. I’m getting donuts.”
“Of course you are.”
I hung up and turned to face Parker. “Sorry about that. I’ve got a new case—”
But Parker was gone. When I looked down the street, I saw his taillights disappearing around the corner. I’d been so distracted by Bao’s call that I hadn’t heard him start his car and pull out of the driveway.
With a sigh, I headed inside. The kids bombarded me.
“Parker cooks way better than you,” Ophelia informed me, flopping onto the couch. For the first time in hours, she checked her phone.
Benji jumped up and down. “When is he coming over again?”
“I don’t know,” I said, wading out of Benji’s tide of excitement. “Kids, I have to go do something for work. I need you to hold down the fort.”
“Right now?” Benji pouted. “But I thought we could watch a movie or something.”
I smoothed his hair. “I know. I’m sorry, buddy, but this is important.”
Even Ophelia looked disappointed. “Where are you going?”
“Another kid’s gone missing,” I said as Benji hugged my waist. “Detective Bao wants my help with the initial report. Can I count on you guys to behave?”
“Yes,” Benji said, sad but obedient.
Ophelia drew up the hood of her sweatshirt and turned from me. “Whatever. It’s lame you have to leave. Now we don’t even have Dad to hang out with us.”
“I’m sorry, O. This is my job.”
She cast a judgmental glance at me as I put on my coat. “I liked it better when you were a teacher.”
HOPING to alleviate some of my guilt, I phoned Amos on my way to the Barns’ house.
“Carolina?” Pilar answered. “Is everything okay?”
“Mostly. Is Amos there?”
“He’s having dinner with his friends from work tonight,” she replied. “Is there anything I can help with?”
I hesitated. As much as I loved Pilar, I often felt inadequate in her presence. She was the mightiest mother I’d ever met, able to provide for her kids and make time for her own needs. Meanwhile, I couldn’t get one thing done right at home.
“I have to do something for work, but I don’t want the kids to be alone,” I told her. “Would you be able—?”
“I’ll head right over,” she said. “How late will you be out?”
“I’m not sure. It depends how things pan out for this case.”
“I’ll have the kids pack overnight bags then,” Pilar said, her keys rattling in the background. “They can stay with us if you need them to. I’ll take them to school tomorrow.”
“Thank you, Pilar.”
“Don’t mention it. I’m leaving now.”
As I hung up, I couldn’t help thinking Pilar was a better mother to my kids than I was.
AT THE BARNS’ house, all thoughts of my family life disappeared in a haze of police lights. Two cruisers were parked outside, as was Detective Bao’s unmarked car. I joined the cavalry, meeting Bao at the front door.
“Oh, good. You’re here.” His relief played across his plump cheeks. “The father’s beside himself, and the mother won’t talk. We can’t get any information out of them.”
Derek Barns sat on the floor of the living room, his knees curled into his chest. He cried into his hands, muttering incoherently as he did so. Carol was nowhere to be seen.
“Where’s Carol?” I asked.
“In the kitchen,” Bao replied. “She doesn’t want to see any police.”
“Good thing I’m not police.”
I strolled past the other officers in search of Carol. No one questioned how I knew where the kitchen was without being directed to it.
Carol stood at the sink, running her hands beneath hot water. Steam rose from her red skin, but she paid no notice. She gazed through the window into the dark backyard, unaware of the irritation. Quietly, I shut off the faucet.
Carol blinked, her eyes refocusing. The effect was similar to shaking a computer awake from its screen saver. Carol looked at me.
“I know you,” she said.
“We’ve met,” I replied. “Carolina Caccia. I came to your house a few days ago.”
She absentmindedly shook my hand. “You were right. My daughter is missing.”
“Which one?”
If the question caught her off guard, she didn’t show it. “Cecily. My only daughter. She’s gone.”
“Can you tell me what happened?”
Carol dried her raw hands on a dish towel. “She was playing in the backyard after dinner. I didn’t want her to. I was afraid she’d catch a cold, but Derek insisted. He wrapped her up in her coat and scarf and let her go out. Ten minutes later, she had vanished.”
I mentally recorded Carol’s information. “How long ago was this?”
“About an hour,” she said. “I called the police as soon as I realized she was gone.”
“The police can’t help you if you don’t talk to them,” I told her. “They need to know what she was wearing, along with any other information that could help them find her.”
“A pink puffy coat with white fake fur around the hood and cuffs,” she reported monotonously. “And a cream-colored crocheted sweater. I made it for her myself.”
I flipped open my notebook and began writing down the details. “Undershirt, pants, and shoes?”
“She had on a purple and green striped thermal,” Carol said, screwing up her eyes as if trying to see Katy in her mind. “Pink snow pants over stretchy jeans and white furry boots.”
I nodded. “Okay. Full name and spelling, birth date, gender, and race?”
“Don’t you already know these things?”
“It’s just procedure, ma’am.”
“Cecily Barns,” she said, then spelled it. “December fifteenth, female, Caucasian.”
“Any nicknames?”
Carol’s lips flattened into a straight line. “No.”
“Nothing? Cece or anything like that?”
“No. We called her Cecily.”
Part of me wanted to call her out right then. How was I supposed to find “Cecily” when she wasn’t the Barnses’ real daughter? How could I find either missing child without the proper information? Had Carol given me Cecily or Katy’s details anyway?
“Carol,” I said in a low voice. “If there’s anything you can tell me to help you find your daughter, you can tell me in confidence. I’m not affiliated with the police station.”
“But they called you here,” she pointed out.
“Detective Bao and I are friends,” I admitted. “But I don’t work for him. I’m not obligated to give him a full report.”
Carol studied me, as if trying to figure out whether I was playing her or not. At last, she looked away. “I can only tell you what I know.”
“Then tell me what you know.”
CAROL PLAYED IT SAFE. She gave me everything I asked for and nothing I actually needed. When I returned to Bao, who was waiting on the front porch, he spread his arms expectantly.
“Well?” he said. “Any luck?”
I showed him my page of notes. “I got Cecily’s information and Katy’s description. She wouldn’t give me much else.”
He glanced at the notes and sighed. “At least we got what she’s wearing. My officers are already combing the block in case she ran off and got lost. Did the mother identify any possible abductors?”
“No, but she clammed up when I asked.” I crossed my arms to ward against the cold and leaned against the porch railing. “What are the odds ‘Cecily’ disappears twice?”
“What are you getting at?”
I chewed a piece of flaky skin on my lip, pondering the question. “How’s the dad?”
“Still in pieces.”
“He won’t talk.”
“He just keeps saying not again,” Bao told me. “Over and over.”
“Because his first daughter was already kidnapped before they replaced her,” I muttered under my breath. “This is a mess.”
“You got that right,” he agreed. “We can look for both kids, but what happens if we find them?”
“I figure you already know the answer to that question.”
Bao frowned. “Yeah, but it doesn’t involve the Barnses getting their kid back. They’re guilty of something. Katy’s existence in their household is evidence enough of that.”
“So what next?” I asked.
“I was hoping you could tell me.”
I PICKED up Ophelia from school early the next day. From the way she slumped into the front office, backpack hanging low, she figured she’d gotten into trouble for something. When she saw me waiting for her, her worry intensified.
“Mom?” she said. “Is everything okay? Is it Benji? Is he gone again?”
“Everything’s fine.” I relieved her of her backpack. “I’m signing you out for the rest of the day.”
She wrinkled her nose in confusion. “Why? Do I have a dentist appointment you didn’t tell me about or something?”
“Just some good old mother-daughter bonding.”
“Oh, God. I’d rather stay in school.”
The secretary, Harriet, handed me a slip to sign. As I scrawled my name on it, she grinned and said, “Good luck with your bonding.”
Ophelia mimed being hung. I grabbed her by the shoulders and steered her out of the front office.
“So why did you really pick me up?” she asked suspiciously on the way to the car. “You wouldn’t pull me out of school without a good reason, and mother-daughter bonding is definitely not on your list.”
“I need you to talk to Brett again.”
Ophelia turned bright red. “Uh, no. I can’t do that.”
“Why not?”
“B-because,” she stuttered, fishing for an excuse instead of telling me the real reason. “She and I—I haven’t—last time—”
“Last time you hung out, you almost kissed?”
Ophelia spluttered, unable to form words. Finally, she demanded, “Have you been following me?”
“Every once in a while,” I admitted. “I won’t remind you that Brett is six years older than you.”
“Didn’t you just do that?” she grumbled.
“I’m not okay with you seeing her in any sort of dating capacity,” I went on. “That’s not why I introduced the two of you.”
“I’m not dating Brett!”
She fell silent, cheeks still pink, as if embarrassed by the conversation and the need to defend herself.
“Can I say something?” I asked.
“You’re the mom,” she replied mockingly. “I can’t stop you.”
“I really don’t give a crap who you date,” I declared. “From a gender perspective, I mean. I’m not blind, Ophelia. I see the way you act toward Max versus the way you act toward Fen. If you like girls, go ahead and like girls. Hell, they’re a lot more emotionally mature than men.”
Ophelia blinked at me, taken aback. “You really don’t care?”
“No, honey,” I said, more gently this time. “All I care about is your health and your happiness. You can date whoever, as long as they’re age appropriate.”
“Fen technically is age appropriate.”
“Technically?”
“Never mind,” she said hastily. “It’s complicated.”
We drove in silence for a few minutes. Then:
“Hey, Mom?”
“Yeah.”
“Thanks.”
“Sure thing, O.”
BRETT WAS NOT at the skate park, so I kept driving to the playground where I’d first met her. There, Ophelia spotted Brett’s familiar outline sitting beneath a tree. She watched the children play with a long face.
“What am I supposed to ask?” Ophelia said for the umpteenth time. She bounced nervously in her seat. “I forgot.”
“Ask if she knows what happened to Cecily Barns,” I replied slowly. “Then ask if she knows what happened to Katy.”
“Katy who?”
“Good question,” I muttered.
Ophelia looked at Brett through the windshield. “What if it’s not Brett?”
“Try to get Brett to front,” I advised. “But don’t force it. We don’t want to stress them out. If it’s someone else, ask the same questions. They might know too.”
Ophelia nodded and made to get out of the car. She paused and said, “You know, I’m only doing this because there’s a kid in trouble. Not because you’re cool or anything.”
“Duly noted.”
“I mean, you’re kinda cool.”
“Get out of the car, O.”
She rolled her eyes and did as asked. I cracked the window to listen as she approached Brett, but once again, the wind was too strong for eavesdropping. When Ophelia gently tapped Brett on the shoulder, Brett looked up and smiled. She took out her headphones and greeted my daughter.
Ophelia sat next to Brett, and they hugged briefly. I lost focus as they spoke. Without audio, there wasn’t much to pay attention to. I watched the children on the playground, wondering if any others had been kidnapped by families they didn’t belong to.
Then Brett lunged at Ophelia.
She knocked O to the ground before I could react. Stunned, I sat in my car for another ten seconds before my sense kicked in. Brett straddled Ophelia, held her by the collar of her coat, and punched her repeatedly in the face. Since the teenaged girls were set farther away from the playground, none of the other parents noticed the commotion.
I threw myself out of the car and sprinted across the park, slipping on the icy patches. When I was close enough, I aimed all my weight at Brett and pushed the older girl off my daughter. She rolled to her feet, gasping for breath. The blank look in her eyes came and went, and someone else inside her looked at Ophelia.
“Saint,” Brett breathed, shaking. “What have you done?”
“Get out of here,” I said through clenched teeth, kneeling over my daughter like a mother hyena. “Before I call the cops.”
Brett turned and ran.
Ophelia lay beneath me, conscious but dazed. Blood ran from her nose and a vicious cut on her lip. Her faded black eye had been renewed, and the other eye now matched. One of her front teeth was chipped.
“How do I look?” she slurred, grinning like an idiot.
“Like a trip to the emergency room.”
“Perfect.”
WE WAITED FAR TOO LONG in the ER, but when a familiar doctor finally put Ophelia in for a brain scan, everything came back clean.
“No concussion,” Dr. Grandforth said, making a note on his clipboard. He smiled at Ophelia. “We gotta stop meeting like this, kid.”
“Wasn’t my fault this time,” Ophelia said through a fat lip.
“I’ll need to stitch you up,” Grandforth said. “And I’ll send you home with some painkillers, but for the love of God, stop looking for trouble, will you?”
Ophelia shook her head then winced. “Wasn’t me.”
The doctor clapped her shoulder. “Sure it wasn’t. Sit tight. I’ll be back.”
Once he left, I examined Ophelia’s cleaned cuts. They weren’t deep, but because of their placement on her face, they looked worse than they were. If she didn’t get stitches, the scars would be wide and jagged.
“Stop,” she said.
“Stop what?”
“Thinking about whatever you’re thinking about,” she replied. “This wasn’t your fault.”
“Really?” I countered. “Because I put you in this situation, O. I made you go talk to Brett.”
“It wasn’t Brett.”
“It wasn’t?”
“Well, it was at first,” she clarified. “But when I asked her about Cecily, something changed. Her face kind of—”
“Went blank?” I guessed.
“Exactly,” Ophelia said. “She must have switched because she looked like a totally different person all of a sudden. Next thing I know, I’m on the ground. I couldn’t even fight back.”
I held her hand. “O, I am so sorry.”
“Forget it,” she said. “Scars are cool. Sorry I couldn’t get the information you needed though.”
Patting her knee, I replied, “Let me worry about that. I’ll figure something else out. I won’t let you talk to her again.”
Ophelia’s face fell. “But what about Brett? She didn’t mean it.”
“Regardless, she’s dangerous,” I said. “Promise me, O. If she’s at the skate park the next time you go, you’ll come home.”
“But it wasn’t Brett,” Ophelia said urgently. “She would never do that, and neither would—”
I observed her suddenly-guilty expression. “Neither would who?”
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “But you can’t blame Brett for what someone else in her system did. Besides, the only reason it happened was because I asked about Cecily.”
“I hate to ask,” I began, “but did she say anything about Cecily? Or Katy?”
“As soon as I said their names, she went quiet,” Ophelia reported. “Then she attacked me. I get the feeling someone in the system is trying to protect those little girls.”
Dr. Grandforth returned with a nursing student in tow. They held a familiar tray of suture and needles. “Alrighty, Ophelia. You ready for this?”
“Ready as ever,” Ophelia droned.
“Here we go then.”
As the doctor numbed Ophelia’s face, my phone rang. Once again, it was Detective Bao.
“I haven’t found anything yet,” I said, heading off any questions. “I’m with my daughter in the emergency room.”
“Is everything okay?”
“More or less.”
“Well, I got something for you,” Bao said. “My IT guy managed to track down the hacker. He got an address in Spartanburg, about an hour away from us. Can you get there?”
I caught Ophelia’s eye. She hardly winced as the nursing student poked the needle through her lip and made the first stitch. All I wanted to do was be with my kids tonight.
“Go,” Ophelia said.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
“Yeah. I can take care of myself.”
“I know you can,” I told her. “But you shouldn’t have to.”
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I  couldn’t bring myself to ask for Pilar’s help again, especially when Ophelia’s face swelled to twice its normal size and guilt began to eat me from the inside out. Once I set her up in bed with a pizza from her favorite restaurant and another mint chocolate chip shake, I called my mother to babysit. She came over, but not without a price.
“Heaven’s sake!” she said when she came down from Ophelia’s room. “What happened to her? She looks like she’s been hit by a truck.”
I put on my coat and flipped my hair over the collar. “Benji’s out back, drawing an owl. Please keep an eye on him, and in ten minutes, make him come inside. It’s too cold out, and apparently kids are disappearing from their own backyards.”
“Carolina,” my mother snapped. “You cannot keep doing this! You are abandoning your children.”
“You agreed to help,” I reminded her. “This is a team effort. I’m doing my job. I’m trying to protect other kids. It comes with a little bit of sacrifice.”
Mom scoffed. “Is that what you call it?”
“I’m sorry if you don’t like it,” I said, grabbing my car keys. “But this is the way it is. When I figure out how to be a better mother, I’ll be sure to let you know. Don’t let Ophelia stay up past ten. She’ll play video games all night if you let her. I’ll be back in a few hours.”
SPARTANBURG WAS IN SOUTH CAROLINA, not too far from the state line. I located Bao’s address on the outskirts of the downtown area and found an old office building with a big “RENT SPACE HERE” sign posted in the front lawn. Inside, a large cork board showed which businesses had rented which offices.
I consulted Bao’s address—Suite 3B—and headed for the elevator. On the third floor, I found the right door, but there was no plaque to signify the business inside. Regardless, I walked in.
It was a cold, mint-colored waiting room. Unmatched chairs lined the walls. Pictures of smiling children with elated parents hung every few feet. No other people waited to be seen, and the seat behind the front desk was empty. I walked to the window that separated the office from the waiting room and rang a silver bell.
“Hello?” I called, leaning in to see if anyone was even in the building. “Anyone here?”
A portly woman rushed from an unseen hallway, smiled, and sat down in front of me. “Hello, hello! Welcome to Blessings Adoption Agency. Do you have an appointment?”
Suddenly the pictures made sense.
“No, I don’t,” I said. “My name is Carolina Caccia. I’m a private investigator. I was wondering if I could ask you some questions. Do you run this facility?”
“No, no,” she tittered. “I’m Viv. I’m just the secretary. What kind of questions?”
“I’m looking into a missing child case,” I improvised. “I was wondering if you have any information about Derek and Carol Barns in your system.”
Viv bowed her head apologetically. “I’m afraid that information is confidential. I’m not allowed to talk about our clients.”
“So they were clients,” I guessed.
“I have no idea, ma’am. I’d have to check the system.”
“But you can’t do that.”
“No, ma’am.”
“What about children?” I pressed. “Have you adopted out a six-year-old girl named Katy in the last two years?”
Viv raised her eyebrows. “Ma’am, once again, I’m not able to give you that information. It’s for the protection of the children we represent.”
I tapped my fingers on the counter, thinking of a backup plan. “Is this place run or approved by the state?”
“We’re a private agency.”
“Who owns it?”
Viv took a business card from a nearby stand and offered it to me. “Piper Blessings. She’s worked with children all her life.”
“There’s no phone number on here.” I flicked the business card around for her to see. “How am I supposed to get in touch with her?”
“There’s an email address.”
“A phone number would be better.”
“Miss Blessings doesn’t like when we give out her personal number,” Viv said. “But you can call our office back when she comes in tomorrow morning.”
I fixed Viv with a long stare. “I’ll do that.”
“Great. Have a nice day, ma’am.”
AN HOUR’S drive to Spartanburg and back for a five minute conversation didn’t feel worth it, but something about Viv’s short manner and unwillingness to help didn’t sit well with me. I tried calling Bao to update him on the situation, but he didn’t answer, so I only had the radio to keep me company on the drive home.
I thanked my mother, answered none of her questions, and ushered her from the house. Then I checked on my children. Both were fast asleep in bed. Ophelia’s painkillers left her drooling face-down. I turned her over and propped her up, so her neck wouldn’t hurt in the morning.
Before I could sleep, I poured a glass of wine and researched Blessings Adoption Agency. The business didn’t have a real website, but it did have a Facebook page that hadn’t been updated in several months. Their last post was from the previous summer. The only contact number was the same one on the Blessings brochure I’d taken from the waiting room. There was also an email address for inquiries. All in all, there wasn’t enough information for me to trust them as a reputable business. If I wanted to adopt a child, I would not go through Blessings.
Piper Blessings was slightly more accessible. Her Twitter profile showed a thirty-something woman grinning widely within a gaggle of African children. The description read: “Dedicated to helping children all over the world. If you have lost a child, come to me. Contact Blessings Adoption Agency for more information.”
It seemed odd that she was advertising solely to mourning parents, but it did somewhat explain the situation with the Barnses. If they thought the first Cecily was truly missing, perhaps they’d adopted another daughter in the wake of their loss. Unfortunately, that didn’t explain why someone at Blessings Adoption Agency had hacked into the police database and erased Cecily’s case. It also didn’t account for why the Barnses had seemingly forced Katy to take on Cecily’s identity. What sane person would make a child do that?
OPHELIA PRACTICALLY BEGGED to go to school the next morning, something that hadn’t happened since…
“Never,” Benji finished my thought for me, eating Pop Tarts at the kitchen counter. “She never wants to go to school.”
“I do now,” Ophelia said. Her lip had grown puffier overnight, and the skin around her eyes was an alarming shade of black. “Come on, Mom! Do you know how cool everyone will think I am when they find out I got punched helping you with a case?”
“No, because you’re not going to tell them,” I replied.
She stomped her feet. “What do you mean? Why not?”
“Everything I do is confidential.” I loaded some of Parker’s leftover pasta into a container and passed it to Ophelia. For once, she didn’t complain about her packed lunch. “By law, you can’t tell your friends what happened.”
“Ugh,” Ophelia groaned. “What a scam.”
“I’ll let you go to school,” I said. “But if your head starts to hurt or you feel funny at all, promise me you’ll have the nurse’s office call me to come pick you up.”
Ophelia swiped her lunch off the counter. “You can’t pick me up. You’re working on your case.”
“I’ll leave work if you need me to. Are you going to catch the bus?”
“Nope. Max is picking me up.”
My phone buzzed. Ophelia picked up for me. “Carolina Caccia’s phone. What can she do for you?”
I made a hand it over gesture, but Ophelia swiveled her stool away.
“Hey, Detective Bao,” she said. “Did you know your last name is a type of steamed bun? You did? Huh, go figure.”
“Ophelia,” I hissed. “Give me the phone.”
“Yeah, here’s my mom.”
“Sorry, Bao,” I said, pressing the speakerphone button. “My children are cretins.”
“I resent that,” Benji said loudly.
Ophelia puffed her chest. “I proudly accept this great honor.”
“Quiet,” I told them. “What’s up, Bao?”
Bao cleared his throat. “We got an eyewitness at the scene of the crime. They gave us a description good enough to track down the culprit. Brought her into custody.”
“An eyewitness? Who?”
“A neighbor jogging by the house saw the kid leaving with an older girl,” Bao replied. “Blonde hair, hoodie, yellow shoes. Ring a bell?”
“You arrested Brett Bedel?” I asked, dumbfounded.
Ophelia clutched her head. “I changed my mind. I don’t want to go to school after all.”
“How do you know her name?” Bao asked. “We couldn’t get it out of her. Had to check I.D.”
“I’ve seen her around.” I hurried Benji into his coat and boots, then shoved him out the door. Ophelia, I herded upstairs. “I’ll be there in a few minutes. Don’t send anyone in to question Brett until I get there.”
“Too late.”
I groaned and hung up. I leaned over to tuck Ophelia in, but she shoved the covers away.
“I’m not hurting,” she said. “I want to go with you to see Brett.”
“Absolutely not.”
“But Mom—!”
“No,” I said sharply. “Stay here. I’ll deal with it. If you need anything, call Grandma. Whatever you do, stay put. Got it?”
“Fine,” she grumbled.
I MADE it to the police station in ten minutes flat, but when I got there, I realized I hadn’t swapped my pajama pants and slippers for real clothes and shoes. Bao looked me up and down as I rushed into the bullpen.
“We having a sleepover?” he asked dryly.
I rolled my eyes. “Where’s Brett?”
He jabbed his thumb toward the back of the building. “Questioning room. Wouldn’t go in there though. She’s already taken out two of my officers. If anything, she’ll be charged with assaulting police.”
“You don’t understand,” I said quickly. “She has Dissociative Identity Disorder. It means she has multiple personalities due to childhood trauma.”
“That sounds made up.”
“It’s not,” I assured him. “But the girl in there has suffered quite enough already. I’m sure you’ve put her under a tremendous amount of stress by shoving her into that room and bombarding her with questions. She was bound to fight back.”
Bao squeezed a stress ball in one massive hand. “How do you know this kid, Caccia? And why the hell would she kidnap Katy?”
“You don’t know she kidnapped Katy.”
“The neighbor described Bedel right down to the shoes,” he informed me. “It was definitely her.”
“Then there has to be a reason. Let me talk to her.”
Bao tossed the stress ball to me overhand. I caught it easily and threw it back. It felt like a weird sort of test, as if Bao wanted to know how quick my physical reactions were.
“Fine,” he agreed. “But if she starts acting up, get yourself out of there. I don’t want you getting hurt.”
I thought of Ophelia’s bleeding nose and busted lip. “Don’t worry. I’ve seen her work.”
All eyes were on me as I followed Bao to the questioning room. The other officers didn’t know me personally, but they knew who I was. Everyone whispered about the ex-FBI agent. What had I done to lose my job? Who would give up working for the Bureau to become a teacher? What’s she doing here?
I ignored the mutters and stepped into the questioning room. A team of officers lined the walls, keeping a safe distance from the person in the middle. Brett’s wrist was chained to a heavy metal desk, and it was a good thing too. She threw herself at each officer in turn, snarling and growling like a rabid dog. The skin of her wrist was rubbed raw from how much she’d been yanking at the metal around it.
When I stepped forward, Brett’s feral gaze snapped to me. But I could tell it wasn’t Brett at all, or any of the alters I had met so far.
“Saint?” I ventured quietly. “Is that you?”
Immediately, there was a change in posture. Saint, recognizing the name, retreated somewhat, relaxing slightly against the chair.
“You know me?” Saint said in a low, rough voice that sounded male even though Brett wasn’t.
“We haven’t officially met,” I explained. “But I’m friends with Brett and Minnie. They mentioned you. You’re a Protector, aren’t you?”
Saint breathed heavily through his nose. “Yes. Yes, I am.”
“I understand why you’re here,” I said gently. “You feel like Brett and the others are in a lot of trouble.”
“Men came for us,” Saint muttered. “They found us and took us.”
“That must have been very frightening for you.”
He nodded, dew forming on his eyelashes.
“I can help you,” I offered. “If you let me.”
Saint’s lip curled back as I came closer. An officer along the wall stepped forward. Saint snapped and lunged for the officer. Chaos erupted as the officers fought to put Saint back in the chair.
I tore the policemen away from the desk. “Out!” I roared, sending them toward the door. “Get out! You’re making things worse.”
Though I was not technically their superior, the officers listened to me. They filed out of the questioning room, shooting me looks and shaking their heads as if to say She doesn’t know what she’s getting herself into.
But as soon as they were gone, and it was just me and Saint in the room together, the atmosphere changed. Saint’s shoulders slumped. He hung his head. I filled a paper cup with water from the jug and set it on the table.
“Drink,” I advised. “You’re probably dehydrated.”
He chugged the first cup, so I refilled it. He chugged the second. I set the paper cup aside and sat on the desk, close enough for him to take a swing with his free hand if he decided to.
“You attacked my daughter yesterday,” I reminded him. “Do you remember that?”
Saint swallowed. “She asked about our trauma.”
“What does Cecily Barns have to do with your trauma?”
At the mention of Cecily’s name, Saint’s shoulders rose to his ears again. He curled his hand into a fist. “Don’t talk about her. Don’t ask about her.”
“You are sitting in this room for a reason,” I informed him. “You’re nineteen years old, legally an adult, which means if you’re convicted of the crime you were brought here for, you will be tried and punished as an adult. Prison isn’t fun, Saint, and I imagine you’d have a harder time than most people there.”
“Why am I here?” Saint asked. “I don’t even know.”
“Someone witnessed you taking a young girl from the Barnses’ backyard,” I said. “Sound familiar?”
The familiar blankness of switching personalities crossed Saint’s face. He shook his head. “Not now. Don’t come out. Especially you. No… don’t—”
Saint’s efforts went unheard. Someone else came to the front. The body’s posture changed again. The new personality clasped their hands together on top of the desk and giggled nervously.
“Um,” I said tentatively. “Hello?”
The person looked up through long eyelashes. “Hi. I’m Nyx. What’s your name?”
“Carolina. How old are you, Nyx?”
She held up an open palm. “This many.”
“Five?”
“Mm-hmm!”
I took a moment to accept this new reality: a five-year-old in a nineteen-year-old’s body. Nyx, wide-eyed and wonderous, gazed around the room. Like Saint, Brett, and Minnie, she had her own voice and mannerisms. Each time I met a new alter, I found myself stunned by the changes.
“Nyx, why did you come out?” I asked. “Did you want to talk to me?”
She nodded and giggled again.
“What did you want to say?”
“Saint is a big meanie,” Nyx said. “But he does it to protect us. All of us. Including Cece and Katy.”
A thrill of adrenaline rushed through me. “You know them?”
Nyx folded in, making herself as small as possible. “They’re my friends.”
“How did you meet Cecily?”
“At the park.” She picked at the handcuff around her wrist. “This hurts.”
“Nyx, focus.” I sat in front of her and tapped her arm to get her attention again. “Did you see what happened to Cecily?”
Without warning, Nyx’s chin crinkled and wobbled. Tears welled up and ran down her cheeks. “She’s in trouble.”
“Why?” I pressed. “Where is she?”
“I don’t know,” Nyx said. “Someone took her.”
“Who? Who took her, Nyx?”
Nyx lost control and began bawling her eyes out. She sobbed until the blank look returned, and someone else took her place. The new person blotted her eyes with her sleeve and looked up at me.
“Sorry about that,” the new person said. “Nyx is having a hard time these days.”
“I can see that. Who are you?”
The new person looked me up and down. “You’re Ophelia’s mom, right?”
“You know my daughter?”
“We’ve met.”
“And how did you introduce yourself?” I asked.
The person smiled, crafty yet soft. “I’d rather not say. Listen, no offense, but I’m not supposed to be talking to you. I’m only fronting because Nyx got upset.”
“You and Nyx are close?” I guessed. “In your Inner World?”
“Very close,” she replied. “She’s like my little sister. I’m surprised she came out to talk to you. She’s been hiding lately.”
“Why?”
The new person tried to cross her arms, but the handcuff prevented her from doing so. She gave up. “Because she got triggered. You know some about DID, right? Each of our personalities has a purpose in the system. Nyx is the childhood we never got to have. She’s beautiful and innocent, and she sees everything in the world with absolute love.” The person fiddled with the handcuff, trying to her reddened wrist out of it. “But Nyx saw something that reminded us of our trauma.”
“She watched Cecily Barns get kidnapped,” I clarified.
She clenched her teeth. “Yes.”
“Who took her?”
“I don’t know,” she replied. “I’ve been trying to get Nyx to tell me, but she’s blocking it out.”
I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. This felt a lot like hiking in circles around the same tree, without a compass to point north. “Is there anyway we can unblock it?”
“Do you have a piece of paper and a pen?”
I found both and gave them to her. With her free hand, she jotted down an address.
“Ask for Lynn,” she said, handing back the scrap of paper. “She might be able to shed some light on the situation.”
I tucked the scrap safely in my pocket. “What about Katy?”
“Ask Lynn.”
“I can’t help you out of here without more,” I told her. “Are you okay with that?”
The person, whoever she was, nodded. “It doesn’t matter where I am, as long as those two girls are safe.”
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A fter leaving Detective Bao with strict instructions for Brett’s safety, I hurried out of the police station. On the way to my car, a suited woman popped out of the bushes and shoved a microphone in my face. A cameraman followed, pointing the lens in my direction.
“I’m here with local investigator Carolina Caccia,” the woman said, and I recognized her voice. Jaime Jenkins, the annoying reporter from the local news channel, seemed more interested in her small means to fame than any commitment to real news. “Carolina, do you have any comment on the multiple missing children cases here in town? Is our neighborhood no longer safe to live in?”
I turned up my coat collar to keep most of my face hidden. “No comment.”
Jaime did not relent. “Carolina, is it true you were fired from the FBI after a number of failed cases? What makes you think you can locate our community’s missing children without the FBI’s resources?”
“I wasn’t fired,” I growled. “I quit.”
“According to my sources, you’ve only had your private investigator’s license for three months,” Jaime hammered on. “And your new business has not solved any real cases. Care to comment on that?”
At my car, I whirled around to face Jaime and the camera. “You want a comment? Mind your own damn business.”
“You saw it here first, people,” Jaime said into the camera. “Rumors of Carolina Caccia’s infamous temper finally confirmed! Is this the type of woman we want looking for our children?”
It was a lost battle. I got into my car and sped away as quickly as possible, fuming with rage. In the rear view mirror, I watched Jaime film an intro to her ridiculous interview with me. I cranked up the radio to drown out the echoes of her pitchy tone.
At the next red light, I programmed the address for “Lynn” into my maps application. It wasn’t far, only fifteen minutes away, on the opposite side of the high school. As I followed the directions, I recognized the neighborhood. Amos and Pilar lived nearby.
The little blue line took me to a quaint condo complex called Red Meadows. Slow traffic weaved in and out of pretty three-story buildings. Older people walked small dogs along the wide sidewalks. They waved at me, automatically assuming I lived there. I waved back and followed along the road until I reached a group of condos at the back of the complex.
Lilies fought through the cold earth to bloom as I approached the first-floor condo with the correct address number. When I knocked, a woman with Brett’s nose answered the door.
“Can I help you?” she asked.
“I’m looking for Lynn.”
Her brow crumpled. “That’s me. Who are you?”
“My name is Carolina Caccia,” I replied. “I’m a private investigator, and I’m also a friend of Brett Bedel’s. Do you know her?”
“Yes, of course. She’s my little sister.” She stepped outside. “Is she okay? Did something happen to her?”
“She’s been arrested,” I said simply. “But I’m here—”
“Arrested?” Lynn threaded her fingers through her hair. “Oh, God. She’s probably freaking out. I have to go see her. Where is she? At the station?”
“Yes, and I’ll take you there as soon as possible,” I promised. “But first, I really need you to answer some questions for me. I’m trying to help Brett. She told me to contact you.”
“Brett told you to find me?”
“Not quite,” I said. “One of her alters did.”
Comprehension settled in Lynn’s expression. “Ah, that explains it. Are you sure Brett will be all right?”
“Yes, I’ve made sure no one will bother her.”
Lynn beckoned me inside. “Then come in. Tell me what I can do to help.”
The condo featured a cute, cozy interior. Dark green throw pillows and pink wall accents accompanied a sunshine yellow couch. Pictures of Lynn and Brett decorated the mantel, but I noticed there were no photos from Brett’s younger years. She looked eight or older in all of the photos.
“Does Brett live here too?” I asked.
“Yes, we’ve been here for about two years,” Lynn said. “I finally found something nice and affordable. Brett deserves that. So do I.”
“And you said you’re Brett’s sister?”
“Half-sister. It’s a long story.”
I examined Brett’s class pictures, pinned to the wall near the bedroom. “How come you don’t have pictures from before third grade?”
Lynn fiddled anxiously with her hands, stretching her fingers until they popped. “I’m assuming you know about Brett’s condition.”
“DID. Yes, she told me. That’s why I’m here.” I faced Lynn. “I’m trying to find two missing children. Brett and her alters know both of them, but the alters don’t trust me. One of them said I should find you.”
“Which one?”
“She didn’t give me her name.”
Lynn opened the fridge, took out two sodas, and offered one to me. I accepted gratefully, though I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a Coke.
Lynn popped the tab and sipped. “I’m no mind reader, but I’m guessing Brett’s alter sent you here to find out about her past. Fair warning, though. It’s not an easy story to hear.”
“I need to hear it,” I said. “Apparently, Brett’s past is the key to my case. I can’t move on without more information.”
Lynn settled on the yellow sofa and let out a long breath. “Gosh, where to begin. Well, like I said, we’re half-sisters. Our father raped both of our mothers.”
The way she said this—so nonchalantly—made the statement sink slowly in. Taken aback, I found myself sinking into the chair across from Lynn. My knees no longer wanted to support my body.
“I was eight when Brett was born.” Lynn gazed idly into the distance, perhaps into the past. “My father showed up at our house with his new girlfriend and their baby. We hadn’t seen him in months. Then we were all living together, like one big unhappy family. It goes without saying that my father was a horrible man,” she went on. “He sold drugs and did them. I’m pretty sure he ran a prostitution ring. That’s where he found our mothers.”
I tried listening from an objective point of view, but with every additional word of Lynn’s story, my blood began to boil.
“He never laid a hand on me, but there was something about Brett that set him off,” Lynn muttered distantly. “He began abusing her from a young age. The sort of things he did” —a shudder rocked her spine— “I don’t want to remember. We lived in a bad area, and our father had a lot of power in the underworld. Everyone knew how we were suffering, but no one would help us.”
“What about your mothers?” I asked. “You said they were living with you. Why didn’t they try to help?”
“Most of the time, they were too high to care,” Lynn replied. “Plus they were scared of him. They didn’t do anything. One night, my father did something I’ll never forget, and I realized I had to get Brett out of there.”
“What did he do?”
“Don’t ask me,” she whispered. “I can’t relive it.”
I nodded. “Understood. What happened next?”
“I kidnapped my own sister,” she said, proudly squaring her shoulders. “When my father was out and our mothers were asleep, I took Brett and ran. I was sixteen. I had no idea where to go next or how to keep us safe, but I knew we were better off homeless than with my father.”
“But the damage to Brett was already done,” I guessed.
Lynn absentmindedly rotated her soda can. “I didn’t notice at first. I thought Brett was just stressed from all the crap she’d gone through. She was always a weird little kid, but you would be too if you’d grown up like her. We lived in homeless shelters or on the streets. I worked whatever jobs I could get and we didn’t have insurance, so I couldn’t take her to the doctor. When she was twelve, she tried to kill herself.”
I squeezed my temples and wished I didn’t have to know any of this. “That’s young. Too young.”
“I took her straight to the hospital,” Lynn whispered. “There was so much blood on the car seats, I thought there was no way she’d survive. But she made it. Afterward, she told me the truth: multiple people lived inside her body. She had big gaps of time where she couldn’t remember where she’d been or what she had done. Of course, by then, we had Google. I figured out what was wrong with her, pooled my money, and got her to see a psychiatrist. They officially diagnosed her with DID, and we’ve been managing it ever since.”
“How’s Brett doing now?” I asked. “Have you had any more scares like that?”
“No, thank God,” Lynn said. “I got my Associate’s degree and a job as a web developer, so we’d have insurance and access to help. Brett sees a therapist weekly to help her get through her past trauma. She goes voluntarily, though some of her alters object. Every time she comes home, she thanks me.”
“For what?”
“For saving her,” she replied shakily. To cover the crack in her voice, she took another sip of soda. “Anyway, Brett got her GED and does all her college classes online. She wants to be a social worker to help other kids who are going through the same things we went through.”
“So she has a soft spot for abused kids,” I said.
“She feels very deeply for them,” Lynn confirmed. “She’s come to terms with her DID. She knows it won’t ever go away. But I know the main reason she wants to help abused kids is because she doesn’t want them to develop DID.”
“Do you think she would go as far as to kidnap a child she thought was being abused?” I asked.
Lynn shrugged. “That’s what I did. She’s always been a monkey see, monkey do girl. If she thought a kid was in danger, she’d do whatever she needed to protect the child.”
“Do you mind if I search your apartment?”
She studied me. “You think there’s a kid here?”
“I have no idea, but it’s my duty to check.”
Lynn gestured to the rest of the condo. “Have at it.”
I lifted myself from the chair, took my soda with me, and began the search. It didn’t take long, seeing as the condo was relatively small and compact. I paid extra attention in Brett’s bedroom, which was set up in sections, almost as if each alter had their own place to express themselves. Brett’s bed was covered in a checkered duvet. In the corner, a collection of pink stuffed animals lay for Nyx to play with. A half-finished crochet project rested on the desk chair, undoubtedly belonging to Minnie. Saint’s presence was reflected in a series of black metal band posters.
I checked in the closet, under the bed, and behind every nook and cranny, but there were no small children hiding out in Brett’s bedroom. Dejected, I returned to Lynn.
“Find anything?” she asked, putting on her coat.
“No, but I suppose I didn’t expect to. Do you need a ride to the station?”
“I’ll go on my own,” she replied. “I can bail Brett out, right?”
“You shouldn’t have a problem.”
“Great.” She led me from the condo, and we parted at her car. “Carolina, if you need anything else, please let me know. Any friend of Brett’s is worth knowing.”
“Will do. Take care of your sister for me.”
IF THE DAY wasn’t draining enough already, I found Carol Barns on my front porch when I arrived home.
“Doesn’t anybody call before coming over anymore?” I muttered to myself.
Carol waved and stood up to greet me as I met her on the porch steps.
“I’m sorry to barge in on your like this,” she said, “but you told me I could trust you to keep a secret.”
Reluctant to let a stranger inside my house, I led Carol to the swinging bench instead. “What’s the matter?”
Carol paced across the porch, unable to sit. “I think you already know what I’m going to tell you.”
“That the girl you reported missing isn’t actually your daughter?”
Carol’s lower lip quivered. “You don’t understand the situation.”
“Then why don’t you explain it to me?”
She steadied herself with a deep breath. “Derek and I tried for a baby three times before we finally had Cecily. We suffered three miscarriages, so when Cecily made it, we viewed it as a profound miracle. When she disappeared, we fell apart.”
“What happened?”
“Cecily was playing in a park,” Carol said. “Derek and I looked away for a second. Next thing we knew, she was gone. We searched all over then called the police. They never found her.”
“Ever?”
I didn’t want to say it out loud, but abducted children were sometimes found… in pieces.
“Never,” Carol confirmed. “Not Cecily or any part of her body. After a year, the police gave up looking for her, but she was never pronounced dead. Derek and I were besides ourselves, living like ghosts in our own home. Everything felt empty and horrible, until one day we were contacted by a private adoption agency. They asked if we wanted to adopt another child. Suddenly, it seemed like the perfect idea.” Carol sniffled and sat on the porch railing. “We couldn’t have our child back, but we needed a child to save our marriage and our lives.”
“So you adopted Katy.”
“We did,” she confirmed. “She was so beautiful, and there was something about her that reminded me of Cecily. I thought at least if I couldn’t have my own daughter, I could love someone else’s.”
“At what point did you decide to pass Katy off as Cecily?” I asked dryly. “Hell, how did you even pull it off?”
Guilt pulled Carol’s gaze to the ground. “I know. It’s terrible what we did. I regret it every day.”
I waited patiently for more. Carol breathed deeply through her nose.
“Cecily’s disappearance affected Derek more than I initially realized,” she went on. “As soon as we officially adopted Katy and brought her home, he began referring to her as Cecily. I tried to stop him. I tried to get him to a doctor’s office, but he refused. He said there was nothing wrong with him. I gave in. I let him think she was Cecily because it seemed too cruel to keep feeding him the same bad news about our real daughter over and over again.”
“But you went through the trouble of tricking the government into thinking Katy is Cecily,” I pressed. “How did you do that?”
“I paid off the adoption agency to keep quiet,” Carol admitted. “They needed money, and I gave it to them. In exchange, they erased Katy’s files and anything else that could have tipped off the police about her true identity.”
I could hardly keep the story straight, unable to believe one woman would go to such lengths for a child that wasn’t even hers.
“I know you’re judging me,” she continued. “You have every right to do. I know what I’ve done is despicable, but you have to believe me. I wanted to do right by my husband. But Katy’s gone, and he’s out of his mind with grief again. I can’t do this anymore.”
“You’ll be arrested,” I informed her. “For falsifying information and a whole host of other things.”
“I can’t get arrested,” she said. “That’s why I came to you. If I tell the police what I’ve done, they won’t let us take Katy home when they find her. They’ll put her in foster care, and she doesn’t deserve that. She’s just a kid.”
I pushed my toes against the porch to swing the bench. As I swayed, I set my mind to an impossible task: getting Carol out of her predicament.
“First of all, the police think they know who took Katy,” I said at last.
Carol’s eyes widened. “Who? Where is she?”
“We haven’t found Katy yet, and the culprit wasn’t confirmed,” I replied, playing it coy. “Regardless, I believe her to be somewhere safe.”
Frustration crossed Carol’s face. She wasn’t happy with my reply.
“As to your other problem,” I continued sharply, “I can only think of one thing that might work to your advantage. You could claim you were emotionally distraught when you adopted Katy. It seems that’s true anyway.”
“It is,” she said. “I was out of my mind. The adoption agency never should have approved us as parents.” She stopped pacing, struck with an idea. “I could blame them.”
“Sorry?”
“The adoption agency.” She spoke more to herself than to me. “I could claim they didn’t do the proper background checks before approving us to adopt Katy. I could say they enticed me to pay them for the erased records.”
“You are aware that I’m a P.I. and an ex-FBI agent, right?” I said loudly, interrupting her planning. “If you do any of that, I’ll make sure the court knows you’re lying.”
Carol spun toward me. “But what if it’s not a lie? What if the adoption agency did suggest that course of action?”
I fixed her with an intense look. “Did they? Think about your answer before you reply.”
“Yes,” she said firmly. “That agency was shady from the beginning. They wouldn’t release Katy’s hospital records to me. They said it wasn’t necessary.”
“By chance, do you remember what the name of the agency was?” I asked.
“I’ll never forget.” She scoffed. “Blessings. What a joke.”
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“Y ou’re going to be late, O!” I hollered up the stairs.
Gray skies poured buckets of rain on the house. As I readied the kids’ lunches, Benji slumped out of the downstairs bathroom, looking downtrodden.
I presented him with a peanut-butter-covered rice cake. “What’s the matter, kiddo?”
“The deadline to respond to the camp invitation is coming up,” he said with intentional solemnity. “You forgot, didn’t you?”
“I didn’t forget,” I promised him. “I’m working on it.”
The pit of my stomach deepened, the telltale feeling of a lie. I hadn’t followed up on Selma Bonovich’s case since I’d seen Harrison in the grocery store with his other woman. If I was being honest with myself, I’d been purposely ignoring the case to spite Mila. We used to be coworkers and best friends. If I had a problem at home, Mila was often the first person I turned to for advice. Lately, it was as if she only cared about our business relationship, and I always ended up on the receiving end of a scolding when I worked the Bonovich case.
Benji narrowed his eyes, as if he could sense my dishonesty. “Working on it how?”
“I’m helping Auntie Mila with a case,” I replied, and my stomach flipped over to make me feel even worse. “If we solve it, we’ll get enough money to pay for your camp.”
Benji jiggled with joy and sank his teeth into the rice cake. Peanut butter coated his front teeth. “Are you close to solving it?”
“I’m not sure, buddy,” I said. “We have a few leads, but I haven’t had much time to go after them.”
That part was true, so I spared myself another wave of nausea. I still had the license plate number of the woman’s truck. If I got Bao to look up it up for me, I’d have the woman’s name. That was a decent starting place.
“You should make time,” Benji advised. “That’s what you always tell Ophelia when she says she doesn’t have time to do her homework.”
“You are correct.” I fetched his raincoat from the closet by the door and helped him fit his arms through the sleeves while he held the rice cake between his teeth. “I guess I should take my own advice, huh?”
“Yes, you should. So I can go to camp.”
Ophelia ambled down the stairs in her pajamas. Her bruised eyes and stitched lip did not look any better than it had yesterday.
“My face hurts,” she droned.
“I’ll bet.”
“Can I skip school again?”
“Considering you’re not dressed and school starts in half an hour, you definitely aren’t going to make it in time,” I replied. “Go back to bed. I’ll call the front office and get your homework.”
Ophelia trudged back upstairs, muttering, “What a joyful world we live in.”
Since it was cold and wet outside, Benji allowed me to drive him to the bus stop. Afterward, I went home, collapsed on the couch, and turned on the TV for some background noise.
As I flipped aimlessly through the channels, looking for a program that didn’t require much of my attention, I spotted my own face on the local news.
“I wasn’t fired,” I growled on screen. “I quit.”
Jaime Jenkins, the annoying reporter, dogged me with her microphone. “According to my sources, you’ve only had your private investigator’s license for three months. And your new business has not solved any real cases. Care to comment on that?”
On the television, I whirled around and gave my scathing reply. I studied my own face, the venom behind my expression. To anyone watching this clip who didn’t know me personally, I looked like a greedy, inexperienced investigator. Of course, that was exactly what Jaime Jenkins had wanted.
After the short clip aired, the news returned to Jaime sitting behind a desk, next to her co-anchor, Max Bell, whose pointed nose and blond coif made him look, if possible, more supercilious than Jaime herself.
“We’ve received an update from the police station about the kidnapper, Brett Bedel,” Max said seriously. “She has been released on bail, due to a serious medical condition called Dissociative Identity Disorder. This is a serious personality issue, one that causes Bedel to become violent and attack anyone in the vicinity.”
“Until Bedel is in jail, our community is not safe,” Jaime added. “Carolina Caccia is attempting to clear Bedel’s name, even though eyewitnesses have confirmed Bedel’s involvement in the recent kidnapping case.”
“One eyewitness,” I spat at the TV. “It doesn’t mean anything.”
“If you have the time,” Max went on, “please write to your local police chief. Together, we can get Caccia’s license revoked.”
“Are you kidding me?” I slammed the power button on the remote to turn off the TV. “Is this news or a tar and feathering?”
With rage boiling over the ridiculous “news” report, I logged onto my laptop, navigated to the Blessings Adoption Agency website, and dialed the number provided for the office. After six rings, an automatic voice said:
“I’m sorry. The number you have dialed is no longer in service. Please hang up and try again.”
I hung up and checked to make sure I had the correct number. It matched. For good measure, I dialed again.
“I’m sorry. The number—”
“Damn it,” I muttered, hanging up again.
The address for the adoption agency stared at me from the webpage. What were the chances Piper Blessing was in the office today?
“Hey, Ophelia?” I called up the stairs.
No answer came. I checked her bedroom and found her dead asleep beneath the covers. Asleep was about the only way Ophelia’s perpetual frown vanished. I swept her hair away from her swollen face, and another pang of guilt went through me.
Jaime Jenkins was wrong. Brett Bedel wasn’t dangerous, but a few of her alters were. Maybe it was a good thing they had warned the community about Brett. Hopefully, no one else would suffer at Saint’s hands.
I placed the softest kiss on the unbruised part of Ophelia’s forehead. She murmured incoherently and rolled over.
“Love you, kiddo,” I whispered.
BECAUSE OF THE RAIN, the traffic to Spartanburg was ten times worse than the first time I drove there. I laid on the horn, shook my fist, and swore through the windshield more times than I was willing to admit. At long last, I made it to the ugly office building that Blessings Adoption Agency called home. Fat drops of cold water battered my umbrella as I dashed inside.
This time, I didn’t have to waste time in front of the building’s map. I hopped in the elevator, rode up to the third floor, and strolled into the Blessings office like I owned the place.
It was trashed.
The waiting room had been turned upside down. Half the chairs were tipped over. Old magazine pages littered the floor like cheap confetti. The staged pictures of happy parents with their newly adopted children sported cracked and shattered frames.
I picked my way across the debris and peered through the office window. “Hello? Anybody here?”
The office was a mess too. Pencils and exploded pens lay across the desk. The computer was gone, but whoever removed it hadn’t bothered to take all the power cords and wires with them. Printer paper, empty manila folders, and numerous paper clips covered the moldy carpet.
When no one answered my call, I tried the door that led behind the front desk. The handle came off in my grasp. I ventured farther in and found a back office. A crumpled business card lay on the floor. I knelt to examine it.
“Piper Blessings,” I muttered.
Unlike the rest of the agency, Piper’s office looked relatively unscathed. Books on child psychology and parenting lined a shelf along the wall. A cheap desk made of particle wood stood against the window. Picture hangers were stuck in the drywall with small clean squares of paint around them. I guessed Piper had hung photos of herself with those kids in Africa to make herself more saint-like. My next hunch was that Piper wasn’t much of a saint at all.
I turned away, thinking there was nothing left to find here, but an overturned trash can caught my eye. I kicked it upright, and the flimsy bag fell out. It was full of shredded paper. I pulled the thin strips through my fingers, trying to piece together the contents.
Footsteps sounded in the hallway outside Piper’s office. Quickly, I slipped under the desk and tucked my knees in. Though I hadn’t exactly done anything wrong, someone had pulled the office apart, and I wasn’t about to take the blame for it.
The footsteps halted at the door to the office. I chanced a glance beneath the desk and spotted a pair of workman’s boots.
“God, what a wreck,” a deep voice muttered. “I’m not cleaning this up.”
As the visitor retreated, I peeked out from my hiding spot, watching as a man in a maintenance uniform left the office. When I heard the front door close again, I climbed to my feet. At the trash can, I shoved the shredded paper bits into the bag, tied the bag, and shouldered it. Any information that required shredding might be information that I could use.
I ARRIVED home to find Ophelia in the living room. She had set up her PlayStation at the big TV and surrounded herself with snacks. As she maneuvered a team of virtual soccer players around a two-dimensional field, she dunked her hand into a bag of Cheetos.
“Where’d you get those?” I asked. “I never buy Cheetos.”
She licked orange powder off her fingers. “Aunt Mila dropped them off to make me feel better. She got ice cream too. By the way, she looks pissed. What’d you do?”
“Did she stay?” I asked, ignoring her question.
“Yeah, she’s waiting for you in your office.” She caught sight of the trash bag. “Bringing garbage home now, huh? You’ve got weird hobbies, Mom.”
I snatched the Cheetos off the couch.
“Hey!” she protested.
“You’ll ruin your dinner,” I said, tossing the bag onto the kitchen counter instead. “And you’ll rot your brain if you keep playing those games. Did you do your homework yet?”
“What homework?”
I tore a sticky note off the fridge and stuck it to her forehead, blocking her view of the TV screen. “I called your teachers. You have an essay on The Great Gatsby due next Friday. Do you need help?”
She snorted. “You’re going to help me with my homework? Right.”
Though a pang of pain squeezed my heart at Ophelia’s implication, I couldn’t blame her for the comment. I hadn’t exactly spent a whole lot of time with the kids lately. If they needed help with their homework, I often made them consult the Internet and learn the material by themselves. I excused my non-involvement by telling myself that I was teaching them independence.
Ophelia read the guilty look on my face. She paused her game to face me. “Wait a second. You’re stalling! You don’t want to talk to Aunt Mila. Okay, come on. You have to tell me what you did wrong. Did you kill someone?” she asked seriously.
On a regular day, I’d use a couch pillow to bat her away, but that wouldn’t do well for her bruised face.
“No, I didn’t kill anyone,” I said. “It’s none of your business.”
“Whatever it is, you gotta face up to it, Mom,” Ophelia said, resuming her game. “Own up to your mistakes. That’s what you’re always telling us, right?”
“I don’t like all the reverse parenting that’s happening today,” I replied.
“Sucks, doesn’t it? No!” She groaned as the opposite team scored on her. “See, Mom? I knew I’d be offsides if I passed the ball, but I did it anyway, and the other team got a goal instead. Our consequences have actions.”
“Thanks for the tip.” I wavered in the kitchen, still not wanting to meet Mila in the office.
“Go,” Ophelia ordered. “Godspeed.”
WITH DAINTY, hesitant steps, I made my way into the office. Mila sat at my desk, leaning back in my chair as she went through my computer. I hadn’t given her the password, but knowing Mila, she’d guessed it on her own.
“About time,” she said without turning around to look at me. “Where have you been?”
Her tone was casual enough, but I sensed danger on the road ahead. I couldn’t tell her the truth about visiting the Blessings office, not when I’d promised to drop Cecily’s case last week.
“Shopping,” I said stupidly.
Mila turned around. Through tight lips, she asked, “Where’s your haul?”
“Oh, I—” I lifted my empty hands uselessly. “There wasn’t anything good.”
She crossed her arms and glared at me. “We don’t lie to each other.”
“We do,” I countered. “Especially recently.”
“I don’t lie to you,” she rectified. “I guess I don’t warrant the same treatment anymore.”
“Mila, please.”
She sucked her teeth. “I caught the news this morning.”
I sank onto the cushioned bench by the window, where Benji often sat while he drew sparrows in the backyard. “Is that what this is about? Mila, that reporter is full of crap.”
“So you’re not investigating Brett Bedel?” she asked. “You don’t have anything to do with the Barnses’ missing kid?”
I hesitated to answer, and Mila read the reply in my silence.
“Unbelievable,” she muttered, getting up to walk past me.
“Mila, wait.” I seized her arm, but she easily slipped away.
“You looked me in the eye and said you wouldn’t go after that case,” she said. “Then I find out you’re spending all your time chasing after this kid for free when you should be working on the Bonovich case. Tack that on to the fact that you lost a lead the other day, kept information from me, and hung up on me. I’m not pleased, Carolina.”
“I couldn’t tell.”
Her answering glare held contempt, anger, and something else. Hurt. As she stormed from the office, I followed after her.
“Mila, that was a joke!”
In the kitchen, she whirled to face me. “Do you know what you’ve done to our business? Everyone in town watches that news channel. Everyone will have seen that report. No one’s going to hire us after this.”
“No one’s going to listen to Jaime Jenkins,” I said dismissively. “She’s just looking for attention.”
Exasperated, Mila spread her arms. “Everyone listens to Jaime Jenkins. Look at the country we live in! People believe whatever they see on TV. That means they believe we’re working for a kidnapper.”
“Brett isn’t a kidnapper,” I shot back. “She was trying to protect Katy.”
“I don’t care,” Mila shouted. “Don’t you get it? The truth doesn’t matter. The only thing that matters is the public’s perception of us, and you ruined it. We’re done.”
I chased her to the front door, past Ophelia, who was doing her best to disappear into the sofa. “What do you mean we’re done?”
“Exactly what I said,” Mila replied as she zipped up her coat and stepped into her boots. “This partnership is over. We are no longer in business together. Hell, we’re no longer friends either. Have a nice life. And Ophelia?”
Ophelia glanced nervously over the back of the couch. “Yeah?”
“I’m sorry you had to hear all of this,” Mila told her. “I’ll always be there for you. If you need anything, call me.”
“Okay,” Ophelia replied quietly.
“Really?” I demanded. “You think you can still have a relationship with my kids after pulling a stunt like this?”
Mila snapped her car keys in my face. “You’re the one pulling all the stunts, Carolina. I’m protecting my assets. Goodbye.”
She strode away. I ran after her and stopped on the porch, watching uselessly as she climbed in her rusty Jeep and pulled away from the curb. The engine roared down the street. Then she turned the corner and was gone.
“Mom?” Ophelia said when I came back inside. “Are you okay?”
Careful not to jostle her bruises, I smoothed her hair. “Don’t worry about me, kiddo. You’re losing your game.”
She tossed the remote controller aside. “For the record, I think Aunt Mila’s wrong. You’ve always put kids first, and that’s not a bad thing. Those girls need you to find them, and Brett needs you to clear her name. She doesn’t deserve the things that are happening to her or the alters.”
“I know, kid.”
“Aunt Mila’s scared,” Ophelia went on. “She’s afraid she won’t be able to provide for Rosie, and she doesn’t see that what you’re doing is equally important as your business.”
I smiled softly. “When did you get so wise?”
She picked up the controller and resumed her game. “I pay attention, even if no one else thinks I do. I’m not a robot.”
I kissed the top of her head. “No, you’re definitely not a robot.”
As I began to leave the room, Ophelia added, “You are going to keep helping her, right?”
“Help who?”
“Brett.”
“Yes, of course.”
She nodded. “Good.”
I looked at her. “What’s it to you anyway?”
Her cheeks flushed, though she tried to hide the color by swinging her hair forward. “She’s a cool person, and she’s been through a lot. That’s all.”
A small smile lifted my lips. “You’re a good kid, O. You know that?”
“Duh.”
I rolled my eyes and returned to my office. Due to my busy schedule as of late, I hadn’t organized anything in ages. I shuffled through stacks of papers and crime books, looking for the scrap on which I’d written down the license plate number for Mila. If all of this was her way of asking me to do more, I’d solve the damn case as soon as possible.
The plate number was tucked in one of the reusable bags I’d brought to the grocery store a few days earlier. I pulled it out then noticed a crumpled pink brochure. I dug it out of the bag and flattened it out.
It was Kathy Brannon’s flyer for her babysitting business. I scoffed and made to crumple it up again, but something on the back caught my eye: an advertisement for Blessings Adoption Agency.
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K  athy’s advertisement listed her phone number, but not her address. When I dialed, she answered straight away. Children’s screams echoed so loudly in the background that I could barely hear her voice.
“Brannon Nanny Service,” she chimed in a chipper tone. “This is Kathy speaking. How can I help you?”
I rolled my eyes. This was Kathy’s personal number, but she answered like a secretary for a company. “Hey, Kathy. It’s Carolina Caccia.”
“Carolina, hi! Stop that, Timothy. It’s rude,” she added in a heated whisper. A child yelled incoherently. “Sorry about that. What can I do for you, Carolina? Are you looking for a nanny?”
“Actually.” I plucked the ugly pink brochure off my desk and spun idly in my office chair. “I was wondering if I could ask you a few questions.”
“I’m CPR certified and trained in basic first aid,” she rattled off. “I have the numbers of the local authorities memorized, and I know the best-rated emergency rooms in the area. I heard your son has diabetes, so I read up on that too. I learned how to give an insulin shot from a YouTube video—”
“I don’t need a nanny or a babysitter,” I said firmly. “My mother does that for free.”
“Oh.” The disappointment was evident in Kathy’s tone. “Then what are you calling for?”
“I noticed the advertisement for Blessings Adoption Agency on the back of your flyer,” I said casually. “What can you tell me about the business?”
“Uh…” Kathy had clearly not expected me to ask about Blessings. “I don’t know much about them. They asked me to advertise for them in exchange for a small fee. It was a decent way to make a couple extra bucks.”
“How did you come to find out about Blessings?”
“A few of my clients have adopted children from them,” Kathy replied. “I called and asked if they wanted to collaborate, and this is what we came up with.”
“Do you know Piper Blessings personally?”
Kathy hesitated. “No, I never met her. I spoke with an assistant. Timothy!” Kathy heaved a long sigh. “Sorry, Carolina. I have to go. One of the kids just knocked over the fish bowl, and I’ve got a beta to save.”
“Wait, before you—”
She hung up, leaving me with yet another dead end. While I had my phone in hand, I dialed Detective Bao.
“Your girl made bail,” he said without greeting me. “And our eyewitness’s story is shoddy. She can’t remember what time she thinks she saw Brett leaving the Barnses’ house with Cecily. Or Katy. Whichever kid it is.”
“So Brett’s going to be okay?” I asked, heart thumping.
“Well, if we can’t prove she kidnapped Katy, we can’t keep her or charge her with anything,” Bao replied. “We’ll keep looking for Katy and Cecily, and hope for the best.”
“What about the charges for assaulting a police officer?”
“I had them dropped,” Bao said. “I did a little research on DID. Not a fun disorder, from what I gathered. Made sense that the kid lashed out like that.”
“It wasn’t his fault.”
“His?”
“Saint,” I clarified. “He’s one of the alters. He’s the one who punched your officers.”
“So there’s a dude living in a girl’s body?” Bao blew air through his lips like a puzzled horse. “Man, this is more complicated than I thought.”
“Definitely. But that’s not why I called you.”
“What do you want then?”
I grabbed the scrap of paper with the license number on it. “Can you run a plate for me?”
Computer keys clacked over the phone. “This for the kidnapping case?”
“No, this is for the actual case I’m supposed to be getting paid to work,” I answered. “Bravo, one, golf, Romeo, India, six.”
He chuckled. “It’s a truck, isn’t it?”
“How’d you know?”
“Because the plate spells big rig.” More keyboard clacking. “Got it. Ford F-250. Belongs to someone named Marigold Javier. Need the address?”
I pressed the phone between my ear and my shoulder to get a pen ready. “Yes, please.”
He rattled off the information. “There ya go. Anything else?”
“That’s it. Thanks, Bao. Keep me posted on Cecily’s case, please.”
“You got it.”
I hung up and navigated to my Favorites list to stare at Mila’s number. Should I call her to let her know I got the address for Harrison Ford’s girlfriend? Or should I question Marigold for more information before returning to Mila? After all, she probably wouldn’t be satisfied until I dropped the solved case in her lap.
I left the office and headed for the coat closet, hardly aware that Ophelia was still on the couch.
“You’re going out again?” she asked, lifting her head from the pillow. “You’ve been gone for the past two weeks.”
“I know. I’m sorry.” I gathered my keys, wallet, and phone. “I wish I could say things will slow down soon, but I’m not sure they will.”
Ophelia absentmindedly played with her phone. The screen remained black.
“What’s going on with you and Fen?” I asked.
She shrugged. “Nothing.”
“You haven’t talked about her lately.”
“There’s nothing much to talk about.” She rolled over so I couldn’t see her face. “It’s complicated.”
I leaned over the back of the couch to look at her. “Can I give you some advice?”
“Please don’t.”
“The best thing you can do for any relationship is talk to the other person,” I said anyway. “She’ll never know how you feel if you don’t tell her.”
Ophelia covered her face with a throw blanket. “Talking isn’t exactly the problem.”
“Then what is?”
“Everything else.”
I checked my watch. It was getting late. If I wanted to get a glimpse of Marigold, I had to do it soon. “Everything will be okay. I’ll be be back before midnight. There are leftovers in the fridge if you’re hungry.”
“Okay. Love you, Mom.”
She said it so casually. On most days, I had to wrench the phrase out of her. “Love you too, O.”
MARIGOLD JAVIER LIVED in a small house in the suburbs, a long way from the mansions of Silver Lake Estates. I parked across the road, between streetlights so no one could see my car, and staked it out. Marigold’s huge truck was not in the driveway, and I doubted it fit in the tiny one-car garage attached to her house. That meant she was probably out somewhere.
I waited about an hour before a pair of bright-as-hell LED lights turned the corner and shone right in my eyes. The truck parked in the driveway, and Marigold—small as she was—hopped out of the driver’s seat.
I lifted the camera I’d brought with me and snapped a few photos. Someone else came out around the other side of the truck, and I zoomed in to check the person’s face. It was not Harrison Ford, but a teenaged boy with features that mirrored Marigold’s. As he helped her carry groceries into the house, I took a few more pictures.
I lingered for another hour, watching through the living room window as Marigold warmed up dinner and served it on trays in front of the TV. As I was about to leave, a third person joined them to eat. I hastily lifted the camera and peered through the viewfinder.
Harrison clapped the teenager on his back. As I zoomed in, I noticed the boy had the same narrow chin as Harrison. The three of them settled next to each other on the couch for dinner. Obviously, this was relatively routine.
“Holy crap,” I muttered. “He’s got a whole other family.”
PART of me wanted to send the photos to Mila right away, but doubt stopped me. Now that she had declared our partnership void, would she give me credit for my work? If I handed over the photos, I might never see the cash-out. On the other hand, if I brought the proof of Harrison’s affair directly to Selma, Mila might never talk to me again.
I pondered my options on the way home. As I drove through another neighborhood, I spotted a familiar figure riding a bike along the sidewalk. I slowed the car and rolled down the window.
“Hey, Kathy!”
She set her feet on the ground to bring her bike to a stop. Her frizzy red hair spilled from beneath her pink helmet. Dew drops clung to the wiry strands, and Kathy shivered.
I leaned across the console to see her better. “You want a ride home? I’ve got a bike rack on the back of my car.”
“No, thanks.” She set her sneakers on the pedals again and began cruising away. “This is my exercise for the day.”
I let my foot off the brake and cruised along with her. “The skies are about to open up. You’ll get soaked and catch a cold.”
“I’ll drink some tea when I get home,” she bargained.
At the next stop sign, I turned the corner to block her from crossing the street. The front tire of her bike bumped into the side of my car.
“What are you doing?” she asked. “You’re scaring me.”
“What do you really know about Piper Blessings and her adoption agency?”
Her gaze shifted left and right, as if she were looking for an escape. “I told you. I never met Piper.”
“I think you’re lying.”
“Well, I’m not.”
She got off her bike and wheeled it around the front of my car, trying to get away from me. I inched forward and nudged her bike with the bumper. She dropped the bike and ran out of the way.
“Are you crazy?” she demanded.
“Get in the car,” I said. “I’ll drop you off at home. Where do you live?”
“I’m not going anywhere with you.”
I crept closer to the bike. “You sure about that? How will you get to your various babysitting jobs if your main mode of transport is broken?”
She watched, horrified, as the car wheels approached her bicycle. “You wouldn’t.”
“I will, unless you answer my questions.”
Kathy crossed her arms. “I could sue you.”
“You could,” I said, shrugging. “But you’re a babysitter, and I’m a P.I. with a lot of friends in law enforcement. You’ll come out of court broke and bikeless.”
She stared at me open-mouthed. I jerked my head at the back of my car.
“Come on,” I said. “Put your bike on the back and get in. It’s better than walking home in the rain.”
As if the heavens were on my side, the drizzle picked up. The clouds above dumped water on Kathy’s head, flattening her hair to her neck and shoulders. I reversed away from her bike, an invitation for her to pick it up safely.
Glaring at me, she rescued the bike and rounded the car to fix it to the rack on my back bumper. I kept the car in reverse, to scare her into thinking I’d run her over if she tried to escape. Of course, I would never do that, but I wasn’t beyond a few fear tactics.
Dripping wet, she finished attaching her bike and climbed into the passenger seat. She crossed her arms and frowned deeply.
“Well?” she demanded. “I’m here. What do you want?”
“Your address. Otherwise, this ride is kind of pointless.”
“Make a right.”
We continued on. I used my mirrors to watch Kathy. She pointedly avoided my gaze, preferring to stare out the window instead.
“So?” I prompted. “Are you going to tell me the truth about Piper Blessings or what?”
“You can’t threaten me.”
“I already did.”
“You should be in jail,” she spat.
I chuckled lightly. “That’s the thing about having connections, Kathy. You can do a lot of illegal crap without repercussions.”
With most people, I wouldn’t pull such bold moves, but Kathy’s character was weak enough to take advantage of. Though she put up a brave front, I could tell she was terrified of what I might do to her. Her imagination scared her more than I did.
“Here’s the thing, Kathy,” I said casually. “I could easily ruin your career. I’m on the PTA at the elementary school. One word, and none of the mothers in this neighborhood will ever call for your services again.”
“What do you want?” she asked.
“Information.”
“I don’t have any.”
I slammed on the brakes, causing Kathy’s seatbelt to lock. She jerked forward, and the tightened fabric rubbed against her neck.
“What the hell?” she crowed, rubbing the red mark.
Just as abruptly, I hit the gas, sending Kathy into the back of the seat. I took a quick left turn, toward a local construction site.
“Tell me,” I said, speeding toward a closed road sign.
She held on to the dashboard. “What are you doing? The road’s closed!”
I pressed on the gas pedal. “Tell me what you know.”
“I don’t know anything,” she squealed. “Stop, stop!”
The barrier loomed in front of us as I held the wheel steady. “Last chance, Kathy!”
“Okay, okay!” she yelled. “I spy on families for Piper Blessings!”
At the last possible second, I veered away from the barrier, completely in control of the car. I grinned as adrenaline pumped through my body. I hadn’t forgotten the driving tactics the Bureau had taught me all those years ago.
Kathy hyperventilated in the passenger seat. I handed her an empty chip bag.
“Breathe into that,” I ordered.
She did as I asked, and eventually she calmed down enough to yell at me. “Are you crazy?” she demanded. “What the hell do you think you’re doing? I am a real person!”
“Relax,” I said, circling the block. “I wasn’t going to crash. I’ve got kids at home, remember?”
“God help them.”
“Let’s rewind,” I said. “You lied to me. You do know Piper Blessings. You work for her.”
Kathy nodded reluctantly.
“Why was that so hard to admit?”
“Because she asked me not to say anything,” she grunted. “Or our partnership would be over.”
“You really need money, huh?”
“The babysitting business isn’t exactly making me six figures,” Kathy snapped. “I have a massive amount of student debt, and I can’t afford insurance. I had to find a way to make more money, and Piper offered me a good deal.”
I steered around a pond, intentionally avoiding Kathy’s apartment complex so we could continue our conversation. “You said you spy on families. What does that entail?”
“It’s not really spying if the families hire me anyway,” she said. “They let me into their houses.”
“But you don’t have their consent to give information away,” I reminded her. “Information such as…?”
“Names and birthdays,” Kathy admitted. “How many kids each family has, and how old the kids are. Whether the parents work or if the kids go to daycare. Schools, hobbies, extracurricular activities. A bunch of other stuff. I write a full report for each family.”
“Any idea what Piper does with those reports?”
Kathy lifted her shoulders. “Nope. I didn’t bother to ask. I figured she was collecting information to improve her business.”
“If she was collecting information legally, she wouldn’t have had to ask you to get it for her,” I pointed out. “You never questioned why she didn’t want you to tell anyone what you were doing?”
“Not really,” she replied. “Piper gives me two hundred bucks for each report, and another fifty for additional useful updates.”
“Have you ever babysat for Derek and Carol Barns?”
“Doesn’t ring a bell, but I’ve worked for a bunch of different families,” she said. “I don’t remember all their names.”
“Do you keep records?”
“Yeah, on my computer at home.”
I finally pulled into her apartment complex. “Perfect. Here’s what you’re going to do. Go inside, log on to your computer, and email me the list of families you’ve worked for. While you’re at it, send me copies of all the reports you gave to Piper.”
“No!” She tried to get out, but I locked the doors. “If Piper finds out, she’ll kill me.”
“What about if the police find out?” I asked. “If you don’t do what I asked, I’ll go straight to the station and tell them what you’ve been doing. You’ll go to jail.”
Her mouth dropped open. “You don’t have any proof.”
I lifted my phone. “I recorded your admission of guilt.”
I hadn’t, but Kathy didn’t need to know that. Her lip lifted in a sneer.
“Fine. I’ll do it. Let me out.”
“Oh, I’ll also need Piper’s private cell phone number.”
Kathy groaned as I popped the locks and finally allowed her to leave the car. She pulled her bike off the rack and hefted it up the apartment complex stairs to the second story. I lingered in the parking lot until my phone chimed. She’d sent the email. I opened it to make sure all the information I needed was there. She’d included everything, and Piper’s phone number was right at the top.
I didn’t bother dialing Piper. I called Bao instead.
“Twice in one night,” he said. “You must be lonely.”
“I got a number,” I replied. “Can you give me a location on the phone?”
“That depends. What’s in it for me?”
“A donut.”
Bao grunted, dissatisfied.
I upped my offer. “A dozen donuts and a free massage at the parlor downtown. Take it or leave it.”
“Deal. Give me the number.”
I rattled off Piper’s number. Bao tracked the phone through GPS coordinates.
“Looks like the phone’s at the corner store behind the gas station on Main Street,” he said. “Sent you a snapshot of the location.”
“Thanks, Bao.”
I hung up and sped off, determined to track Piper down before she left the corner store. When I arrived, the store was dark and closed. Disappointed, I parked out front and checked the snapshot Bao had sent me.
The red dot that represented the phone wasn’t in the corner store. It was behind it. I got out of my car and rounded the building. A smelly dumpster greeted me.
“Why me?” I grumbled.
I clambered up the side of the dumpster, holding my breath for as long as possible. Thankfully, I didn’t have to do much digging. An old phone sat right on top of the trash. I pulled it out and hopped down. It was a burner phone, easy to ditch when you didn’t want people to find your information.
Piper Blessings got more suspicious by the second.
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P iper Blessings was smart enough not to leave any useful information on the burner phone. It was void of contacts, call logs, and text messages. She must have erased it before she got rid of it.
On the upside, finding the phone meant Piper was in the area. Whatever operation she’d been running in Spartanburg was over now, and she’d come to my town to continue her mysterious agenda.
The next morning, I sent both kids off to school. Since the swelling on Ophelia’s face had finally gone down, I decided she was okay to go back to class. Once they were gone, I retraced last night’s drive to the corner store. Naturally, Piper was nowhere in sight, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t around.
In the parking lot of a nearby café, I munched on an egg and cheese bagel and perused Piper’s Facebook page. Most of her posts were all about her work with foreign children. She wrote long diary entries about the state of the world and the treatment of children in underdeveloped countries. It was all good and noble, but Piper’s words came off as insincere. Her posts begged for people to praise her for “saving” kids around the world.
Finally, I came across something useful: a picture of Piper standing in front of a new car. The caption said Treated myself to a new ride! The license plate wasn’t visible in the photo, but I didn’t need it. The make and model—a blue BMW X3—was all I needed to get started.
I drove around town in circles, using the picture of Piper and her car as reference. I kept my eyes peeled for blue crossovers. It was easy to identify the more common Toyotas and Hondas on the road, but not many people drove BMWs in our area. Most of us couldn’t afford them.
I finally spotted a car that matched Piper’s in a strip mall’s parking lot, but when the owner came out, it was a bearded man in a collared shirt. Definitely not Piper Blessings.
When lunchtime hit and my stomach growled, I stopped at the local farmer’s market for a sandwich. After yesterday’s rainstorm, the skies were blue and cloudless. For the first time since the end of last summer, a little warmth from the sun reached my skin. As I perused the stands at the market, trying to decide which one to buy lunch from, I caught sight of a familiar face at a flower shop.
Harrison Ford, once again wearing his oversized suit, stroked his small chin as he browsed through the flower selection. I pretended to admire a bunch of peonies while he strolled slowly through the stall.
“A man looking for flowers,” I said casually, as if to make polite conversation. “You don’t see that too often. Special occasion?”
Harrison studied a pack of white lilies. “No, not really.”
“Are you in the dog house?” I asked with a teasing inflection. “Trying to win some points back?”
He cracked a smile. “No, thank goodness. But things have been a little off with me and my wife lately. She’s been distant, so I wanted to remind her how much I love her.”
His tone seemed so sincere, as did his focus on choosing the right flowers. He did not appear to be the same man who went home to a secret family the night before. As I tried to make sense of his statement, he held up the lilies.
“What do you think?” he asked. “Would you like these?”
“I’m not your wife,” I said. “But generally, lilies aren’t used to inspire romance. They represent purity, and in some cultures, death. Some people use them at funerals for those who have died young.”
Harrison winced and placed the lilies back in their bucket. “Okay, not the lilies then. Any suggestions?”
“You could go classic,” I said, pointing to a cluster of red roses. “Nothing says I love you like a big bouquet of red roses.”
“It’s not too… passé?”
“Roses never go out of style,” I replied. “That’s why they’re expensive. But if you’re looking for something a little more whimsical, I’d go with sunflowers. Or an orchid. Those are beautiful, original choices.”
Harrison spotted a cluster of sunflowers on the opposite side of the stall. He walked over and pulled several out of their bucket to examine them. “Sunflowers, huh?”
“They’re happy flowers,” I said simply. “They bring joy to every corner of a room.”
Harrison nodded. “I like them. Thank you for your help.”
“Sure. I hope your wife likes them too.”
I wandered off, keeping Harrison in my eyeline as he paid for the flowers. He even doled out a few extra bucks to get them wrapped in pretty paper. When he left the stall, I followed at a distance. In his Porsche, he gently set the flowers in the passenger seat, making sure they wouldn’t be damaged before driving off.
My stomach rumbled as I drove a few cars behind Harrison. I hadn’t gotten the chance to grab lunch before he showed up, but the opportunity to tail him was too good to pass up. Though I had proof of his infidelity, something seemed off. I wanted to know where he was going.
He did not return to the bank he worked at or Marigold Javier’s house. Instead, he led me up the hill to Silver Lake Estates, where he drove right home. As he parked and got out, I lingered on the street corner to watch what happened next.
He rang the doorbell of his own house. Strange, to say the least.
Selma answered. When Harrison presented the sunflowers, she wore a confused expression. Unsure, she accepted the flowers and sniffed them. As Harrison spoke, her attention remained on the bright yellow petals.
After saying his piece, Harrison tentatively kissed Selma’s forehead. Then he turned from the house and went back to his car.
Selma dawdled on the threshold, still holding the flowers. She watched as Harrison drove away from the house. She stood there long after he had disappeared, her confusion plain on her face. At long last, she went inside.
AT HOME THAT AFTERNOON, I sat in the living room and juggled my phone while I waited for the kids to get home. Every five minutes or so, I clicked on my favorited contacts and stared at Mila’s name between Amos and Pilar. Under any other circumstances, I would have called her in an instant to break down whatever was happening between Harrison, his wife, and his girlfriend. She’d come over, we’d pour wine, and we’d pick apart the evidence until we came up with a reasonable explanation for everything.
I could suck up my pride, apologize, and beg for Mila’s forgiveness, but that meant admitting I was wrong to follow up on the Cecily Barns case. Honestly, I couldn’t bring myself to do that.
That left me confused, alone, and without a partner to bounce ideas off. Every time I thought I could handle Mila’s wrath, my finger hovered above her number, ready to call. Then my head circled back around again. Why should I have to apologize for helping kids who needed me to look after them?
But I needed someone to talk the Bonovich case through with. At a loss, I called Detective Bao instead.
“Again?” he answered drolly. “What do you want now?”
“Are you busy?”
“I’m tracking two different cases, but I guess that doesn’t matter much to you.”
I rolled back on the couch and stretched my legs. “I’m working two cases too. Got a rich housewife who thinks her husband is cheating on her. Caught the husband cozying up to another woman, who he might have a teenaged son with.”
“You get pictures?”
“Yeah.”
“That sounds pretty cut and dry to me, Caccia,” he said. “You did your job. Give the housewife her pictures and get your money.”
I poked my finger through a hole in a throw pillow, pondering this. “I don’t know. Something doesn’t feel right. I ran into the husband today. He bought flowers for his wife. He seemed pretty determined to keep her happy.”
“Because she’s rich,” Bao reminded me. “He’s in it for the cash, not the love. Bada bing—”
“Do not say bada boom.”
“Whatever,” he said. “Anything else? You want me to read your tarot card, maybe interpret your dreams for you?”
I feigned earnestness. “Could you?”
“Goodbye, Caccia.”
He hung up, leaving me alone with my thoughts yet again. I took the camera from my nearby bag and flipped through the photos I’d snapped of Harrison and his secret family. Despite Bao’s declaration, I couldn’t bring myself to upload the photos and send them to Selma. Neither version of Harrison seemed motivated by money. Sure, he drove a Porsche and wore expensive clothes, but those easily could have been gifts from Selma. And when he was home with his other family, he certainly didn’t mind living in a small home and eating cheap TV dinners in front of an old flatscreen. Something didn’t add up.
“Hey, Mom!”
Benji blew in from the bus stop, tracking mud across the foyer. He dumped his backpack on the floor then slipped out of his coat and left that in a heap too. As he strolled past the sofa, I held out an arm like a red velvet rope at a fancy club. He walked right into it and bounced off.
“Are you forgetting something?” I asked.
“What?”
“Put your things away.”
He rolled his eyes and sighed but went back to hang up his coat and backpack. Diligently, he emptied his lunchbox over the trash can, rinsed it, and flipped it over the dish rack to dry.
“I’m bored,” he declared. “Can we do something fun tonight?”
“Bored, huh? Why don’t you do some homework?”
He flopped next to me on the couch and plucked the skin on top of my foot to see how far it would stretch. “I don’t have any today.”
“Nothing to draw?”
“I got a cramp in my hand, so my art teacher said I should rest it.”
I drew his hand into my lap and gently massaged his palm. “Something fun…” I mused. “I guess we could watch a movie.”
He wrinkled his nose. Not fun enough, apparently. “Can Parker come watch with us?”
Though I hadn’t seen Parker since the night he’d come to cook dinner, we’d been texting each other occasionally. He sent me funny pictures, and I responded with various cat gifs. It wasn’t exactly flirting, which is why I appreciated and even enjoyed it. There was no pressure to make things sexy, and I liked not having to worry about that. Regardless, I wasn’t sure if I was ready to bring him over for family movie night, especially if it meant the four of us crammed on one couch so close together.
“Not tonight, buddy.” Another idea hit me as his face fell. “What would you say to a puzzle?”
Benji brightened. “What kind of puzzle?”
“Wait here.”
I jogged to the office, grabbed the bag of shredded paper, and returned to Benji. When I upended the bag in the living room, his mouth dropped open in either delight or horror. I couldn’t tell which one until he got down on his knees and gleefully sifted through the shreds.
“What do you think?” I asked. “You want to help me put these back together?”
“Sure!”
“If only Ophelia was so easy to please,” I muttered as Benji began sorting through the paper.
THREE HOURS LATER, Benji’s enthusiasm had not wavered. We had laid out all the strips straight to see the contents. Half the room was dedicated to pieces we’d already fit together. The other half was covered in random strips we hadn’t figured out where to place yet. Benji crunched on apple slices, careful to wipe his fingers on his pants before touching another piece of paper.
“Got one!” he said, plucking a shred off the randomized side of the room and walking it to a sheet of paper we had almost managed to complete. “Mom, we’re almost done with this one!”
“Nice job, dude,” I said, squinting at the shreds. My eyes were beginning to water from the stress. “Let’s keep working. The sooner I get this done, the better.”
As Benji jumped back in, I checked my watch. It was dinnertime, and once again, I’d failed to plan a meal. What worried more, though, was that Ophelia hadn’t arrived home from school yet.
“Have you heard from your sister?” I asked Benji.
“She’s probably with Fen,” he said, drawing out the name in a singsong way. “That’s Ophelia’s girlfriend.”
“I was under the impression she and Fen were having trouble.”
Benji matched two more strips to the nearly completed paper. “Don’t ask me. Girls are weird. I have no idea what any of them talk about.”
I chuckled. “It’s like that for the rest of your life, kid.”
He sighed dramatically. “I’ll never get married.”
Still smiling, I called Ophelia. No answer. Damned kid never picked up the phone. I texted instead. Everything okay? Coming home for dinner?
She replied in seconds. I’m fine. Be home soon.
Relieved, I got to my feet, groaning as my knees protested all my time on the floor. In the kitchen, I raided the fridge for ingredients. I found an onion, a head of garlic, and a bag of spinach. Taking a leaf out of Parker’s book, I boiled water for pasta and got to work.
As the onion and garlic sautéed in olive oil, filling the house with a savory aroma, Benji shot to his feet and thrust the paper into the air.
“I finished!” he said triumphantly.
“Nice job, buddy!”
He proudly presented the final product. The entire paper was covered in a thick layer of tape, and the letters didn’t line up perfectly, but the information was still legible.
It was a spreadsheet with a list of names, dates, and addresses. One name popped out at me right away.
“Cecily Barns,” I said. “I’ll be damned.”
Benji hopped excitedly on one foot. “Did I help?”
I scanned the rest of the paper. In the bottom half, I found Katy Miller. The address listed next to her name matched Derek and Carol’s house number. I checked the dates next to Katy and Cecily’s names. They were within three days of each other. Cecily’s listed address, however, was out of town.
I kissed Benji’s forehead. “You definitely helped, buddy. Remind me to get you a treat later.”
“All I want is to go to art camp.” He plopped down, cross-legged, and continued piecing together more shreds. “That’s it.”
“I’m doing my best, Benj.”
I wandered back to the kitchen, pondering the addresses next to the girls’ names. If Katy was living at Cecily’s address, did that mean Cecily might be living at Katy’s? Or was it a coincidence that Katy had ended up with the Barnses?
“You gotta be kidding me,” Bao said when I called him yet again. “Don’t you have a partner with FBI connections?”
“She’s pissed at me.”
“Wonder why,” he grumbled. “Probably too many phone calls.”
“I need you for this anyway,” I said.
“I wish my wife would tell me that.”
I bristled impatiently. “Bao, seriously. Can you look up if anyone in the neighboring counties has reported a missing kid in the last two years?”
“I’m not at the office. I have a life, you know.”
“You also have a work laptop you can use to access the information I need,” I countered. “Don’t lie to me.”
He complained under his breath, in a low enough tone to keep his words from me, as I heard him shuffling around to look for his computer. I imagined him shuffling around his house and settling into a big armchair with his puny laptop perched on his knees.
“I need time,” he said at last. “I have to request access to another county’s information. You got any specifics that would help me out?”
I rattled off the address listed next to Cecily’s name. “I’m looking for a little girl named Katy Miller. She’d be six years old right now.”
“Katy… as in fake Cecily?” Bao asked with genuine interest.
“Yup.”
“You think Barns abducted someone else’s kid to replace their own?”
“Not exactly,” I said. “Just get me the info.”
Before Bao responded, Ophelia barged in through the front door. Her bruised cheeks shone with tears. Immediately, I hung up and went to her.
“What is it, baby?” I asked, pulling her against me. “What’s the matter?”
Normally, Ophelia would not stay in my embrace for longer than three seconds. She’d push me away, scold me for being “such a mom,” and stomp off to her room. Today was different.
For a few moments, she did her best to hold all her emotions in. Her lip quivered. Tears shuddered on her eyelashes. Her whole body quaked with effort. Then she lost it, and her sobs came in big waves.
“Oh, baby.” I tucked her head beneath my chin and swayed side to side, rocking her gently. “Everything’s going to be okay.”
She struggled to form words as her breath hitched. “M-mom, you h-have to help B-Brett. She can’t go to j-jail! It’s n-not fair!”
The pasta boiled over, sending a wave of oily water across the stove top. Torn between comforting Ophelia and cleaning up the mess, I tried to disengage myself from my daughter. She held on tightly. Benji, sensing distress, abandoned the paper shreds and ran into the kitchen to turn down the burner.
“Honey?” I stroked Ophelia’s damp hair away from her face. “I thought this was about Fen. Why are you so caught up about Brett?”
Then, Ophelia pulled away. She blotted her face with her sleeve, collected herself, and walked past me. “Nothing, never mind.”
“Wait, O—”
“God, Mom, chill. It’s not that big of a deal.”
She took the stairs two at a time and disappeared into her room.
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A fter a rough night of restless sleep, I headed to the police station with a dozen donuts and the largest sized coffee the café offered. When I set them on Bao’s desk, he pretended not to notice me.
“Dude, I got you sprinkles,” I said, waving the box under his nose. “I know you want it.”
“You’re gonna have to start paying me commission at this rate.”
Grinning, I pulled up a chair next to his desk and looked over his shoulder. “So what did you find?”
“Got a match.” He shifted aside to let me see the screen better. “Katy Miller. Reported missing two years ago, when she was four. Police never found her or any evidence that she had been killed.”
“Where?”
“Just over the county line. Twenty minutes from here.” He clicked on Katy’s file. “Here’s the address.”
I had memorized the address from the Blessings’ paperwork, and it matched the one on Katy’s file. “Thanks, Bao. I owe you one.”
“You owe me about fifty,” he replied. “Is that all?”
I rushed from the station, waving behind me. “For now!”
THE SHORT DRIVE to Katy’s previous address made me wonder: if Piper Blessings was running some kind of adoption scam, how stupid was she to have clients in such close proximity to each other? According to Brett, Cecily played in the park by my house on a weekly basis, which was not that far from her real parents’ house. They could have spotted her at any time.
I was sure that Blessings Adoption Agency was behind the kidnappings, but I needed more of a connection than a few coincidental names on a piece of paper. I needed someone other than Carol Barns—whose testimony didn’t mean much considering she’d committed fraud with someone else’s child—admonishing Blessings’s business techniques. I needed at least one other family to give me something to work with.
But when I arrived at the Millers’ listed address, I knew something wasn’t right. The lawn grew sixteen inches high. The mailbox lay knocked over in the street. Shutters boarded the windows. A big gray lock rested on the front door. I had a feeling the Millers no longer lived here. Still, I couldn’t leave without checking the place out.
I treaded carefully on the wooden porch steps. They buckled beneath my weight. Then I knocked and waited patiently. As expected, no answer came.
“You lookin’ for the Millers?”
I glanced at the house to the left and found an older woman with fuzzy gray hair knitting on her front porch. “Yeah, do you know where they went?”
She chuckled without much humor. “You must be new around here. Gossip spreads like wildfire in this neighborhood. Everyone knows the Millers lost their house three months ago.”
I slowly approached her house and leaned on the porch railing. “Guess I’m not everyone. What happened?”
“What always happens,” the woman replied tiredly. “Joe lost his job. Linda was an at-home mom. They couldn’t afford the house anymore.” She beckoned me up the porch. “You look like law. What’s your name?”
“Carolina. I’m not law, but in the interest of full disclosure, I am a P.I.”
The woman waved a knitting needle to dismiss this. “You’re a good egg. I’m Imogen. I’ve been living here since before the Millers moved in.”
“You must have known them well,” I commented.
“Of course,” Imogen said. “I babysat for them every Friday.”
My interest peaked, though I tried not to sound too eager. “They had a daughter, right? Katy.”
“Mm-hmm.” Imogen set her needles aside and lifted a mug of tea to her lips. “Beautiful girl. Smart, too. I always said she’d grow up to be an architect or an astronaut.”
“But she disappeared.”
Imogen’s sadness came through in her eyes. She gazed into her tea, as if wishing she could use the dregs to change the past. “Yes, two years ago. Joe and Linda were devastated. They kept wondering where they went wrong.”
“Do you remember any of the details?”
“I wish I didn’t.” Imogen cradled her mug close to her heart. “The Millers went to the zoo one morning. Three of them left, but only two came back.” She sniffled, holding back tears. “Joe told me they let Katy go into the petting zoo area. It was a busy day, lots of kids around. Joe went to buy pellets for Katy to feed to the goats. When he got back, Linda had lost track of Katy in the crowd. They never found her.”
As much as I wanted to give Imogen the good news—that Katy was alive and well—I knew it was better to keep my information under wraps until I spoke directly to the Millers.
“How did the Millers recover?”
“I’m not sure they ever did,” Imogen said. “But they adopted a new little girl, about the same age as Katy. Her name is Amy. Cute kid, and the Millers love her, but no one can replace your own child, you know?”
“Amy, huh? Did you meet her?”
“Sure, I babysat Amy too,” she replied.
“What did she look like?”
“Absolutely adorable,” Imogen said, smiling. “Brown eyes, golden hair, a cute little beauty mark right here.” She pointed to a spot just beneath her left eye.
I made a mental note of this. “Did Amy have any noticeable behaviors? Anything that stood out to you?”
She pondered this for a moment. “She wasn’t very excitable. I found that odd. In the beginning, she often cried for her mother. Not Linda. Her biological mother.”
“What happened to Amy’s biological parents?”
“Linda told me they passed away in a car accident,” she answered. “Amy was left all alone. She didn’t have any siblings. Linda and Joe thought she was perfect. They had lost their daughter, and Amy had lost her parents. They could help each other heal.”
“Did they?”
“I believe so,” Imogen said thoughtfully. “As time went on, the three of them seemed to accept their new family dynamic. They seemed happier. Even their money troubles didn’t seem to concern Joe and Linda much. They were content to have each other.”
A swift breeze lifted the hair on the back of my neck, and the chill hastened my questioning tactics. “Where did the Millers move to? Do you know?”
“Not far,” she replied. “They live in a new apartment complex down the road. Would you like the address?”
“That would be great.”
She ambled inside with her half-empty cup of tea as I fished the picture of Cecily from my pocket. The edges were fuzzy and worn from carrying the photo around for nearly two weeks. There was Cecily with her brown eyes, flaxen hair, and—if I squinted enough—the beauty mark on her cheek. I had no doubt that the Millers’ new child, Amy, was actually Cecily.
I gazed across the yellow lawn at the Millers’ old house. They had faced so much hardship already. No one deserved this kind of emotional abuse. I wondered if Imogen knew that “Amy” had disappeared too.
The elderly woman returned from inside and offered me a small slip of paper. “There you are. That’s the new address.”
“Thank you so much for talking to me,” I said. “It’s been very helpful.”
“They never found Katy’s body,” Imogen replied. “The police gave up. Eventually, Joe and Linda did too. If you speak to them, don’t give them hope. I’m not sure they can withstand more heartbreak.”
I smiled gently. “I don’t intend to deliver any heartbreak.”
THE MILLERS’ new condo was located in a gated development nearby. Thankfully, you didn’t have to stop at the gatehouse during daylight hours, so I drove right in. Following the address Imogen had given me, I wound my way through the cute community, past two different swimming pools—closed for the season—tennis courts, and a recreation center. Maybe giving up their house had been a good thing for the Millers. It had given them the chance to move to a cheaper development with better amenities.
I found their condo with ease and parked outside. A small clumsily-made clay sculpture of the sun hung from a ribbon on the door handle. It looked like a child had made it. When I knocked, a filmy white curtain moved aside, revealing a woman’s drawn, peaked face. She pulled open the door.
“You’re the plumber?” she asked in a hoarse voice. “Not exactly dressed for the job, are you? The toilet overflowed.”
“No, ma’am. I’m not a plumber.” I took in her ragged house gown and dirty slippers. “Are you Linda Miller?”
“Yes. Who are you?”
I extended a hand for her to shake. “I’m Carolina Caccia. I’ve been looking into a few missing children cases in the next county over. I understand you reported your daughter Katy missing a few years ago.”
What little color she had drained from her face. “Don’t you dare come back here.”
She slammed the door with such force that the little clay sun rocked back and forth on the handle, threatening to shatter.
“Sorry about that.”
I spun to face the deep, melodic voice and found a man whose tired eyes and downturned mouth spoke of tragedy and grace. He carried a paper bag full of groceries in each arm as he approached the condo.
“I’m Joe Miller,” he said, attempting to offer his hand beneath the bags. “Linda’s husband. She doesn’t take kindly to strangers asking about Katy. Especially since—”
“Especially since Amy disappeared too?” I finished for him.
Joe’s eyes widened. “What do you know about that?”
“A whole lot more than everyone else does,” I said. “This case is more complicated than I thought it would be, but I think it might turn out for the best.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because Katy’s alive,” I replied. “And so is Amy. Except Amy’s real name is Cecily. Her biological parents think she was abducted too.”
The groceries fell from Joe’s arms. A carton of eggs fell out and splattered against the sidewalk. A can of tomatoes exploded as Joe threw his arms around me.
“She’s alive? She’s alive!” He withdrew, wiping his eyes. “Have you seen her? Is she okay? When can we get her back?”
“I’m afraid it’s a little more complicated than that,” I admitted. “I’m doing my best to sort out the details, but I have seen Katy and she seems okay. The problem is… she’s gone again.”
Joe’s excitement died as quickly as it had arisen. “What do you mean she’s gone again?”
“Well, like Cecily—Amy—she was taken from her new home recently, but don’t panic,” I added quickly. “I have reason to believe she’s safe.”
Joe knelt to pick up the food that hadn’t been ruined. “I’m glad Linda didn’t speak with you. It isn’t fair for you to come to our home, dangle hope for us to reach toward, then pull it away. I’ll hire my own investigator, thank you very much.”
He tried to step around me, but I blocked his path. “Joe, believe me. I am the best investigator you’re going to find, and I’ve already got most of this case figured out. But I need you to tell me what you know about Piper Blessings.”
Joe wore a look of bewilderment. “Who is that?”
“You got Amy through Blessings Adoption Agency, didn’t you?”
“No,” he replied. “We used a private agency called Angels Among Us.”
It was my turn to look bewildered. “Are you sure? It wasn’t Blessings?”
“I’m positive,” Joe replied. “I’ve never heard of or spoken to anyone named Piper before. Our adoption representative was named Peter Boske.”
Before I forgot the name, I typed it into the notes application on my phone. “Peter Boske. Thanks, Joe. I’ll look into it.”
Joe laid a hand on my arm. “Do you really think you can find her?”
“Yes,” I said firmly. “I really do. One more thing: before you adopted Amy, what was her last name?”
“Barnes, I believe,” he said. “With an E.”
AT HOME, I lay on the floor of the living room and stared up at the ceiling, counting the revolutions of the fan. Around me lay all of my notes on the current case and the rest of the shredded paper from Piper’s office. All the while, my brain worked to piece everything together. I was so certain that Piper Blessings was behind the kidnappings that Joe’s information threw me completely off balance. Now, I wasn’t sure what to do or where to start.
Once again, I wished desperately for the option to call Mila. I needed someone to talk this out with, instead of going over the same facts in my head multiple times. I considered calling Bao, but he was sick of me relying on him. I chided myself for not being able to figure everything out by myself. Then I realized something.
I had always been a part of a team before. At the Bureau, I’d worked with an entire crew of people to track down missing kids. My job was to lead and direct. Everyone else gathered the puzzle pieces and helped me put them together. Back then, I’d considered myself quite the hotshot, but I never thought about how much work everyone else did to make me look good. Now, I had to do every job myself, and I had newfound appreciation and humiliation because of it.
Rolling over, I considered the unorganized mess of papers around me. This was no way to run an investigation. If I was going to solve this case, I needed order.
I spent the next hour with a pack of thumb tacks. I fixed my notes to the wall next to the TV, arranging them by context. Then I went old-school and got a roll of thick red thread from the embroidery kit I’d never used and began linking evidence together. Once that was done, I got online and searched for Peter Boske.
Unlike Piper, Peter did not have an online presence. He didn’t boast about trips to Africa to build schools for needy children or advertise the adoption agency to mourning parents. In fact, he was practically impossible to trace. He was listed as an adoption representative for Angels Among Us, but unlike the other employees on the Angels’ website, his profile did not include a picture.
Additionally, Angels Among Us operated almost entirely online. They did not have an office, and their representatives worked remotely from all over the country. According to their website, Angels worked with local social workers to place foster children in long-term homes. The goal was to get kids out of the system and into loving forever families. Noble, indeed.
The limited information about Angels Among Us and Peter Boske did not further my investigation. I couldn’t figure out how Cecily Barns would have ended up in the foster system if her biological parents were perfectly able and willing to take care of her.
Mila had a friend who worked for the North Carolina foster care network. If anyone could access Cecily’s information, it would be her. But first, I had to work up the courage to call Mila and ask her for help on the same case that had driven a huge wedge between us. When it came down to it, I dialed her number because multiple children were in potential danger. Cecily and Katy’s safety was more important than my beef with Mila.
“You got a lot of nerve calling me,” she answered. “I don’t want to hear you apologize again, Carolina. Your apologies don’t mean much at this point.”
“I am sorry,” I said. “But this isn’t about Selma Bonovich. I need the number for your contact at NC Kids.”
“You are absolutely unbelievable.”
“Mila, I know you’re pissed at me, but I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.”
She remained silent just long enough to make the acid in my stomach churn. “Fine. I’ll text you her name and number. Don’t call again.”
Mila hung up. Triumph and disappointment mixed like a bad cocktail in my head. I had secretly hoped our conversation would last more than a minute. Though I wished I didn’t have to admit it, I missed my best friend and partner. After this was all over, I’d have to do some serious groveling to get her back.
For now, I had a job to do. When Mila’s text came in, I wasted no time dialing the number.
“Nicole Weller,” a crisp voice answered. “How can I help you?”
“Hi, Nicole,” I said. “This is Carolina Caccia. I’m an old friend of Mila’s. I was wondering if you could answer a few questions about a case I’m tracking.”
“Only if you tell Mila to call me,” Nicole replied. “That girl is harder to pin down than a fruit gnat. Have you spoken to her recently?”
“Yes, but not in a friendly way.”
Nicole’s voice grew serious. “You too, huh? She’s been treating me pretty poorly these days.”
As much as I wanted to know more about Mila, I couldn’t afford to talk about her right now. “She’s a little rough around the edges these days. Anyway, Nicole, you work for NC Kids, right?”
“Yes, ma’am. What can I do for you?”
“Do you have any information for Amy Barnes?” I asked “B-A-R-N-E-S.”
Nicole went quiet for a moment while she looked it up. “Nope. No Amy Barnes.”
“What about Cecily Barns? No e.”
Another moment passed. “No Cecily Barns either. Can I ask what this is about?”
I scribbled a note, attached it to the living room wall, and ran a red thread from Angels Among Us to the new note about NC Kids. “I’m investigating an adoption agency that claims to work with foster care systems to match kids to homes.”
“What’s the agency called?”
“Angels Among Us.”
“Never heard of it,” Nicole said. “I work pretty closely with several adoption agencies. We don’t associate with any businesses by that name.”
I rushed to add this detail to my board. “Thanks, Nicole. I’ll call you back if I have any more questions.”
As soon as I hung up, Ophelia burst in from outside, panting and sweating. I checked the time.
“Shouldn’t you be in school?” I asked.
“I have to tell you something.”
She beckoned to someone on the porch, and Brett Bedel walked into my living room.
“Brett?” I said. “What are you doing here?”
“Actually, I’m not Brett,” she replied. “It’s nice to officially meet you. My name’s Fen.”
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“M om, I can explain,” Ophelia said hastily.
Though stunned by this revelation, everything clicked into place. Ophelia had met Fen online, so she’d never seen her face before. When I introduced Ophelia to Brett at the skate park, they had hugged as if they already knew each other. This also explained the almost kiss I’d witnessed when I’d spied on them a few days later. Fen was an alter.
“It’s my fault,” Fen said, stepping forward in front of Ophelia. “I asked O not to tell you about any of this. When you first met Brett, I didn’t realize who you were.”
“You’re Fen,” I said. Maybe if I said it out loud, the fact would actually sink in. “You’re dating my daughter.”
“Kind of,” Fen replied. “But we haven’t, you know, done anything. I figured you would take issue with the fact that this body is nineteen, and Ophelia is a lot younger.”
“You’re damn right I take issue.”
Fen had no reaction to my accusatory tone. “I know it probably won’t make you feel any better, but I am fifteen.”
“Right again.” I wasn’t exactly mad, but this whole situation threw me off. I had no idea how to proceed from here. “No offense, Fen, but your body is legal and my daughter is not.”
“Mom!” protested Ophelia.
“O, stay out of it.”
“I completely understand your concern,” Fen said. “Which is why I’ve been holding back with Ophelia. Regardless, I didn’t come here to talk about this.”
“Then what did you come here to talk about?”
Ophelia chimed in. “She knows about your case. The missing kids.”
I studied Fen, taking in her mannerisms. She stood casually, almost with an air of laziness and nonchalance. She was cool and collected, even in the face of my potential wrath.
“I’ve met you before, haven’t I?” I asked. “At the police station.”
“Yes, when Nyx is having trouble, she relies on me or Saint to get her out of it,” Fen replied. “Actually, Nyx is the one who asked me to come here. Cecily is her friend. She wants her to come home safely.”
Feeling overwhelmed, I took a moment to separate all the alters’ identities in my head. Both Fen and Ophelia waited on tenterhooks while I stepped away from the foyer and returned to the crime board I’d posted to the living room wall.
“How did you know who Cecily was if she was going by the name of Amy?” I asked Fen.
“Because Nyx met her before she was taken from the Barnses,” Fen replied. “Nyx is young. She was confused when Cecily suddenly turned up with new parents, but she didn’t know what to make of it. It wasn’t until she saw Cecily being taken from the park by a strange man that she figured out something was wrong. Then she came to me. I’m the one who contacted your private investigator business. I’m the one who put that picture in your mailbox.”
“Why not come forward earlier?” I questioned. “Why do it anonymously?”
“For one reason, I couldn’t pay you,” Fen answered. “For another, it’s incredibly difficult for all of us to live in this body as we do. We have a lot of shared trauma, and seeing Cecily get abducted triggered Nyx. She broke down, and the rest of us had to take care of her. It took a lot of energy to do so.”
“Did you say Nyx saw the kidnapper?”
Fen nodded. “But she kept it a secret. I’ve been trying to get her to tell me about it for the past two weeks. She finally consented. Then I called Ophelia and came straight here.”
“So the only reason you came clean is because of Cecily?”
Ophelia rolled her eyes. “Really, Mom? That’s what you got out of all this?”
“Okay, you’re right.” I collapsed on the couch and wiped my forehead. “Fen, come inside. Make yourself comfortable. You want a drink?”
Fen cautiously made her way farther into the house. “Sure, a drink sounds nice.”
“Ophelia, get Fen a drink.”
She slouched into the kitchen, grumbling under her breath. Fen took a seat beside me, keeping herself as small as possible. We sat in silence until Ophelia returned with a cup of water.
“This is weird,” she said, thrusting the beverage in between Fen’s hands. “Can someone say something?”
I pointed to the crime board. “That’s everything I have on Cecily’s disappearance. If you can give me a face to match a name up there, that would help.”
“Pudgy guy,” Fen said. “Pointed nose. Not a whole lot of hair.”
“A man took Cecily? Are you sure? My main suspect is a woman called Piper.”
“Yes,” Fen answered firmly. “Nyx was clear on that.”
“Anything else you can tell me about him? Defining features? Maybe a name?”
“Nyx heard him call her Cecily, not Amy,” she said. “So he knew who she really was. Other than that, Nyx said he wore an ugly purple coat with a green lining. Like an eggplant.”
Ophelia sat on the couch arm next to Fen and casually draped her hand over Fen’s shoulder. She was so comfortable and relaxed that I only felt mild concern over their relationship. I had never seen my daughter look so at ease with another person before.
“So you’re looking for a fat bald guy with poor taste,” Ophelia said bluntly.
“Be nice,” I told her.
“To a kidnapper? No way.”
Fen went over to the crime board to analyze my findings so far. Her gaze lingered on Katy Miller’s picture.
“Where is she?” I asked.
Fen’s shoulders hiked up to her ears like a dog’s hackles.
“You can’t keep her,” I warned. “I’m not sure why you took her in the first place.”
“It wasn’t me,” Fen said. “It was Saint. I don’t know where she is, but I know she’s safe. He was worried the Barnses weren’t taking care of her like they should.”
I joined Fen at the crime board. “When all of this is over, Katy will go back to her own parents. So will Cecily.”
Fen tapped the neon-green sticky note with Peter Boske’s name on it. “Look for this guy. Cecily called the man in the purple coat Petey.”
LONG AFTER OPHELIA and Fen disappeared upstairs to play FIFA, I went for a walk around the block to clear my head and plan my next steps. The weather had cleared up, and the sun peeked through wispy clouds to warm my shoulders. I walked all the way to the park where I had first met Brett and sat on a picnic table to watch the kids play.
I let peace and calm fill my mind, clearing negative or racing thoughts. I hadn’t let myself relax in so long that my body was wound into a tightly-coiled spring. No one could work well under such tension.
The children’s joy echoed through their gleeful shouts and laughs. A blond toddler stumbled over the rubber mulch. A kindergartner with absurdly long arms made short work of the monkey bars. On the slide sat a group of older kids in single file, massaging each other’s shoulders. The parents watched from the sidelines, chatting idly with each other. That was when I spotted him.
A short man in a black fedora. His stomach protruded past his belt line, and his nose came to a stunning sharp point. He stood slightly away from the rest of the parents, hands tucked into a dark purple coat that almost looked black, as he watched a small boy dig in the dirt on the outskirts of the playground.
I scanned the park for the boy’s parents and found a single mother whose red hair matched the boy’s. As she wrangled a baby into a fresh diaper, she paid no mind to the strange man watching her other son. When the purple-coated man strolled toward the boy, my heart rate accelerated.
As casually as possible, I jogged over to the little boy. When the man spotted me, he slowed his pace.
“Whoa there, little buddy!” I said, helping the boy to his feet as if he had fallen over. “Take it easy.”
My voice was loud enough to carry to the boy’s mother. She came over with the baby in her arms.
“Uh oh,” she said, taking the boy by the hand. “What happened?”
The boy, totally confused, peered up at his mother.
“He took a tumble. That’s all,” I provided, keeping an eye on the mysterious man. He had knelt to tie his boot laces, as if that had been his plan all along.
“What do you say to the nice lady for helping you?” the young mother asked her son.
“Thank you,” the boy said sweetly.
“Of course, buddy.”
I ruffled his hair. To my great relief, the mother took both of her children back to her minivan. The purple-coated man bristled as they drove away, visibly annoyed. As I watched, he cast a furtive eye across the park, as if to find another child of a stressed, overwhelmed parent. Then he looked right at me.
Our eyes locked. For the first time, I got a good look at the face beneath the outdated fedora. Shockingly, I found features almost identical to Piper Blessings’.
“Twins,” I muttered to myself. “Peter and Piper are twins.”
Peter, sensing discovery, turned on his heel and walked along the bike trail that led away from the park. After letting him get a head start, I followed.
He strolled past the bike rack and water cooler, aiming for a parking lot that was hidden from the playground by a row of thick trees. As he beelined for a sleek silver sedan, I cursed myself for not having my car available.
When he reached the lot, he glanced over his shoulder, and I dove behind a tree. Peter trotted to his car and climbed in. Unable to do much else, I snapped a quick picture of his car and license plate, but I was too far away to get a clear shot. As Peter reversed out of the space, a miracle occurred.
Parker rode his bike out of the woods. He didn’t notice me as he deftly dismounted and hefted his bike onto the rack of his car. While he unbuckled his helmet, I ran up behind him.
“I need your help,” I announced, pushing him toward the driver’s seat. Meanwhile, Peter approached the lot exit and waited for the road to clear.
“Carolina?” Bewildered, Parker tried to face me. “What’s going on?”
I hopped into the passenger seat. “Hurry up and get in. Follow that car.”
He did it without question, a mark of his trust in me. Still wearing his unbuckled helmet, he threw the car into drive and pulled a risky turn to keep Peter’s sedan in sight.
“Who exactly are we following?” he questioned, speeding up to get through a yellow light.
“A child abductor,” I said. “Don’t follow too closely. He’ll notice.”
Like a professional, Parker changed lanes to make our mission less obvious. “You solved your case?”
“I’m hoping this idiot is about to solve it for me.” I checked Parker’s expression, worried that I had pulled him into a dangerous situation without his consent. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have put you in this position.”
Parker wove around a slow minivan and made an impressive show of speeding past the sedan. Through the window, I watched Peter gesticulate furiously as he talked to someone on his cellphone, oblivious to our presence.
“Don’t apologize,” Parker said. “I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”
Peter merged onto the highway, and Parker followed. Ten miles later, I had explained the entire case to Parker. He listened intently the entire time, only interrupting to ask a question or clarify a statement. After I finished, he said:
“God, woman. You are amazing.”
I blushed deeply, feeling the heat rise in my neck. It felt so good to hear him say that, especially when everyone else in my life tended to scold me for my unconventional, improvised, and spontaneous investigative methods.
Furthermore, Parker didn’t complain as we put an additional twenty miles on his car, heading past the suburbs and into an industrial area. Dusk descended, casting a dusty purple glow across the asphalt as we finally left the highway.
“Where are you going, Peter?” I muttered.
Keeping our distance, we followed Peter between warehouses and factories. After a maze of twists and turns, he steered into a gated driveway, flashed a badge, and proceeded past the barrier.
“Keep going,” I ordered Parker. “Take the next turn.”
He pulled onto a dirt road that bordered the fence, and we continued parallel to Peter. When the silver sedan parked beside a small warehouse, Parker stopped alongside the fence so we could watch.
“Damn it,” I muttered, squinting through the windshield. “I can’t see a thing.”
Parker opened the glove box to reveal a pair of binoculars. When I stared at him in wonder, he shrugged. “You said Benji likes bird-watching, so I keep these in the car just in case.”
I raised the binoculars to watch Peter. He lingered in his car, still talking on the phone. A few minutes later, another sedan pulled up next to him, and the driver got out.
“Who’s that?” Parker asked.
“Piper freakin’ Blessings.”
“Piper, Peter, Parker,” he muttered to himself. “Even I’m getting confused.”
Piper opened the back seat of Peter’s car, revealing an empty child seat. She scowled as she rounded the driver’s side, forcing Peter to step out. As they spoke, Peter vaguely mimed what happened at the playground.
Then Piper opened the back seat of her own car and unbuckled an adorable little girl with golden hair and bright blue eyes. She was perhaps three years old. As Piper hefted the child onto her hip with surprising motherly affection, the girl cried freely. Peter moved closer.
“Is he…” Parker began, “inspecting her?”
When Piper held the child out so Peter could see the whole package, my stomach flipped over. Peter stroked his chin as he observed the small girl, like a car salesman sizing up a trade-in. The child kicked her pudgy legs, crying to be held more intimately.
When Peter was satisfied, they carried the child into the warehouse. I tossed the binoculars into Parker’s lap and unbuckled my seatbelt.
“Wait here,” I told him, stepping out of the car.
“Whoa, where are you going?” he demanded. “You can’t go in there alone. I’ll come with you.”
“I need you out here.” I gave him my phone. “Go to Favorites and call Detective Bao. Give him our location and tell him to get his ass out here as quickly as possible.”
Parker seized my wrist and pulled me close. “Carolina, what if it’s dangerous?”
“Those people have taken multiple children from their parents. I won’t let them cause more grief.” I pressed a swift kiss against his lips and got out of the car. “Call Bao. Please, Parker.”
He dialed as I trotted away. Sizing up the chain-link fence, I took a few steps back. With a running start, I flung myself halfway up the barrier and managed to grab the top. Scrambling, I got one leg over, then the other, and dropped to the other side. Without looking back, I jogged across the warehouse yard, past the cars, and flattened myself against the building.
Piper and Peter had gone in through the front entrance, so I sidled around the side until I found the back exit. Luckily, the door was propped open for air flow. I slipped inside without moving it.
The warehouse’s interior completely threw me off. I had not stepped into stacked shelves and monotone gray paint. A big room had been sectioned off from the warehouse. The floor was covered in bright-green fake grass. A swing set, multiple slides, and a plastic rock climbing set occupied the space. A huge toy box contained train sets, stuffed animals, puzzle boxes, and other items to keep children of all ages occupied. At the moment, no children played in the room.
Shaking with adrenaline, I moved across the play place and slid open an enormous barn door to peek into the next room. What greeted me was more chilling than the prison-like play place.
It was a dormitory. Twenty beds lined the walls, ten on the left for girls and ten on the right for boys. Most of the beds were occupied. Small children, all under the age of five, slept beneath cheap sheets and flimsy comforters. At least two of them cried quietly, with no one to comfort them.
A clipboard hung at the end of each bed. I crept to the closest one and studied the paperwork:
Given name: Thomas Matthew Wilder
New name: Kristopher Earl Cameron
Biological parents: Harriet and Mac Wilder
THE DETAILS WENT on to include the Wilders’ address, Thomas’s birth date, the Wilders’ professions and daily habits, and a list of “potential parents” that were interested in adopting the newly-christened Kristopher. There was also a stamp to indicate that Thomas would be adopted through Blessings, rather than Angels Among Us.
Another door to the dormitory slid open. I dove under Thomas’s bed as a ray of bright-white light illuminated the space between the beds. I recognized Peter’s garish winter boots as he strolled into the dorm.
He paused at each bed to check on the child sleeping within it. My breath grew shallow as he stepped closer to my hiding spot. When he stopped at Thomas’s bedside, I stopped breathing altogether.
Peter lingered over Thomas for longer than the other children. After a tense minute, he finally moved past Thomas’s bed. I finally let go of the breath I’d been holding.
Then Peter grabbed my ankle, yanked me out from underneath the bed, and pointed a gun in my face.
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C hildren and men with guns did not belong in the same room. I reacted instinctively. Reaching up, I yanked the gun out of Peter’s grasp and unloaded it, all in one swift movement. Peter stared blankly at his empty palm.
“Ex-FBI agent.” I slid the unloaded gun into my waistband and the magazine into my back pocket, then got to my feet. “Clearly you didn’t do much training with your weapon.”
“I saw you at the park,” Peter snarled. “Who the hell are you?”
“I’m the one who just busted your dumb ass for kidnapping children and selling them to new parents.”
Peter lunged for the gun. I nimbly stepped aside, and he crashed into Thomas’s bed. Thomas jerked awake and immediately began crying. Peter kicked the child’s bed post.
“Shut it!” he roared, and Thomas went quiet, hiccuping to keep his sobs under control. The other children had begun to stir, waking one by one. My heart broke at the sight of their wide eyes and terrified faces. How long had these poor kids been away from their parents?
At the far end of the hall, a familiar pair of brown eyes gazed at me. I spotted the freckle on the girl’s cheek. It was Cecily Barns, the real Cecily Barns.
“I have to admit,” I said, drawing Peter’s attention away from the kids. I had to keep him occupied long enough for Bao and his team to show up. “You and your sister cooked up one hell of a scam here. It took me a full two weeks to figure you out. Usually, my turnaround time is a bit quicker. Your fake name and the two different adoption agencies threw me off.”
Peter’s lip curled. “What tipped you off then?”
“You made a mistake,” I answered easily. “You stole Cecily Barns from her parents, then adopted her out to a family within a few miles of Cecily’s original address. Then you had the nerve to do the same thing to the Millers.”
More children pushed their blankets back and looked around, bleary-eyed, for the source of their early wake up call. A small girl rubbed her eyes.
“Petey?” she called. “Is it snack time?”
“No,” he snapped. “Go back to bed.”
The girl pouted. “You’re mean! I hate you. I want to go back to my mommy!”
“Your mommy’s dead,” Peter shot back.
Her eyes filled with tears. The bottom lip trembled. Peter took a step away from the little girl’s bed as she took a great, deep breath and let out an earsplitting wail.
“I—want—my—mommy!”
That was all it took for the other kids to start yelling and crying too. Peter panicked and attempted to shush them, but it was too late.
Piper walked in, and the dormitory fell silent.
“Are there bad little girls and boys in here?” she said in a soft, quiet tone.
All around, the children furiously shook their heads.
“Good,” Piper said. “Because you know what happens to bad little girls and boys… they get eaten!”
With exaggerated motions, Piper mimicked a stomping dinosaur and roared through the room. The children exploded with laughter as she tucked her elbows in and pretended to be a T-Rex.
“Roar!” she called, looming over the closest children. “Go back to bed before the T-Rex gets you!”
The kids, giggling, raised the covers over their heads to save themselves from the “T-Rex.” Stunned, I watched Piper play with them until she reached the back of the room, where Peter and I stood. By that time, the kids had settled into their pillows once again, much calmer.
“Here’s what’s going to happen next,” Piper told me in the same dangerously quiet voice she had used on the kids. “You, me, and my idiot brother are going to leave this room, let the kids sleep, and talk like civilized adults.”
“Or what?” I challenged.
“Or I kill you on the spot.”
Piper, unlike her brother, had learned a thing or two about carrying a concealed weapon. Somehow, she managed to press her own gun to my stomach, hiding the weapon from the kids between our bodies. If I attempted to disarm her like I had Peter, I wouldn’t be able to get the gun away from her before she got a shot off.
“Nice and slowly,” she warned, keeping the gun on me as she guided me to the door. “Wouldn’t want to scare the kids, would we?”
Peter smirked as I lifted my hands above my head. He yanked the gun and magazine out of my pants and clumsily reloaded it.
“I see you’re the brains and the brawn,” I told Piper wryly.
“You got that right,” she replied, just as dry. “Biggest mistake I ever made was letting my brother in on my business.”
“It was my idea to create Angels,” Peter grunted. “We’ve pulled in twice the amount of business because of me.”
“You also brought a damn P.I. to our door,” Piper snapped at her brother.
She pushed me from the dormitory, and Peter slammed the door behind us. The rest of the warehouse looked as expected. Food trucks, ice cream trucks, and service vans were parked in long rows.
“Those your kidnapping vehicles?” I asked the siblings.
“They come in handy.” Piper shoved me into an uncomfortable metal folding chair and raised the gun to my head. “Let’s get acquainted. I’m—”
“Oh, I already know who you are,” I told her. “Piper Blessings and Peter Boske, though I doubt those are your real names. Regardless, I can have you both arrested.”
“And you are?” Piper asked sweetly.
“Carolina.”
Piper pulled out another chair, turned it backward, and straddled it. Behind her, Peter attempted to look intimidating, but he held his gun with poor form and his stupid coat made him look like an overstuffed Barney.
“Here’s the thing, Carolina,” Piper said. “I believe you and I can come to an agreement on this whole misunderstanding.”
“Is that what you’re calling it?”
She stretched and yawned, but she kept her gun trained on me at all times. She was no amateur.
“You’re the one who came sniffing around the office in Spartanburg,” she said. “My secretary warned me. You’re the reason we had to clear out of that location.”
“Aw, you didn’t want to meet me? I’m hurt.”
Piper smiled without humor. “You tracked down Cecily Barns and Katy Miller, didn’t you?”
“I did.”
In a flash, Piper aimed her gun at her brother instead. “You damn idiot.”
Peter tried to step out of the line of fire, but Piper followed him. “Pipes, put that down! It’s not funny.”
“Two years ago, your ass was so deep in debt that you couldn’t afford toilet paper to wipe it,” Piper said. “I’m the one who saved you. I put you in charge of Cecily’s case, and you adopted her out to a family ten miles away from her original parents? What’s the first damned rule I told you?”
Peter mumbled something under his breath.
“What?” Piper cupped her gun-free hand to her ear. “I can’t hear you. Use your words, big boy.”
“Make sure the new family is at least fifty miles away from the original parents,” Peter recited like an admonished child.
“And did you do that?”
“No, but I didn’t know—”
“Nope,” Piper interrupted. “No excuse. You knew the rules. You disobeyed them. Guess what that means?”
Peter stared blankly at her.
Piper brandished the gun at me. “Miss Carolina here needs someone to put the blame on. That’s you, pal.”
Peter’s eyes widened as he caught her drift. “Pipes, you can’t. We’re siblings. You’re my older sister. You’re supposed to look after me.”
Piper rolled her eyes and faced me again. “Here’s the deal. I’ll give you my idiot brother and Cecily Barns back. You can return her to the parents and put my brother in jail. What do you say?”
Peter leaned forward and hissed in his sister’s ear, “Are you crazy? You can’t hand me over to the cops!”
She ignored him, waiting on my answer.
“Sorry,” I said. “I don’t cut deals with kidnappers.”
“All right,” Piper replied reasonably. “What if I throw fifteen thousand dollars into the mix?”
For the briefest moment, I understood why people might turn to crime. Fifteen thousand dollars was enough money to send both Ophelia and Benji to their prospective summers camps for two or three years in a row. Unfortunately for Piper, I had a responsibility to all the children in the warehouse, as well as my own.
“Like I said, I don’t cut deals with kidnappers.”
Piper didn’t seem fazed, only mildly inconvenienced. “Well, that doesn’t give me much to work with.”
“Gee, what a shame.”
She stepped forward and pressed the gun to the side of my head. “It is a shame, because if I kill you, then I have to figure out how to get rid of the body. Murder and the subsequent clean-up isn’t my specialty.”
A lump grew in my throat, and I closed my eyes as the gun metal dug into my scalp. Images of my children flashed through my head: Ophelia doing tricks on her snowboard, Benji drawing his birds. I couldn’t leave them here alone.
I let a full breath run through me. Then I made my move.
Slamming my fist into Piper’s wrist, I knocked the gun out of her hand. It discharged when it hit the floor and the bullet ricocheted off the warehouse wall. While the bang echoed, distracting Piper, I collapsed the metal folding chair beneath me, rose to my full height, and swung the piece of furniture into Piper’s skull. She dropped like a stone.
Another loud bang echoed through the warehouse, and a flash of heat grazed the outer edge of my left arm. I looked up at Peter, who held his smoking gun with shaking hands.
“You missed,” I told him. “Your stance is all wrong, and so is your grip.”
Fearless, I stalked toward him. This time, he didn’t bother to fight as I took the gun from him. His hands fell uselessly to his sides.
“I didn’t want to do this,” he blubbered. “I had no money. Gambled it all away. Piper was the mastermind.”
“Don’t worry,” I assured him. “You’ll both get what you deserve.”
Police sirens screamed outside. Moments later, Detective Bao burst into the warehouse with a team of officers. They swarmed Piper and Peter, quickly putting the siblings in handcuffs.
“Little late, aren’t you?” I grumbled at Bao.
He checked my arm for injuries. Amazingly, the bullet had torn through my coat without touching the skin.
“I’m always right on time,” Bao grunted. He turned to his team. “Load ‘em up, boys! Let’s get these babies back to their parents.”
“TWINS.”
In my home office three days later, I slapped a stack of photos onto the desk in front of Mila and Selma Bonovich. When I spread them out, they seemed to show Harrison Ford doting on his secret family. Then I revealed the last picture: Harrison and his identical brother shaking hands in front of a restaurant downtown.
Selma yanked the picture toward her, staring wide-eyed at the evidence. “It can’t be. Harrison never told me he has a brother.”
“From what I gathered, they don’t get along,” I told her. “They fell out in college, when Harrison’s girlfriend dumped him to be with Elijah instead. Elijah married Marigold and had a son with her. That’s who you must have seen when you thought Harrison was cheating on you.”
Selma’s lower lip quivered. “So Harrison still loves me? He wasn’t cheating on me?”
“I followed him for three days, Selma,” I told her. “He goes to work, to lunch, then home to you. Honestly, I’m not sure I’ve ever met a man more reliable than your husband.”
She stood up abruptly, smiling brightly as she wiped away happy tears. “I have to find him and apologize for acting like a lunatic.” She flung herself into my arms and hugged me tightly. “Thank you. Thank you both.”
“It was mostly Carolina,” Mila said stiffly.
“Still.” Selma hugged Mila too. “You helped too. Send me the bill for your hours, and I’ll transfer the money as soon as I get home. Ah! I’m so thrilled.”
I escorted Selma from the house and waved from the porch as she climbed into her ridiculous luxury car and drove off to find her husband. When I returned inside, Mila was gathering her things and zipping up her coat.
“How’d you do it?” she asked. “How did you figure out Harrison had a twin?”
“My other case gave me the idea actually,” I told her. “I also followed Harrison and Elijah at different times, without knowing it. They’re completely different. I just didn’t understand why until I guessed they were brothers.”
“Well, kudos.”
“Thanks. Mila—”
“This doesn’t change anything,” she said shortly, ready to leave. “You left me in the dust, Carolina.”
I blocked her from exiting.
“Move,” she ordered.
“You’ve known me for years,” I reminded her. “You know I can’t leave missing kids to fend for themselves. You know I’ll do anything to solve a case. But you’ve never freaked out about it until now. What’s really going on with you?”
“Nothing.”
“Bull.”
Mila’s eyes filled with tears.
“What is it?” I asked quietly. “Why have you been acting this way?”
“I have cancer,” she whispered. “Oh, God. Carolina, I have cancer.”
She fell into my arms. Stunned but determined to support her, I wrapped her in a close embrace. Immediately, I began to cry as well.
“It’s breast cancer,” she said, sniffling against my shirt. “I found out the same day we got Selma’s case. It threw me for a loop. All I could think about was Rosie. Her dad’s already died, you know? If I go—”
“Don’t say that,” I urged. “You can beat this. What stage is it?”
“Stage two.”
“Stage two can kiss your ass,” I said, eliciting a chuckle from her. “You’re stronger than this crap, Mila. Don’t worry.”
“I’m sorry,” Mila said. “I couldn’t find the strength to tell you, and I’ve been treating you like crap for so long.”
“I knew there had to be a reason.”
The front door opened, bumping into my back. Ophelia and Fen rushed in. When Ophelia saw us, she stopped short.
“What’s wrong?” she demanded, noticing our tears. “Who died?”
Mila wiped her face. “No one, honey. Everything’s going to be fine. Carolina, I have to get going, but thank you. We’ll figure things out.”
“Of course.”
Mila left, and Ophelia rounded on me.
“For real, what’s wrong?” she said.
I tugged on her earlobe. The bruises on her face were almost entirely gone, and she’d taken the stitches out of her lip on her own with a nail clipper. “Nothing you need to worry about right now, kiddo. How’d it go with you guys?”
Fen grinned from ear to ear. “Cecily is home and happy. Her parents are over the moon. So is Nyx. She’s pretty jazzed to have her friend back.”
“And Katy?”
“Also home with her parents,” Fen replied. “Detective Bao didn’t ask any questions when we dropped her off at the station, just like he promised.”
“Did he say anything about the other kids?” I asked.
“They’ve all been returned to their parents,” Ophelia reported. “And all of the parents want to thank you personally.”
“Ugh, I’m terrible at pleasantries.” I waved the kids into the living room. “Sit down, you two. With everything that’s been going on lately, we haven’t gotten a chance to talk.”
“Oh, boy,” Ophelia muttered under her breath. “Here it comes.”
She and Fen settled onto the sofa, but I remained standing.
“Here’s the thing,” I began. “I like you, Fen. I really do. But when it comes down to it, your body is nineteen, and my daughter is only fourteen.”
Fen’s face fell, but she remained stoic. Ophelia, on the other hand, wouldn’t know the definition of stoic if it fell out of the sky and hit her on the head.
“What the hell, Mom?” she demanded. “I thought you were cool with this! You were all ‘I don’t care who you date!’” Her imitation of me was annoyingly accurate. “‘I’ll love you no matter what.’”
“This isn’t about Fen being a girl,” I said. “It’s the age thing. Five years is a big difference.”
“But Fen is fifteen,” Ophelia pressed. “Brett is nineteen. I’m not dating Brett.”
Fen rested a calming palm on Ophelia’s knee. “O, it’s fine. I totally get it.”
“No, it’s not fair.”
“Look, when Ophelia turns eighteen, you two can do whatever you want,” I told them. “I’m not saying you can’t be friends or hang out. By all means, please enjoy each other’s presence. But the physical side of things has to stay dormant until Ophelia’s older. If I see anything—”
“You won’t,” Fen promised. “Ms. Caccia, you kept me and the other alters out of jail. You helped find Cecily even though I couldn’t pay you. You made sure Saint wouldn’t get in trouble for taking Katy. I can’t even begin to thank you enough. I would never do anything to betray your trust.”
“Way to stand your ground,” Ophelia grumbled.
Fen smiled and tweaked Ophelia’s nose. “It’s not about standing my ground. It’s about doing what’s right. If your mom wants us to wait, that’s what we’ll do.”
“I do have some good news,” I offered. “Wanna hear it?”
Ophelia rested her chin in her hands. “Can’t be that good.”
“Well, in that case, I guess you can stay home this summer instead of going to camp in California,” I said, feigning indifference.
Ophelia’s eyes widened. “I’m going to camp?”
“Yup. You and Benji both. I got the money from my last case.”
Ophelia squealed, hugged Fen, then hugged me. “Man, I can’t wait to break some fingers!”
As they ran upstairs, giggling, I wondered if Ophelia’s masochistic streak was an inherited trait.
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THREE MONTHS LATER
T  he house—shockingly, blissfully, regrettably—was silent. With Ophelia and Benji off to summer camp, I found myself all alone. The summer breeze wafted in through the open windows as I sat at the island counter and looked for an easy recipe to cook. When my phone rang, I leapt to answer it, hoping it was one of the kids. They had only been gone for a few days, but it felt like forever.
“Hi, Mom!” Benji answered happily. “This place is so awesome. The lessons are so cool, and they have a big lake here, and I learned how to kayak yesterday!”
“That’s great, buddy! Do you have—?”
“Yes, I have my insulin,” he said. “Anyway, I just called to say thank you and I love you, but the dinner bell just rang, so I have to go. Bye, Mom!”
“Bye, buddy—”
The phone chimed, signaling Benji’s hang-up. Ophelia, I knew, wouldn’t call. I returned to recipe hunting, happy that my kids were having a good time and sad to be away from them. Was this what it would feel like to send them off to college?
The phone rang again. Perhaps Ophelia did call. But when I checked the caller I.D., I found another name instead.
“Hi, Mila,” I said. “How are you feeling?”
“Like I have no boobs.”
After her diagnosis, Mila had decided to take the course of action that gave her the best chance of staying alive. She had a double mastectomy. For days, I remained at her side while she recovered. Only recently had I begun to leave her alone again.
“Do you need me to bring dinner over?” I consulted the various food blogs I’d discovered in my quest for recipes. “I can make chicken parmesan.”
“No offense, honey, but the last time you tried to make chicken parmesan, it tasted like a hockey puck covered in ketchup and nutritional yeast.”
“I’ve improved! Parker’s been teaching me.”
“How’s it going with lover boy anyway?”
“Really well,” I replied. “He knows I want to take it slow, and he’s not pressuring me. The kids love him. Benji wants Alex to be his big brother.”
Mila laughed. “That doesn’t sound like taking it slow.”
“You know Benji. He’s very all or nothing.”
Her chuckle faded. “Well, I didn’t call for an update on your dating life. I actually wanted to ask you something.”
“Ask away.”
“Will you officially be my business partner again?”
I didn’t respond right away. Mila and I hadn’t worked a case together since Selma Bonovich paid us for the last one. We didn’t need to. Selma had paid us both so much that we could have gone several months without a job. Regardless, while Mila had been dealing with her cancer, I had been working part-time as a crime consultant for Detective Bao. But there was another reason I hesitated to get into business with Mila again.
“I’m not sure I can do that,” I admitted.
“Why not?” she asked, the hurt evident in her voice.
“Because I’m always going to break the rules,” I said. “I’m always going to do things my way, and I will always prioritize missing children cases over anything else.”
“I’m glad to hear you say that,” Mila replied. “Because I’ve been getting non-stop calls and requests for those exact cases.”
I accidentally closed a window for a delicious-looking soup. “What do you mean?”
“Carolina, your case with Cecily Barns went national,” she told me. “Don’t you remember how many reporters were calling you for a statement? Everyone wanted to know about the woman who rescued twenty children from serial abductors.”
“God, that was annoying,” I said. “I couldn’t walk ten feet from the house without getting a camera shoved in my face.”
“But it was great press for us,” Mila said. “Every person in the nation who’s ever lost a kid wants you to work their case. I’m getting hundreds of calls a day.”
I walked away from my laptop and went out on the porch to enjoy the late afternoon sun. “You’re kidding. That many people want to work with us?”
“They want to work with you,” Mila said. “I would be your assistant.”
“Shut up, you know you’re more than that.”
“All I’m saying is you made this happen,” she went on. “The work you did in the spring affected people, Carolina. Our business—if it still exists—can thrive off of this. What do you think?”
I opened my mouth to answer, but Mila continued.
“Before you say no, I want to remind you that I was only acting crazy because of the whole cancer thing,” she said hurriedly. “I should get a free pass for that.”
“Really? You’re pulling the cancer card?”
“Hell yeah. I’m not above it.”
“Scam artist.”
Her voice turned earnest. “Please, Carolina. At least think about it. You could help people all over the country.”
I sat on the swinging bench and let the breeze push me back and forth. The sun, low on the horizon, cast pink and orange beams across the street.
“I don’t have to think about it,” I said. “I’m in.”
Mila squealed excitedly. “Really? Oh, I’m so glad! When can we start working?”
Parker’s car pulled into the driveway. I smiled and waved, my heart glowing when he returned my grin.
“Give me another week,” I told Mila. “I’m really enjoying my time off.”
“You got it,” Mila said. “I’m so excited.”
“Me too. Say hi to Rosie for me.”
“Say hi to Parker for me.”
“Har, har.”
I hung up as Parker came up the front steps, armed with two bags of fresh groceries. He kissed me hello, and I buzzed with excitement at the lovely, comfortable feeling of his lips against mine.
“Your delivery is here, ma’am,” he announced. “Where should I put these?”
I beckoned him inside, where he moved to the kitchen and began to unload the bags. “I thought I was supposed to come up with tonight’s dinner.”
“Yeah, I know.” His blue eyes glistened mischievously. “But I didn’t trust you to pick something good enough.”
I gave his shoulder a little whack, and the onion that he was holding flew out of his grasp and onto the floor.
He gasped. “Not the onion!”
Laughing, I picked up the vegetable and tossed it back to him. He added a few tomatoes and began to juggle the food perfectly.
“So what did you decide to make then, Bobby Flay?”
He set the vegetables neatly on the counter without dropping a single one. “On tonight’s menu, we have a lovely farfalle pasta with cheddar, Monterrey jack, and mozzarella, topped with truffle oil and a sprig of parsley, accompanied by the chef’s signature salad and a balsamic crostini. Tonight’s meal is best paired with our red sangria, which is on the house.”
I stared blankly at him. “What?”
“Macaroni and cheese with a side salad and garlic bread,” Parker replied. He took a bottle of cheap sangria out of the grocery bag and popped the cork. “Wine, my lady?”
“Fill ‘er up.”
I pulled the onion toward me, took out a knife, and began chopping. Parker glanced over as he unpacked the rest of the groceries.
“Whoa,” he said, standing behind me to pull the knife away. “Are you trying to lose a finger? You can’t chop like that.”
“Like what?”
He reached around me to show me a better way to hold the knife. I leaned into his warm chest and savored his gingery scent.
“Keep the nose of the knife on the cutting board,” he instructed as he guided my hands. “Tuck the fingers of your other hand under, so you don’t take them off. See?”
I cut a few slices of the onion unencumbered. “You’re such a good housewife.”
“Oh, I know.” He threw a dish towel over his shoulder and got to work. “Any man would be lucky to have me.”
My cheeks hurt from smiling so hard. As we cooked, Parker taught me how to avoid mushy pasta and wilted salad. He juggled multiple stove tops with the same grace as he juggled vegetables. When he presented an enormous bowl of golden macaroni and cheese to me, it felt like the most natural thing in the world, as if we’d been cooking together our whole lives.
Parker poured more wine, arranged a garnish for the salads, and mixed fresh herbs into a bowl of olive oil for us to dip the bread in. My kitchen hadn’t smelled so delicious since the last time he came to cook.
“What?” he asked, sitting down next to me.
I hadn’t realized I’d been staring at him in absolute wonder. I shook my head to clear the haze.
“I was just thinking,” I said. “I could get used to this.”
Parker smiled and nodded. I lifted my fork to my lips. That first bite of macaroni and cheese was the best thing I’d ever tasted.
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