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Chapter One

 


LOS ANGELES, MAY, NINE AND ONE-HALF YEARS
AGO

 


Virgil Quinn parked on Manchester in front of
a worn-down cinder-block building wrapped in stucco and lime-green
paint. The sign over the front door read, “Fireside Bar” in
sputtering red neon, but inside there was no fireplace and never
had been. The Fireside looked neither clean nor friendly, and it
wasn’t supposed to.

It was almost midnight when Quinn pushed
through the door with barely a look around. Half a dozen pairs of
eyes checked out his untucked black shirt and faded jeans then
drifted away when he appeared to ignore them as much as they
pretended to ignore him.

A moon-faced bartender with a shaved head
gave Virgil a little nod.

“Bourbon with a beer back.”

Another nod and half a minute later the
barman served Virgil a shot glass of brown whisky and an almost
headless beer. Quinn dropped a creased ten and swallowed the
bourbon in one gulp. After taking two pulls on the beer he rapped
his knuckles on the scarred mahogany. The bartender refilled his
shot glass almost to the rim. Virgil drank down half the beer, then
glanced into the corners and booths in the back.

Gray-blue smoke glowed in little islands
around the pool table, the juke box and the entrance to the hallway
leading past the bathrooms to the back door. People weren’t
supposed to smoke in bars anymore, but neither were they supposed
to snort coke, play poker for money, sell stolen credit cards, hire
prostitutes, or do half a dozen other things that happened in the
Fireside Bar on a more or less regular basis. Why else would its
clientele of crooks, drunks, hookers, thugs and thieves come
here?

Virgil checked out half the customers then
turned back toward the lighted shelves of bottles and drained his
beer. He tapped the empty glass and threw down another ten before
turning lazily toward the four men in the far corner near the fire
door.

“Looking for somebody?” the bartender
asked.

“Looking to mind my own business,” Virgil
said softly without moving his head. The bartender drew him another
glass of cheap beer and shuffled away. The men were playing some
kind of a game, alternately shaking then dumping three dice from a
purple leather cup coated with a film of human grease. From the
corner of his eye Virgil caught a glimpse of a barbed-wire tattoo
around the bulging left arm of one of the men as he reached across
the table. Willie Ray Stark, Virgil thought.

“How you like that!” Stark crowed, and
grabbed up a handful of worn-out fives and tens.

“Screw you, asshole,” the man across from him
muttered, showing a missing tooth halfway toward the back of his
mouth. “Give me that fucking thing.”

The dice made a hollow clacking noise
as the toothless man twirled them around inside the cup.

The way he was juiced up, if Stark didn’t
suddenly go bust Virgil figured it would be a couple of hours
before he quit for the night. Quinn waited until the bartender was
looking the other way then quietly poured his bourbon on the
floor.

“Hey, you got any food?” he called out when
the guy turned around.

“Pretzels and chips, two bucks.”

Virgil gave his head a tiny shake. “Any place
around here where I can get a burger or something?”

“The Jack In The Box down at West Florence is
open 24-hours.”

Virgil thought about that for a couple of
seconds then chugged the rest of his beer. “I’ll be back,” he said
and headed for the door.

Outside, the night had gone damp and a thick
overcast blocked out the stars. Someplace overhead a 767 or an
Airbus whined but Virgil couldn’t locate it, the plane’s engines
muffled by a layer of clouds like cotton wool. His informant had
told him that Stark was driving an old piece-of-shit Taurus, green,
gray, black or brown. He glanced at the cars on the street then
circled around to the parking lot in the back. He spotted a likely
candidate in the second to the last row between an F150 and a
five-year-old Escalade with a crumpled rear bumper.

Virgil had requisitioned a black Lexus ES
they’d gotten a month ago from the DEA, and he now parked it on the
far side of the Escalade. He waited a couple of minutes to make
sure that no one was watching him then he got out and jammed wooden
kitchen matches into the air valves of the Taurus’ front left and
right rear tires. Stark wasn’t going anywhere in that POS tonight,
assuming Rags had gotten it right and it really was Stark’s
car.

Virgil returned to the Lexus and settled in
to wait. It would have been easier if he’d played this by the
rules, but the book said they’d need two teams for the takedown and
that meant at least a day’s worth of meetings and paperwork,
besides which the rules said that he couldn’t drink whisky on the
job even when he was undercover, and not drinking at a bar like the
Fireside would totally mark him as a cop. Or, he could just come
out here on his own and grab the guy up, which seemed altogether a
better plan.

Virgil pulled a salami and cheese sandwich
out of the glove box and followed it up with a couple of sprays of
Binaca. With any luck, by the time he brought Stark in, between the
Binaca and the salami he’d have destroyed the smell of the bourbon
and the beer.

The Fireside’s back door belched a cloud of
smoke and the glare illuminated two figures heading for a Dodge van
at the far side of the lot. One of the hookers and a John. Virgil
watched them climb through the van’s sliding door that opened and
closed without any light coming on. Blowjob or fuck? he
wondered idly. If Janet had been here she’d have made some comment
about the kind of man who’d pay to screw an anonymous woman in the
back of a beat-up van in a parking lot behind a sleazy bar. Five
seconds later his phone buzzed.

“Speak of the devil,” Virgil muttered, paused
for a couple of seconds, then pressed “Accept.”

“You find him?” his partner asked.

“Still looking,” Virgil lied. Across the lot
the van started to rock. Not a blowjob, he decided.

“What’s your plan?”

“I’ll give it another couple of hours. If
nothing turns up I’ll crash at the office.”

“You want some company?” Janet asked.

“No thanks. I’ve got it covered.”

“Did you tell Helen you weren’t coming home
tonight?”

“She knows,” Virgil said, remembering his
latest screaming match with his wife.

The phone went dead for a couple of seconds
and Virgil wondered if he’d lost the signal.

“You know, Virgil, anything you want, all you
have to do is ask,” Janet said in that throaty voice she used when
she was working herself up to something. Virgil pretended not to
notice.

“It’s all good. I’ll see you tomorrow,” he
said and disconnected the call.

Janet stared at her dead phone for a moment
then her eyes tightened and she tapped in a new number.

“Hello?”

“He’ll be gone until the end of shift
tomorrow.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’m sure. Do you still want to do this?”

“We’re already on the road. We’re already
gone.”

Janet closed her phone and allowed herself a
thin, hopeful smile.

 


* * *

 


Willie Ray Stark began his criminal career at
thirteen stealing bicycles, and by the time he could drive he’d
moved up to wallets, watches, TVs, cars and pretty much anything
else that wasn’t nailed down. After his first six-month bit in the
Lake County, Indiana jail and then a two-year jolt in the
Southwestern Illinois Correctional Center, Stark graduated to other
crimes, first commercial burglaries then, more recently, as paid
muscle for a bunch of Chicago pimps who were into everything from
sex trafficking to kiddie porn.

With the help of a couple of bent Border
Patrolmen they brought Thai and Filipino girls over from Canada
through the Port Edward crossing then on down Interstate 69. That
worked for about a year until one of the crooked ICE agents beat up
his wife and she ratted him out. After that it was every punk for
himself and Stark fled Illinois one step ahead of the Law.

The L.A. Marshals’ office received
information from a cooperating witness that Willie Ray Stark had
fled to L.A. which put him in the cross-hairs of Deputy U.S.
Marshal Virgil Quinn.

Virgil reclined his seat until his eyes were
barely above the line of the dash and settled in to wait. In a half
daze he thought about how he’d ended up in this crumbling parking
lot, waiting to snatch up a piece of scum like Willie Ray
Stark.

 


* * *

 


“I don’t go for that kiddie-porn stuff,”
Spottswood “Rags” Brown told Quinn over plates of chow mein and mu
shu pork.

“I know you don’t,” Virgil said. “Walter told
me you’re a straight-up guy.”

“Damn right. It’s only the ganga for me. You
hear what I’m sayin’? I ain’t hardly no crook at all. Hell, half
the state of California’s doin’ same as me. Am I right?”

“Glaucoma’s a terrible thing,” Virgil said.
Rags cocked his head to one side for a moment then snorted a
laugh.

“Yeah, that’s it. I’m like those fancy drug
companies. I’m curing disease one toke at a time. HA!” Rags slapped
the table then stuffed his face with more noodles.

Virgil gave him a friendly smile and smeared
plum sauce on a crepe.

“They call him ‘Rags’ because of how he
dresses,” Brown’s handler, DEA Agent Walter Washington, had told
Quinn.

“Old clothes?”

“Eclectic,” Walter replied. “He likes to
layer up with whatever comes to hand when he gets up. Half the time
he looks like a blind man who’s dressed himself out of the
Salvation Army donation bin, but he claims it’s deliberate.”

This afternoon Rags was wearing a navy-blue
cotton vest over a tie-dyed t-shirt topped off by a pale yellow
sport coat and shiny black pants.

“You like your mu shu?” Rags asked through a
mouthful of noodles.

“It’s very good.”

“For a while there I couldn’t eat that stuff.
I turned Muslim a few years back, but it didn’t take.” Rags mixed a
mound of pork into his chow mein.

“What can you tell me about the kiddie-porn
guy?” Virgil asked.

“Well, I can’t rightly say he’s personally
into that stuff, but he’s pals up with some guys who are. That’s
why I called Walter. The world would be a better place if Satan
took those punks now instead of later.”

“And Satan not being available . . . .” Quinn
said.

“I figured Walter and you all could do the
job for him.” Rags cackled a laugh. Quinn waited but Rags just
smiled some more then stabbed another forkful of noodles.

“Walter and I, we appreciate your civic
attitude. I’ve got a little something for you, but you never know
who’s watching,” Virgil told him.

“Just slip it to me under the table.”

A moment later Rags peeked inside the
envelope he held against his lap.

“You know,” he said a minute later, “usually
Walter’s appreciation is a Benjamin more than this . . . .” Virgil
just stared. “But, seeings how this guy is a real piece of crap
with that kiddie porn and all, this’ll do just fine.” The envelope
quickly disappeared down the front of Rags’ pants. “Most nights he
hangs out with another bunch of low-lifes at the Fireside Bar over
on Manchester near the airport.”

“You know this how?”

“A man’s gotta work. Lots of ganga customers
in there.”

“And you’re sure it’s him?”

“Hey, Walter shows me a bunch of pictures
every Tuesday and I keep a watch out for ‘em. This guy, I
recognized him right away. He wanted a free sample. I don’t give no
free samples. Fucker grabbed some product right out of my hand!
That’s when I saw that barbed wire tattoo on his arm.”

“Which arm?”

“You think I’m shitting you for a lousy
couple of hundred bucks?” Virgil just stared. “The left arm. I know
my shit. Ask Walter if I don’t.”

“No need. Walter told me that you’re a
stand-up guy, vouched for you all the way. He told me, ‘You can
trust what Rags tells you. He’s one sharp dude.’“ Rags nodded and
smiled. “I just had to ask, that’s all,” Quinn told him.

“Yeah, OK. Walter’s the same damn way.”

“Anything else you can tell me?”

“He drives an old POS Taurus.”

“What color? What year?”

“Hell, I don’t know. Those Taurus, they all
look the same. And the color. . . .” Rags gazed briefly at the wall
above Quinn’s shoulder. “Dark’s all I remember. Green? Maybe
brown?”

“Maybe black?” Quinn added.

“Sure, maybe.” Rags slurped down a swallow of
Coke. “So, are we good?”

“Good? Hell, Rags, we’re great. I’ll tell
Walter you came through for me, solid gold.”

“Well, all right!” Rags said and held out his
arm to bump fists. “That son of a bitch pervert gives you any
trouble, you mess him up, OK? World don’t need no more kiddie
rapers, that’s for damn sure.”

“That’ll be up to him. Thanks. . . . I gotta
go,” Virgil began to slide out of the booth.

“You want the rest of your mu shu?”

“It’s all yours.”

Rags smiled and scraped the plate clean on
top of his chow mein.

“I’m glad I ain’t no Muslim no more,” Rags
said as Virgil escaped the booth. “This here is mighty tasty.”

 


* * *

 


Around one-thirty the Fireside’s customers
began to wander back to their cars. By then the hooker had
processed two more guys, and at around ten to two she packed it in
as well. By then only the Taurus, the F150, the beat-up Escalade,
and Quinn’s Lexus were left in the lot. The string of blinking
Christmas-tree lights tacked around the edge of the roof flickered
off a couple of minutes after two and a few seconds after that
three figures pushed through the back door. A skinny man with a
face like a lumpy wedge of cheese climbed into the pickup and tore
out, spitting bits of cracked asphalt behind him. The stocky man
with the missing tooth headed for the Escalade then stopped and
stared at the Taurus’s front tire.

“Looks like you got a problem,” he called
out, pointing.

Willie Ray bent over and peered intently at
the tire as if staring at it might suddenly make it whole.
“Shit!”

The toothless man laughed and climbed into
the Escalade.

“JT, give me a ride over to the ARCO.”

“I’m going home.”

“Hey! I need a ride man!” Stark shouted and
yanked on the Escalade’s locked passenger door.

“I can’t hear you . . . . asshole,” the
toothless man shouted and pulled away, dragging Stark a couple of
feet before he finally let go.

“Fucking bastard!” Stark shouted at the
disappearing tail lights, then scowled at the Taurus’s sagging
front end. “Fuck!” he muttered and looked hopelessly around the
lot, empty except for Quinn’s car. Stark took a hesitant step
toward the Lexus, peered inside, and jerked when he spotted Quinn’s
pale, sleeping face floating in the darkness above the leather
seats. “Hey!” Stark called out and slapped the Lexus’ fender with
the flat of his hand.

Virgil made a show of stumbling awake and
staring into the darkened lot.

“Hey, buddy!” Stark called again and waved
his hands. Virgil rolled his window down a couple of inches. “I got
a flat.” Stark pointed to the sagging Taurus. Virgil turned his
head to follow Stark’s hand. “Can you give me a ride to the gas
station?”

“What time is it?” Virgil asked as if half
asleep. “Where’s Shelly?”

“Who?”

“Shelly. I was supposed to meet up with her
after her shift.”

“Hey, man, I don’t know about no Shelly. The
bar’s closed and everybody’s gone home except you and me, and my
fucking car’s got a flat. So, how about it? Will you do me a solid
and help me out here?”

Virgil stared blearily around the empty lot.
“Let me take a look,” he said and got out. “Yeah, she’s flat all
right,” Quinn agreed a moment later.

“I know she’s fucking flat. That’s what I
just told you. You gonna help me out or what?”

“Virgil Quinn,” Virgil said, holding out his
hand. Stark stared at it for a moment then stuck out his own
arm.

“Willie Ray Stark.”

Virgil shook Stark’s hand then paused to
think. “Willie Ray Stark? Where have I heard that name? . . . Oh, I
know. It’s on the warrant in my back pocket.”

Stark’s brain seemed to choke on the word
“warrant” and he stared stupidly at Quinn.

“U.S. Marshal,” Virgil said, holding up his
badge. “You know the drill. Put your hands on the car.” Stark took
a step back. “Where are you gonna run to?” Virgil asked, waving his
hand around the deserted lot. “Unless you’ve got a gun. If you’ve
got a gun, show it to me.”

Stark’s hand slowly edged toward his boot. In
an instant Virgil’s Glock 22 was pointing at Stark’s chest.

“See now, that changes everything. If you
were unarmed then I’d have to chase you down and wrestle around
with you ‘cause we’re not supposed to shoot unarmed men. But now,”
Virgil pointed the Glock at Stark’s left thigh, “I can just shoot
you in the leg and I won’t have to get my clothes dirty.”

Stark’s eyes seemed locked on the muzzle of
Virgil’s weapon.

“So, what’s it going to be? Hands on the hood
and a nice comfy ride back to my office or lots of blood and a trip
in an ambulance? . . . If I hit the bone it may never heal up
right. You don’t want to be limping around the joint in constant
pain do you?” Stark gave his head an involuntary little shake.
“Well, all right then. Come on, assume the position. I promise I
won’t put the cuffs on too tight.”

Willie Ray hesitated a second longer then
leaned over the Lexus’ hood and spread his legs.

“See, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” Virgil
said a moment later as he led his handcuffed prisoner to the rear
passenger-side door. “Watch your head.”


Chapter Two

 


LOS ANGELES, MAY, NINE AND ONE-HALF YEARS
AGO

 


It was a little after four a.m. by the time
Quinn finished booking Willie Ray Stark into the massive
Metropolitan Detention center on Alameda Street. The huge
skyscraper towered over the 101 freeway like a brooding, stone
temple of righteousness. Designed to hold a thousand broken men, it
was always full.

When Quinn finally walked into the pre-dawn
gloom the internal battle between hunger and sleep had ended and
hunger had won. He headed north on Alviso then left on Spring to a
24-hour café where all the waiters knew him and they brought him
extra cream for his coffee without him having to ask. By the time
Janet arrived at the office around eight-thirty he had almost
finished the paperwork on Stark’s arrest.

“Did you get any sleep?” she asked when she
saw his puffy eyes and the coffee dregs in his cup.

“I dozed off for about an hour between six
and seven.” Virgil nodded an accusation at his coffee cup.

“So, you got him then?”

“I was staking out a bar he’s supposed to
frequent and he walked right up to me.” Virgil held out his hands
palms up. “A fugitive just about surrenders to you, you gotta take
him in.”

“Sure he did,” Janet said, her lips drawn
into a tight line. “It happens all the time.”

“What can I say?”

“Not a fucking thing!”

“Hey, I–”

“Are you staying or are you going home?”

“I may as well finish out the shift,” Virgil
said, imagining the fight with Helen that was waiting for him at
home, the continuation of her perpetual rant, “If you loved me and
your daughter you’d quit your terrible job.”

“I’ll finish up Stark’s paperwork,” Virgil
volunteered.

“Damn right you will. I’m getting a cup of
coffee.”

When she returned Virgil pointed at the first
of the two folders he had placed on her desk. “Ralph Michael
Berwin. He failed to appear on the second day of trial for
securities fraud in New York City. He’s got a brother who works for
a mortgage brokerage in Century City. Or, Lupo Jorge Villareal,”
Quinn said, pointing at the second file. “Federal fugitive out of
Arizona. Apparently he’s an expert at building drug tunnels. He’s
supposed to be headed our way. Which one do you want to take?”

“Really? A white-collar crook who’s probably
hiding out in his brother’s pool house and a drug-cartel smuggler?”
Virgil said nothing. “Stark was our case, Virgil, not your
case. Our case. You froze me out.”

“The shortest distance between two points is
a straight line.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
Janet half shouted. On the far side of the office a couple of heads
turned.

“It means . . . .” Virgil began.

“Don’t do that!”

“Do what?”

“Talk to me in that tone like I’m your
nine-year-old daughter.”

“Nicole is ten,” Virgil said, then
immediately regretted it.

“Do-not-talk-to-me-as-if-I-am-a-child,” Janet
hissed, pausing between each word.

“Sorry. I was trying to say that an
opportunity to grab this guy up presented itself and I either had
to take it or spend the next two days organizing a fucking
rodeo.”

“You had to take it? We’re partners.
We should have taken it.”

Virgil frowned and leaned forward.

“Look,” he said, almost whispering, “I had to
break a few rules to make it work. There was no point in Edgar
writing both of us up if things went bad.”

“Bullshit. The truth is that you don’t trust
me.”

“I trust you with my life.”

“If things had gone sideways you would have
had to lie to the boss which means that if I had been there I’d
have had to lie too. Just admit it. You don’t trust me to lie for
you. . . . Don’t you know by now, Virgil, that I’d do anything for
you?”

Virgil stared at her for a moment then looked
away. “I was just protecting you. Why should my nonsense get both
of us fired?”

“Because we’re partners, asshole!” Virgil
raised his hand in a quieting motion as more heads turned their
way. “We’re going after the cartel guy!” Janet told him and hid her
face behind Villareal’s file.

 


* * *

 


It was still light when Virgil arrived home,
the days lengthening as May wore down almost to the end. Helen’s
car wasn’t in the driveway, but she liked to keep it in the garage,
out of sight of the faceless predators she was convinced were
stalking her and Nicole. All, she complained, because of him.

Virgil had just reached the front steps when
he noticed the morning newspaper lying on the grass a few feet from
the camellias. He stared at it for a second then picked it up,
still bound with a blue rubber band. Why hadn’t Helen . . .
but then he remembered how much the stories of drive-by shootings
and carjackings frightened her. If it had been up to her they would
be living in some mythical small-town American dream where he would
sell cupcakes or build birdhouses and the jails would always be
empty because no one would ever do anything wrong.

“Helen, it’s me,” Virgil called out as he
came through the door, then turned to punch the code in to kill the
squealing alarm. Silence filled the room. “Helen? Nicole? Daddy’s
home.”

The lights were off. The alarm had been set.
The house felt empty. Virgil hurried over to the door to the
garage. Helen’s Subaru wasn’t there. He released the breath he
hadn’t realized he’d been holding.

Probably grocery shopping or picking up
something for dinner, he thought, and looked at his watch.
Traffic was still pretty heavy heading into the Valley. He checked
the fridge. Not enough left-overs in there to feed the three of
them.

Yeah, that was probably it, Virgil told
himself. She’s out picking up dinner and she got caught in traffic
or there was a line at Rubio’s or whatever place sold the kind of
food that Nicole was asking for tonight.

Virgil peeled off his sweaty shirt, washed
his face, pulled on a clean t-shirt, opened a bottle of beer and
collapsed in his favorite chair. Slowly, the golden light seeping
past the drapes turned pink then gray until, finally, it faded
entirely away. Virgil lolled his head and sleep slowly enveloped
him like warm, thick oil. Eventually, some shout or laugh or a
thump in the street startled him and he awoke in darkness,
disoriented and confused. A few streaks of light from the street
lamp painted the far wall. Virgil peered groggily into the
darkness. The faint glow from his watch said it was twenty to
ten.

“Helen? Nicole?”

Virgil staggered to his feet and shuffled to
the light switch by the front door. The garage was still empty.
Virgil paced through the house, hurriedly checking each room.
Thankfully, he was not greeted with any scenes of carnage or
robbery. Where the hell were they?

Virgil tried Helen’s cell but the call went
directly to voice mail. Who were her friends? Karen something?
Sheila something? She didn’t have a physical address book.
Those had all disappeared with American-made TV sets and
rotary-dial phones.

Helen’s father was dead and she hadn’t spoken
to her mother in three years, some fight about taking Nicole to
church too little, or too much. She once had had a sister, Theresa,
who had left her University of Bowie dorm room one night to meet
some friends at a pizza joint and had never been seen again. Six
years later the FBI caught Warren Lester Santangello and locked him
up for eleven murders that they knew about and at least a dozen
more they suspected but could not prove.

Santangello had arrived in College Park two
weeks before Theresa disappeared and left five days after. The
Maryland State Police detective who was the primary on Theresa’s
case believed that Santangello had raped and killed her and
disposed of her body, but Santangello refused to cooperate as long
as any of his appeals were still pending. He was murdered in prison
eleven days before his final appeal was denied.

Every time Virgil thought of his marriage to
Helen, the image of a rock bouncing off the windshield of an
eighteen-wheeler, suddenly starring the glass, popped into his
head. The damage started out small, just a few faint lines, then it
got bigger and bigger until you couldn’t see the glass for the
cracks. For Helen, Virgil thought, Theresa’s murder had been that
stone against the windshield of her life. At first he hadn’t paid
much attention to it, then he kept telling himself that the cracks
in Helen’s psyche would heal or at least stop growing. But they had
only gotten worse.

By ten-thirty Virgil was dialing the
hospitals and his friends in the LAPD and the County Sheriff’s
office, looking for reports of crashed cars and unidentified
victims. Nothing. At eleven he dragged Helen’s mother in Baltimore,
where it was two in the morning, out of bed. All he got for his
trouble were angry denials and a slammed-down phone.

Finally, around one a.m., exhausted and still
fully dressed, he collapsed into his bed. That’s when he felt the
crunch of paper beneath his neck. When he grabbed for the lamp it
tumbled off the night table. He scrambled off the bed after it,
managed to work the switch, then held it above the pillow like a
sixty-watt lantern. A pale paper corner slightly whiter than the
cream-colored sheets peaked out above the edge of the bed
clothes.

Virgil stared as if confronted by an alien
contrivance. It was just a plain 5 X 7 envelope that might have
contained a Hallmark wish for a happy anniversary or a quick
recovery from a broken leg. Virgil ripped the flap open and
extracted a single sheet of white paper folded into quarters. He
sank down on the bed and hunched forward to read the page in the
lamp’s feeble glow. It was printed, he assumed, on the computer in
the spare room.

 


 


 


Virgil,

 


Again and again I’ve
begged you not to put our lives in danger but you don’t care. You
have refused for the last time. I must protect my child from the
criminals and killers and drug dealers who will inevitably murder
us to punish you.

 


I want to live but I’m not
doing this for myself. I am a mother and I must protect my child. I
will do anything and everything necessary to protect
Nicole.

 


I gave you a choice – your
so-called job or your family. You chose your job. So be it. Now I
have to be the one to protect Nicole. I will do what is necessary
to save her life, and my own.

 


You win. You can have your
job. Keep it, until those monsters come for you as they inevitably
will. They will not get us. If you will not save your daughter’s
life, I will, no matter what it takes. I will.

 


Do not look for us. We are
gone. Forever.

 


– Helen

 


His heart pounding, Virgil jammed the letter
into his pocket and tore through the house, pulling out credit-card
bills, phone bills and every scrap of personal information he could
lay his hands on, then he raced back to his office.

He started with a BOLO on Helen and her
Subaru and followed that with a trace on her credit cards and cell
phone. How far could she go? Do not look for us. We are
gone. She was just a housewife and a part-time work-at-home
bookkeeper. He was a Deputy U.S. Marshal. He found people for a
living. Except that her cell phone was not only turned off, the
battery had been removed. How would she know to do that? he
wondered. Television? Some book on disappearing she found on the
Internet?

The next morning, sweating and rumpled,
Virgil confronted his boss as he came through the front door.

“What’s happened?” Chief Deputy Marshal Perry
Edgar asked when he saw the fear in Quinn’s puffy, bloodshot
eyes.

“My wife and daughter are missing,” Virgil
told him in a broken voice that Edgar had never heard from Quinn
before.

“Missing? Are you saying they were
kidnapped?”

Virgil’s hand slid across his hip pocket.
Helen’s letter crinkled beneath his fingertips.

“I don’t know,” Virgil said after a long
pause.

“Were there any signs of a struggle? A
break-in?”

“No, nothing. The house was neat and the
security alarm had been set. Everything was normal except that they
were both gone.”

“Are any clothes or suitcases missing?”

“I – I didn’t check. After calling the
hospitals and the police I came down here and started running
Helen’s phone and credit cards. There’s been no activity.”

“No activity?” Edgar asked, knowing that was
a bad sign. Most experienced crooks were smart enough not to kidnap
someone and then put themselves on a security camera by using their
credit card. “Was there a note?”

“No,” Virgil said instantly. The Service
would help him find a possibly kidnapped family but not one that
had just fled, at least not until the court had issued a parental
interference warrant and maybe not even then unless there was
evidence that Helen had taken Nicole across state lines. “We need
to find my family, Perry. We need to move fast.”

Had they been kidnapped or had Quinn’s
famously unhappy and possibly unstable wife just run off? Edgar
wondered. Not that it made any difference. Without proof one way or
the other they had to err on the side of caution.

“OK, we’ll treat this as a possible assault
on the family of a sworn officer. You and Janet do what you have to
do. I want a report in two hours.”

“Thanks boss.”

“No one messes with our families. Hang in
there, Virgil. We’ll find them.”

That crazy bitch! Virgil thought.
This is what I do for a living. Five or six hours, tops, and
I’ll find them. But he didn’t. Not that day, or the next, or
the next.

 


* * *

 


“Mom, I want to call dad,” Nicole
insisted.

“We can’t, sweetheart.”

“Why not?”

“Because the bad men can track your
phone.”

“It would just be for a second.”

“Your father wants us to be safe and that
means not using our phones.”

“We could use one of those phones at the 7-11
or buy a new one.”

“No, Nicole. I explained all this to
you.”

“I don’t understand why we can’t just stop
someplace and call dad. It would be really fast.”

“Nicole, your father is a policeman. I told
you he’s working undercover. He’s after some very bad men,
dangerous men. I showed you the stories on the Internet about the
drug cartels. Those are the men he’s after and they kill whole
families. If we call him they’ll find out that he’s a policeman and
they’ll kill him. You don’t want that, do you?”

“No,” Nicole sniffled.

“Of course not. And if they find out he’s a
policeman they’ll come after us. Your father doesn’t want anything
bad to happen to us. That’s why we have to disappear, so that the
drug people can never, ever, ever find us. If they ever found us
they’d use us to get to your father and after they killed him then
they’d kill us too. Now do you understand.”

“I suppose,” Nicole said but clearly she
didn’t.

“Listen to me, sweetie. The most important
thing in the world to your father is catching criminals and to do
that he needs us to be safe, to be where no one can ever, ever find
us. We have to do this not only to protect ourselves but to protect
him too. You don’t want anything to happen to him, do you?”

“No.”

“And you don’t want him to worry about us, do
you?”

“No.”

“All right, now do you understand why you
can’t call your father?”

“But for how long? I mean some day he’ll
catch them or whatever. How long until we can see him again?”

Helen Quinn tightened her grip on the wheel
and stared into the darkness.

“I don’t know, Nicole. Maybe a long
time.”

“A year?”

“No, longer than that.”

“Two years?”

“It will be longer than that, honey. A long
time.”

“How long?” Nicole asked with a little whine
in her voice.

“I’ll tell you when it’s safe. You have to
trust me.”

For half a minute neither spoke and the
former Helen Quinn drove at exactly the speed limit, no more, no
less.

“I don’t like my new name,” Nicole
complained. “I don’t want to be ‘Elaine.’ I want to be Brittany, or
Kristen. Why can’t I be Kristen?”

Helen compressed her lips into a tight
line.

“Because your new birth certificate says that
your name is ‘Elaine’ so that’s what it has to be.”

“Can’t we get another birth certificate but
this time make my name ‘Kristen’?”

“No, Elaine, we can’t.”

“But–”

“Your name is ‘Elaine’ and my name is Phyllis
and that’s all there is to it. Forever. No matter what. And I
never, ever want to hear ‘Helen’ or ‘Nicole’ come out of your mouth
for as long as you live. Do you understand me!” Helen, now Phyllis,
shouted.

“Yes,” Nicole, now Elaine, said in a
whisper.

“What’s my name?” Phyllis demanded.

“Phyllis.”

“I can’t hear you. What’s my name?”

“Phyllis.”

“What’s your name?”

“Elaine.”

“Louder. Say it like you mean it. What’s your
name?”

“Elaine!” her little voice shouted from the
shadows shrouding the passenger seat.

“That’s better. Now push the button on your
seat and move it back. Try to get some sleep. We have a long way to
go before we can stop. A long, long way.”

As Elaine Derwent lay back and closed her
eyes, Phyllis Derwent’s three year-old silver Camry raced across
the desert and bored off into the night.


Chapter Three

 


LOS ANGELES, NOVEMBER, NINE YEARS AGO

 


“You know,” Virgil said, fighting a yawn,
“sooner or later the Internet’s going to screw us over.” He waved
his fingers vaguely in the direction of the China Girl Massage
Studio.

“Meaning what, exactly?” Janet asked.

“How many targets have we caught coming out
of strip clubs, massage parlors, arcades, movie theaters,
wherever?”

“I can’t wait to hear where this is
going.”

“Think about it. What happens when everybody
does all that kind of crap on-line? You want to get laid? Click the
mouse and an hour later the girl shows up at your door. You want to
see naked women? Click the mouse. You want to watch the new Bourne
movie–”

“Click a button. I get it.” Janet glanced at
the Crown Vic’s clock. Across the street the China Girl’s sign
flickered and then went dark. “Maybe tonight our guy just clicked
the mouse,” Janet said.

“This moke? No, we just picked the wrong
joint. Tomorrow we’ll stake out the Thai place.”

“I can hardly wait. You want to get something
to eat? I’ve got a roast chicken in the fridge. I could heat up
some mashed potatoes.”

“Thanks, but I’ve got something I have to
do.”

Janet reached over and took Virgil’s hand.
“You’re the best tracker in the Service, Virgil. It’ll work out.
You’ll find her.”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Quinn said,
staring straight ahead at the darkened storefront.

“Helen running away? You said it yourself.
She’s–”

“Not her running away. I know she’s a crazy
bitch. I just didn’t know how crazy, how close to the line she was
but. . . .” Virgil pulled his hand away in frustration, “What I
can’t figure out is how she’s managed to stay hidden for this long.
I should have found her in six days, hell two days, and it’s been
six months!”

Janet was quiet for a moment and almost took
Virgil’s hand a second time, but then pulled back.

“Maybe it’s what you just said.”

“What I–”

“The Internet. Maybe she found some
specialist in disappearing and she hired him to help her. Maybe
you’re up against a pro who did it all for her.”

“That can’t be cheap, and there weren’t any
big withdrawals from our account. Where would she get the
money?”

“Jeez, Virgil,” Janet said, half-laughing,
“from you of course.”

“What are you talking about?”

“How does she buy gas? How does she buy
Nicole’s clothes? She gets cash from the ATM, right, or cash back
from the Safeway? Then she buys stuff with it. You don’t have a CPA
auditing every grocery bag, do you? Twenty dollars here, forty
there. Maybe she lies to you about the car needing a new fuel pump
and she pockets the money. Maybe you gave her a nice Christmas
present and she returned it for cash. Week after week after week,
it adds up. Before you know it she’s got three thousand, four? That
ought to be enough to buy her some expert help and a new
identity.”

Janet watched Quinn’s expression slip from
confused through thoughtful to concerned.

“That doesn’t mean you won’t find her. And
think about the bright side.”

“The bright side! What the hell would the
bright side be?” Virgil almost shouted.

“Once you find the crazy bitch you’ll be
guaranteed sole custody. No big battle in family court. No
visitation every other weekend. She’ll be locked up and you and
Nicole will be able to move on with your lives, make a clean
start.” Janet pulled Virgil’s hand between her two palms. “You’ll
be able to be with someone who’ll treat you right, who’ll love you
the way you deserve to be loved.”

For a couple of seconds Quinn stared blankly
at the deserted street, then turned toward her.

“Janet, you know, you and me, we. . . .” he
began but let his voice trail off.

After a couple of heartbeats Janet forced her
lips into a weak smile and released Virgil’s hand. “That’s OK,
Verg. We can leave all that for later, for after you find them.
After we find them.”

“I can’t drag you into this,” Virgil said
hoping that she would let it go.

“We’re partners. I’m here for you.”

“I appreciate that. If I come up with a lead
you can help me with, well, that would be great. . . . What do you
say we call it a night?”

“Actually,” Janet said, drawing out the word,
“I’ve been thinking about this and I had an idea.”

“What kind of an idea?”

“I was thinking about Helen’s disappearance
from the other end. Her phone, her credit cards, her car, they were
all dead ends, but that makes sense. Whoever helped her knew that
they’d be the first places you’d look so he had her dump them and
he got her new ones.”

“I figured that much out for myself. What
does ‘the other end’ mean?”

“Her picture went out to every cop in the
state. Before she did anything else, she had to get out of Southern
California, otherwise she’d be running the risk that somebody might
spot her. So how did she leave? She didn’t fly. The ID checks on
planes are too tight. Trains are almost as bad. A bus? She was
still a middle-aged woman with a ten-year-old child. People would
notice her. There are surveillance cameras in bus stations and
whoever helped her would know that we would check all of them out.
So, what’s left? She had to drive. It was the only real
option.”

“Again, I figured that out for myself.”

“OK, so you checked car sales for the week or
two before she skipped. But you didn’t find anyone who sold a car
to a woman matching her description. Right?”

“Janet, where are you going with this?”

“A lot of cars are sold in Los Angeles and
you had to narrow down the list. You put limits on the ones you
checked out.”

“Sure. It had to be all-cash because she
wouldn’t have had an identity that would have stood up to a bank
credit check,” Virgil agreed.

“And because it was all-cash it had to be a
cheap car. What, two thousand or less?”

“Three. . . . Wait, do you think it was
more?” Virgil asked, shaking his head. “I don’t care how much she
skimmed from the grocery money, there’s no way she could have come
up with more than that and still have had enough left to live on
while she was on the run.”

“What if she had more money than you think?
Maybe a lot more. What if she was planning this for years?”

“No, no way!” Virgil snapped, waving his
hands like an umpire calling off a pitch.

“What about her friends? Was she close to
anyone who could have financed her?”

“Friends? Helen?” Virgil gave a sour laugh.
“It was all I could do to keep her from putting security bars on
the windows and home-schooling Nicole. People terrified her.”

“Family then?”

“Her father and mother were divorced. She was
on the outs with her mother and her father died two years before
she ran.”

“Did she inherit any money from him?”

“No,” Virgil said, half an answer and half a
question.

“How do you know?”

“She told me he was broke, living on social
security.”

“What if she lied?” Janet asked in a voice
barely above a whisper.

Virgil’s lips parted slightly and his eyes
seemed to lose focus.

“Jesus,” he whispered. “What if she
lied?”

 


* * *

 


Janet clicked the mouse and ran through the
same trail she had blazed seven months before. Her U.S. Marshals’
password and a few keystrokes got her access to the California DMV
database. A few more clicks brought up the contents of the form
138s, “Notice Of Transfer And Release Of Liability”, filed during
the month before Helen vanished. Next she exported the list of the
transferee’s names to a script that ran them against California
drivers’ licenses and flagged the buyers who didn’t have a driver’s
license. And . . . bingo, there was Helen’s new name – Susan Carey
Meadows!

Janet printed out the Meadows’ seller’s 138
form and dropped it on Virgil’s desk.

“What’s this?” he asked, looking at her over
his shoulder.

“Two weeks before Helen disappeared the
seller, Hector Ramirez, sold his 2005 Honda Civic to Susan Meadows
but as far as the DMV is concerned Susan Meadows doesn’t exist. I
think we should pay Mr. Ramirez a visit and show him Helen’s
picture.”

A search on Ramirez’s name and address turned
up his social security number which gave them his employer’s name.
The address came back to a furniture distributor on Industrial just
west of Mateo.

Virgil pulled around an eighteen-wheeler
cautiously backing up to a loading dock and he and Janet headed for
a door marked “Receiving & Pickup.” Inside a brown-skinned man
so huge that his clipboard looked like a toy glanced first at
Virgil then at the star in his hand and took half a step back.

“U.S. Marshals,” Virgil said. The man looked
nervously to his left. In the shadows between towering rows of
shelves half a dozen men scurried toward the back door.

“I’m looking for Hector Ramirez,” Virgil told
him.

“Hector’s a citizen.”

“I don’t care about that stuff. We,” Virgil
nodded toward Janet, “don’t have anything to do with ICE. We just
need to talk with Mr. Ramirez.”

“You’re not from immigration?”

“Worlds apart,” Virgil said and decided that
the guy was from Samoa or maybe Tonga.

The man paused for a moment then picked up a
phone.

“Say, uhhh, Hector, there are some people
here in Receiving who want to talk to you. . . . U.S. Marshals,” he
whispered. “Uhhh, OK. . . . He says he’ll be right here.”

A couple of minutes later a chunky man with
oiled, wavy black hair emerged from between two rows of steel
shelves.

“Hector Ramirez,” he said, holding out his
hand. “Deputy U.S. Marshal,” Ramirez mumbled, reading Quinn’s ID
aloud. Then he looked up and laughed.

“How’s that funny?” Janet asked.

“Man oh man, you scared the shit out of my
guys,” he said smiling. “I should be pissed. Half my crew just ran
out the back door. It’s gonna take an hour to round them all up
again.”

“Sorry about that,” Virgil said with a
shrug.

“Well, hell, they work cheap, so there’s
that. Anyway, what can I do for you?”

“It’s about your car, the Civic,” Virgil
said, holding out a copy of Ramirez’s Notice Of Transfer form.
Ramirez gave it a quick glance then handed it back.

“Was it involved in an accident or something,
because it’s not my responsibility what the buyer did with it. It
says so right there on the form, ‘Release Of Liability.’“

“We’re just trying to identify the buyer,
Susan Meadows. Could you look at these pictures and see if you
recognize her in any of them?”

Virgil pulled six 3 X 5 photos from his coat
pocket. Hector leafed through them one-by-one then stopped at
number four.

When he said “Yeah, this is her,” and tapped
Helen’s photo, Virgil let out a sigh of relief. “So, what did she
do?” Ramirez asked.

“We just need to talk to her,” Janet
repeated. “When she bought your car did she show you any
identification?”

“No, just the money. She paid in cash so I
didn’t really care who she was.”

“Where did you get the buyer’s information
you put on the DMV form?” Virgil asked.

“From her. I printed the form off the
Internet in advance because I knew I would have to fill it out.
That wasn’t the first car I had ever sold, and I didn’t want to get
stuck with any parking tickets or whatever bills she ran up.”

“So, you just asked her for her info and
wrote down what she told you?”

“More or less. Why? Did she rob a bank or
something?”

“No. How did she get to your house? Did she
drive or did someone drop her off?”

“My house? I don’t let anybody off Craig’s
List near my house. No, I met her at the Home Depot on Slauson. She
gave me the cash and I gave her the keys and I signed the Pink
Slip. She got in and drove away and my son, Oskar, took me home in
his car. . . . Was it drugs? Was she smuggling drugs in my car,
well, what used to be my car?”

Virgil gave Janet a quick glance then stuck
out his hand.

“We want to thank you for your help, Mr.
Ramirez. Sorry about scaring off your employees.”

“Independent contractors. We make them all
sign an independent contractor form to keep the paperwork
straight.”

“Right,” Virgil said, catching a couple of
faces peeking from between the massive shelves. “Independent
contractors.”

 


* * *

 


“We’ve got her new name,” Janet said,
smiling, once they were back in their car.

“If that’s really the name she’s using.”
Virgil frowned and turned left on Industrial. “You heard him. It
was all verbal. If she was smart enough to get that far she was
probably smart enough not to give him the real name she’s using on
her new papers.”

Janet nodded solemnly, but inside, her heart
was singing. Susan Carey Meadows was the name Janet had helped
Helen pick out for her new ID. Now it was all coming together.
Janet would be instrumental in Virgil tracking Helen down and with
Helen locked up and Virgil out from under their nightmare of a
marriage he would finally see her clearly, realize what they could
have together. For a moment she even allowed herself to daydream
about maybe, someday, adopting Nicole, raising her as her own
child. Mrs. Virgil Quinn. Janet glanced at Virgil when he
squealed the tires turning right on Mateo, heading for the 10.

“Why the long face? You should be happy.”

“I don’t buy the Meadows name, not for a
second.”

“Even if you’re right, we’ve still got her
car. We’ll put out a BOLO on the Civic in Oregon and Nevada, maybe
Arizona and Utah too. Someone’s going to spot it sooner or
later.”

Virgil didn’t reply, just stared nervously at
the landscape until they turned north on the 101.

 


* * *

 


The next morning Janet found Quinn slumped in
his chair with the Marshals’ screen saver bouncing around his
monitor. She grabbed a cup of coffee from the break room, doused it
with a couple of tablespoons of powdered creamer, then gently shook
him awake.

“Were you here all night?” she asked, handing
him the cup.

“No, I left around midnight. I decided it
would be a good idea to get drunk. One thing led to another and I
never made it home. Home. That’s a laugh.”

“Were you celebrating? Did you get a new
lead?”

“Oh, sure. I got a lead all right. . . .
Straight down a well at the end of a dead-end street.” Quinn threw
the mouse across the desk.

“What happened?” A sour ache began to churn
Janet’s stomach.

“Two days before she skipped, Susan Carey
Meadows sold the Civic for cash to a Scott Almonson who lives in
Culver City. He likes it. He says it’s a great car except that the
passenger rear tire had a slow leak. . . . Shit!” Virgil exploded
and pounded his desk.

Sold it? Janet’s mind was racing. When
she had dropped Helen off to buy the Civic at the Home Depot the
plan was for her to leave it in the Von’s lot near the airport
then, when she was going to make her escape, she would dump her
Subaru at LAX and take a bus back to the Von’s and pick up the
Civic. From there she was supposed to park the Honda at the end of
her block out of sight of the surveillance camera, get Nicole, walk
to the Honda, drive to Vegas, and live under the Susan Carey
Meadows name for at least a year. The bitch lied to me and
switched up the plan!

“What about the Susan Meadows name? Any
credit cards, bank accounts or cell phones in it?” she asked, an
edge of fear creeping into her voice.

“Nada,” Virgil said, rubbing his bloodshot
eyes.

“OK . . . OK.” Janet’s head was spinning.
There has to be something I can do, she told herself. “Then
she bought another car. We can go back to the list of vehicle
transferees and find another fake car buyer.”

“I already did that. I found three, all
males.”

“Maybe one of them bought the car for her. We
can add those plates to the BOLO.”

“I already did that, but I’m not optimistic.
She’s been this careful. I don’t think she would have hired some
stranger to buy a car for her. First, she’d have to find someone to
do it. Second, she’s terrified of strange men. And third, I don’t
see her giving ten or fifteen thousand in cash to some guy off
Craig’s List and trusting him to buy her a car and then meekly hand
her the keys. Why would he when he could just keep the money and
walk away?”

“All right, then she bought it herself and we
just have to identify the name she used,” Janet said, trying to
control her stinking fear. Virgil shook his head. “What?” she
snapped.

“All she needed to do was give the seller the
legitimate name of any person who does have a driver’s license –
her hair dresser, the woman at the drugstore, one of the teachers
from Nicole’s school – anybody. She gets the seller to sign the
pink slip on the back in blank and she tells him that she’ll fill
out her buyer’s information later. Then she drives off in her new
Chevy or whatever and disappears.”

“She’ll still have to register the car and
when she does her new name won’t match the buyer’s name on the
Transfer of Ownership form,” Janet said, desperation creeping into
her voice. “We match up all the new registrations against the names
of the transferees on the 138s and we’ll have her.”

“No, we won’t,” Virgil said, leaning back and
closing his eyes.

“Why the hell not!”

“Jeez, you’d think it was your wife and kid
who’d disappeared.”

“Why won’t it work?”

“Because she can wait six months, maybe a
year, to turn in the pink slip and when she does it might be in
Nevada, Oregon, Arizona, Washington, hell, Vermont for Christ’s
sake. She hands over the pink slip for a car we know nothing about
to some DMV clerk in Pennsylvania with her new name filled in on
the back. How the hell are we supposed to find out about it? We
don’t have access to every vehicle registered in every state in the
country and even if we did we couldn’t run them all against the
names of all the buyers of the thousands of cars sold in Southern
California during the months before she skipped. There’s no way we
can ever hope to pick her out of that haystack.”

“But–”

“Face it, Janet. It’s a dead end. I
appreciate all your help, everything you tried to do. It was a good
idea. It was. But it just didn’t work. Now, I have to go back to
square one and start all over.”

“But, where? How could she do this? How could
she be so . . . devious?”

“Like you said. She’s a crazy bitch. But I’m
the one who married her. It’s not your fault. None of this is your
fault.” But, Janet thought, it is. “Are you OK?”
Virgil asked noticing the sick expression on her face.

“I’m just so . . . disappointed, for you,”
she said watching her twisting fingers, then she looked up and
tried to smile. Virgil’s face seemed to go blank and she saw his
eyes drifting past her. She followed his gaze to Penny from HR who
glanced over her shoulder and smiled in Virgil’s direction. When
Janet turned back Virgil was wearing his “I don’t know anything
about the missing cookies” expression.

“Oh my God, Virgil.”

“What?”

“Now I guess I know what you meant by ‘one
thing led to another.’ She’s why you never made it home last night,
isn’t she?” Janet asked in a voice like ashes.

“It was just sex.”

“She’s a kid!”

“She’s twenty-three, which was over the legal
age to drink and screw the last time I checked. Besides, you’re my
partner not my wife. I don’t ask you who you’re sleeping with.”

Janet stood, frozen, her mouth half open, her
fantasy dreams of a life as Mrs. Virgil Quinn crumbling to
dust.

“I . . . ,” she began then, tears running
down her cheeks, turned and raced for the ladies’ room.

“Janet, I’m . . . .” Virgil sputtered to a
stop, and, as she disappeared from view, muttered, “. . .
sorry.”

For the next two days they barely spoke, and
when they did talk it was only about how they were going to grab up
the next fugitive on their list. On Friday afternoon Janet asked
Virgil to walk her to her car. She stopped at the curb and turned
toward the Wells Fargo building glowing bronze in the afternoon
sun.

“I’ve put in for a transfer,” she said, not
looking at him.

“What? Why? Come on. Is this about Penny? She
doesn’t mean anything to me.”

“I know she doesn’t, Virgil.” Janet glanced
at him briefly then, again, looked away. “Edgar approved it. I
asked him to rush it through. The Chicago office is short-handed so
that’s where I’m going.”

“When are you leaving?”

“I’m supposed to start Monday but they’ll
give me a couple of personal days to find a place to live. I’ll
have somebody pack up my stuff and ship it out.”

“Janet, I– are you sure about this?”

“I think I need to make some changes in my
life. You understand?”

“Not really,” Virgil said, studying her
face.

“It doesn’t matter.” Suddenly, she hugged
him. “I’m so sorry about Helen and Nicole. If I could fix it, if I
could get them back for you, I would,” she said, tears slurring her
words. She stood there for several seconds, crying softly, then
released him and hurried away.


Chapter Four

 


PROVO, UTAH - MAY, EIGHT AND ONE-HALF YEARS
AGO

 


It was a neighborhood of two and three story
apartment buildings framed in mixtures of brick and wood. With the
end of the school year only days away the oaks and sycamores
shading the sidewalk were in full leaf. Virgil parked his rented
Focus one building away from his target. For the hundredth time he
ran over the steps that had brought him here on this Monday
afternoon.

He had re-started his search for Helen and
Nicole with the knowledge that a ten-year-old could get by with a
completely false identity but an adult could not. No one expected a
kid to have a credit history or an employment record. Helen could
have used Photoshop to fake up a birth certificate in any name she
wanted, but that wouldn’t work for an adult. Helen would need an
identity solid enough to allow her to open a bank account and get a
job and apply for a credit card. The most common way to do that was
to find someone who had been born around the same time you were and
who had died when they were old enough to have had a driver’s
license, a social security card and a high-school diploma, someone
whose identity you could steal without their being around to
complain about it. His daughter’s new name didn’t have to be real.
Helen’s did.

He started by tracking down every new,
first-time elementary school registration for nine, ten or
eleven-year-old girls in the twelve western states. He eliminated
private schools, figuring that their admittance criteria were
higher and their background checks would be more thorough than
Helen would want to risk.

It took months. Once he had the list of new
female students he ran the mothers’ names and dates of birth
against the death records in each of the same twelve states. He
uncovered a surprising number of possibly fictitious identities but
the list was small enough to be manageable. He had thirty-two
mothers whose names and dates of birth were the same as someone who
had been reported dead.

Virgil next ran the thirty-two girls’ names
and dates of birth through the listed state’s Bureau of Vital
Statistics. Three of the children’s names didn’t exist. He called
the principals at each of their three schools. The first two were
dead ends, then he got to number three.

Before she would answer any of his questions
the Vice Principal at Provo Glen Elementary School demanded that
Virgil fax her a copy of his ID and then she insisted on calling
him back at the L.A. Marshals’ publically listed phone number.

 


* * *

 


“You understand that we must be careful with
any information concerning our children,” Evelyn Slidell told him
in a prissy voice.

“Of course. I’m going to need your email
address so that I can send you a couple of sketches.”

“What is this about?” She demanded.

“We need some information for an
investigation we’re pursuing.”

“Is the child’s father a criminal? What did
he do?”

“Ms. Slidell, what is your email address,
please?”

“Because I need to know if our children are
in danger.”

“They’re not in any danger.”

“Then why are you looking for them?”

“Ms. Slidell, are you refusing to cooperate
with law enforcement?”

“Of course not, but–”

“Do I need to send a couple of policemen to
your office in order to secure your cooperation?”

“No,” she snapped after a two second
pause.

“Good. What’s your email address?”

Virgil hadn’t realized until he’d started
preparing the BOLO on Helen and Nicole that over the weeks before
she fled his wife had deleted every photo of herself and his
daughter from his phone and their computer. She’d even removed the
hard copy pictures that he kept in his wallet. In the end the best
he could do was make a copy of her DMV photo and get a Marshals’
Service artist to work up a sketch of Nicole. Virgil had already
attached Helen’s picture and the artist’s sketch to a form email
and it took only a few seconds to type Ms. Slidell’s address into
the “TO” line.

“All right, I’ve got it,” She said a minute
later. “What do you want me to do?”

“Look at the pictures and tell me if they
look familiar.”

“I only talked to the mother for a couple of
minutes.”

“Please look anyway.”

The phone made a CLACKING noise when she put
it on her desk, then Virgil heard a string of clicks and taps then
silence then more computer sounds. Finally, she picked up the phone
again.

“I’m looking at your pictures,” she said
uncertainly, “but I don’t know. The little girl sort of looks
similar, in a way, but her hair is wrong. If it was a picture
instead of just a drawing I might be able to tell. The mother . . .
I suppose it could be her. She looked heavier to me.”

Virgil held his breath for a count of three
before he trusted himself to speak.

“Let’s try this. Can you say that you are
certain that the mother and daughter you met are definitely
not the people in the pictures?”

“Oh, no. It could be them. It’s just that I
can’t say for sure that it is them. Do you have any other
photos you could send me?”

“Thank you, Ms. Slidell. That’s all I
need.”

“Should I call the police or Child
Services?”

“No! Don’t do anything. Not one word. This is
official business. Do you understand?”

“Not really, no.”

“Do absolutely nothing. Pretend that this
call never happened. All right?”

“All right,” she agreed uncertainly after
another long pause.

“Good. Thank you for your help and don’t tell
anyone about our conversation. Please fax me their address.”

Now, one day later, Virgil was parked a few
yards away from 487 East 500 North Street, Provo, Utah, waiting for
his long-lost daughter to come home from school. At half past three
the bus passed his position and half a minute later a girl in a
blue blouse and dark pants headed up the apartment building’s front
walk. Her hair was wrong, almost a honey blonde instead of Nicole’s
deep chocolate, but he figured Helen had probably dyed it to
disguise her identity.

Virgil reached for the binoculars then pulled
his hand away when he noticed a woman across the street staring at
his car. A strange man in a parked car watching a little girl
through a pair of binoculars was going to cause problems. Virgil
squinted into the sun and tried to make out the child’s face but
she was in profile and heading slightly away from him. It could
be Nicole, he told himself. It had to be.

As soon as she entered the building he left
the car and sprinted for the front doors. Through the glass he saw
her climb the stairs to the second floor. The building was full of
students from Brigham Young and a few seconds after pressing half a
dozen random buttons one of them buzzed him in.

Virgil reached the second-floor landing just
in time to see the girl enter unit 209. He draped the lanyard
holding his star over his head and hurried to the door. For a
second he hesitated, then knocked twice. He expected a “Who is it?”
or the pale edge of a face to peer at him through a gap between
pulled-aside curtains, but instead the door was opened by a woman
whose expression instantly shifted from smiling to terrified.

“How did you find us?” she cried, tears
beginning to stream down her face.

“Who are you?” Virgil looked past her to the
little girl standing a few feet behind.

“What? Don’t you know?”

Frightened and confused the child drew closer
and clutched her mother’s waist. She was about Nicole’s age, a
little taller, and her eyes were more hazel-green than brown. It
wasn’t her.

“Ma’am,” Virgil stuttered, his heart
pounding, “I’m Deputy U.S. Marshal Virgil Quinn. What’s your name,
your real name?”

“He sent you, didn’t he, Glenn? Why are you
helping him? Do you know what he’ll do if he finds us?”

“Glenn is your husband?”

“No!” the woman cried. “He was my boyfriend.
He’s crazy. Why are you helping him? Why. . . .” Her words trailed
off, choked by a flood of tears.

“May I come in, ma’am,” Virgil asked in a
soft voice, “so that you can explain all this to me?”

Half an hour later, after he had called his
office and checked out her story, he was heading back to the
airport. Her name was Etta Latham. She had gotten herself tangled
up with a rich psychopath named Glenn Purdue and when the warnings




* * *
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