
  Chapter 1


  BY THE TIME I BROUGHT COFFEE INTO THE LIVING ROOM, Alan had removed the baby’s outer layer of pink blankets. I took a look inside the carrier as I set the cup down on a side table. I don’t know much about babies at the moment. I’m sure I’ll know a lot more three months from now when my new grandson is expected to arrive on the scene. In the meantime it occurred to me that the baby in my living room appeared to be very new. So what was Alan Dale doing driving solo up and down the I-5 corridor with a newborn infant in tow?


  “What’s her name again?” I asked as I sat down. “And how old is she?”


  “Athena,” he answered, “Athena Marie, and she’s six weeks old—six weeks tomorrow. She just got out of Children’s Hospital yesterday.”


  The natural follow-up question would have been “Where’s her mommy?” but something—some newfound restraint that never used to be part of my conversational makeup—kept me from going there.


  “How’s Jasmine these days?” I asked instead.


  He shook his head miserably, looking as distraught as anyone I’d ever seen. “I lost her,” he said simply.


  The word “lost,” used in that context, generally means one of two things. Either Jasmine had done Alan wrong and had taken off on him or else she had died. The utter defeat and desolation in his demeanor hinted at the latter.


  “What happened?” I asked.


  “Hep C,” he said bleakly.


  And that said it all. Hepatitis C, an often-fatal liver infection, can be contracted any number of ways, including by reusing dirty needles, but it can also come about due to serious drinking. I’ve been sober for years now, but there was plenty of serious drinking in my past. When they started advertising that new hep C treatment on TV a couple of years ago, I went to see my doc and got tested—“an ounce of prevention,” as Mel had called it. When I came up clear, we both felt as though we’d dodged a bullet. I knew that Jasmine Day had been deep into drugs back in the late seventies, a time when things like HIV and hep C weren’t even a blip on the radar for most people. I hadn’t a doubt in the world that she’d been an IV drug user back then and that hep C had been lying in wait, ready to spring on her, years and years after she quit using.


  “When?” I asked.


  “A little over ten years ago,” he said.


  “There are medications for that now,” I offered.


  He nodded. “I know. They were coming then, too, but by the time Jasmine tried to get in to one of the human trials, it was already too late for her. She was sick for a long time, in and out of the hospital. No insurance, of course, so we ended up losing pretty much everything, including the house. If it hadn’t been for Jasmine’s mom, I would have been up shit creek.”


  “I’m so sorry to hear about this,” I said. “But what’s the deal here, Alan? Why do you need a PI?”


  “It’s about my daughter,” he told me, “Jasmine’s and my daughter. Her name is Naomi—Naomi Louise Dale.”


  Knowing that hep C can be transmitted from mother to child, I hated asking the next question, but I did it anyway. “What about Naomi?” I asked. “Does she have hep C, too?”


  Alan shrugged and slumped in his chair. “Maybe,” he said darkly, and then, after a pause, he added, “Make that probably. She might have inherited it from her mother, but she’s also been into drugs big time for years, so she could very well have contracted it on her own. At the time Jasmine was diagnosed, we tried to encourage Naomi to get tested, but by then she wasn’t listening to a word we said. I doubt she took our advice.”


  “I take it Naomi is Athena’s mother?”


  Alan nodded, and his reply made me wonder, if that was the case, why was baby Athena riding all over hell and gone with Alan rather than with her mother? And if Naomi had come down with hepatitis C . . .


  “If Naomi has hep C,” I asked, “what about Athena?”


  “I worried about that, too,” Alan admitted. “Given the family history, I asked Athena’s doc at Children’s to test her. He says she’s clear.”


  “Thank God for that,” I murmured. “So what’s the story, then, Alan? Why exactly did you come looking for me?”


  “Naomi’s gone missing,” he answered. “I’m hoping you can find her.”


  “She went missing somewhere around here?”


  “Yes,” he said. “She disappeared in Seattle.”


  “Tell me what happened.”


  “When Naomi was admitted to Harborview in late January to have the baby, she listed her grandmother, Helen Gibbons, as her next of kin.”


  “Helen is Jasmine’s mother?”


  Alan nodded. “Yes,” he said. “Helen is my mother-in-law. After Naomi disappeared, the hospital called Helen, and she called me.”


  “You’re saying Naomi disappeared from the hospital?”


  “Yes, right after giving birth, she got dressed and walked out before anyone realized she was gone.”


  “And left Athena behind?”


  “Abandoned her at the hospital,” Alan corrected. “At the time Naomi took off, Athena was locked up in Harborview Medical Center’s neonatal unit because she was both premature and underweight. She was also addicted to methadone. As I said, the hospital called Helen, and she called me. I quit my job—I was working a bus-and-truck show in Cincinnati at the time—and caught the next plane out. By the time I got here, Harborview had already transferred Athena over to Children’s. I’ve been with her ever since.”


  “On your own?”


  “Yes, on my own,” he said with a hopeless shrug. “Who else is there? Helen has health issues that make it no longer feasible for her to fly. I’ve had a room at the Silver Cloud in Seattle’s University District for over a month now, but I haven’t spent much time there. It’s expensive as all hell, and I wouldn’t be able to cover it if Helen weren’t willing to help. But it’s close to the hospital. While Athena was an inpatient, I generally stopped by the hotel just long enough to grab a shower and eat some breakfast. Most nights I spent in the nursery at the hospital—holding her, rocking her. She was hooked on methadone at birth and had to go through withdrawal.” He shuddered, remembering. “It was horrible,” he managed at last, choking on the words as he spoke. “How a mother could do that to her own baby—feed her that kind of poison—is more than I can understand!”


  Alan broke off then. I sat there in the silence trying to figure out where I fit into this unfolding family drama. Was he searching for his missing daughter in hopes of affecting some kind of reconciliation with her, or was he concerned that Naomi had landed in hot water, and he was here hoping to bail her out of it?


  “Methadone is what they use to help get addicts off drugs,” I said at last. “Maybe Naomi was trying to get clean.”


  “I doubt it,” Alan said. “The thing is, now that Athena has been released from the hospital, I’ll have to locate someplace less expensive for us to stay until we get things sorted out.”


  “What things?” I asked.


  “If I hadn’t shown up, Athena would have gone straight from the hospital into foster care,” Alan explained. “I’m petitioning to be appointed her legal guardian, but that takes time. I’ve been appointed her temporary guardian for the next thirty days, but achieving legal-guardian status can take up to a year. I’m not even allowed to leave town with her until all of that is settled, and that’s why I have to find Naomi now. The only way to shortcut the process is for Naomi to go before a judge and voluntarily relinquish her parental rights. I won’t be able to take Athena home to Jasper with me until that happens.”


  Legal guardianship? Whoa! Here was a widowed guy in his sixties signing on to take full responsibility for a newborn baby? That takes guts—lots of them. My respect for Mr. Alan Dale shot up about ten-thousandfold.


  The baby stirred in her carrier and made a tiny bleating noise. Alan immediately dug in the diaper bag and produced one of those foil-covered containers that are advertised on TV for keeping hot things hot and cold things cold. After removing a baby bottle, Alan leaned over and lifted Athena out of her carrier. That’s when I noticed that while we’d been talking, Lucy had silently oozed her way across the hardwood floor until her nose was resting on her front paws less than two feet away from the baby carrier. She had somehow managed to drag the rug along with her. It was still under her rump—barely. That meant she hadn’t officially broken my stay-on-the-rug command, but she was pushing the boundaries.


  “Lucy,” I said reprovingly, “what do you think you’re doing?”


  Without raising her head, she thumped her long tail at me in acknowledgment, but her intent black eyes remained focused totally on the baby.


  Alan settled Athena in the crook of his arm and offered her the bottle. As she began to pull on the nipple, Alan sent a wary glance in Lucy’s direction.


  “What the hell kind of plug-ugly-looking dog is that anyway?” he asked.


  Since it seemed like a change of subject was in order, I told him the Rambo/Lucy story, about how the dog had been brought into the picture and trained precisely to help protect a woman and her two small children from a guy who loved to rule the roost with iron fists. On the day when push really had come to shove, and for his own protection, the jerk had made sure that the dog was locked in the bathroom before he’d launched what turned out to be his last-ever attack on his wife.


  “My understanding is that Lucy almost tore the bathroom to pieces trying to get out so she could take him on.”


  “But she didn’t hurt the kids?”


  “Far from it. She protected them.”


  “So if she started out being named Rambo,” Alan asked, “how did she turn into Lucy?”


  “The asshole wife-beater was the one who gave her the Rambo handle. Later, when I met her trainer, I discovered that the dog’s original name was Lucy, and that’s what Mel and I call her—Lucy. The DV incident happened here in Bellingham, where my wife, Mel, happens to be chief of police. After the attack, she was able to place the woman and her kids in a shelter, but they couldn’t take the dog along with them. That’s how she ended up here with us. Originally we were supposed to foster the dog until her family got into some kind of permanent housing. About that time, though, the bad guy was cut loose from the slammer and came gunning for Mel. When he showed up, Lucy got in the middle of the fight and ended up being stabbed, thus saving Mel’s life. It cost a bundle in vet bills to patch her up, but it was worth every penny. And when her family ultimately decided against taking her back, there was no way I was willing to part with her.”


  Athena had evidently drunk her fill. After putting the bottle away, Alan threw a cloth pad over his shoulder. He placed the baby on that and then patted her on the back until she burped.


  “She’s probably ready for a diaper change,” he said. “Where should I do that?”


  I directed him to the guest bedroom. While he took care of business, I made both of us another cup of coffee. I was back in my chair in the living room by the time they returned.


  “I wrapped up the diaper in a plastic bag and left it in the bathroom trash,” he said. “I hope that’s okay.”


  “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll take care of it.” Cleaning up after Lucy has made me a whole lot tougher in those messy regards than I ever used to be.


  After being fed and changed, Athena seemed perfectly content to go back into her carrier. While Alan was carefully tending to that, I studied his appearance. I couldn’t imagine being his age and staying up night after night with the daunting task of tending to a newborn baby 24/7, especially a drug-addicted preemie infant. No wonder the poor guy had dark circles under his eyes. He was probably completely exhausted.


  Alan didn’t notice the new cup of coffee until after he had resettled himself in the chair. “Thanks for the refill,” he said. “I appreciate it.”


  I glanced at my watch and realized it was already half past noon and well into lunchtime. “What about some food?” I offered. “Have you had anything to eat?”


  “Breakfast back at the hotel is all,” he answered.


  In my experience those “breakfast included” breakfasts don’t amount to much.


  “I’m not exactly a gourmet cook,” I told him, “but I’m capable of making a killer ham sandwich when called upon to do so. How about one of those?”


  “Sure,” Alan agreed. “That would be great.”


  I left him there and went to the kitchen. When I returned a few minutes later carrying two ham sandwiches on separate plates, I found him fast asleep in the chair. I didn’t wake him. Lucy, having abandoned all pretense of staying on the rug, had curled herself into a surprisingly small ball and positioned herself between Alan’s feet and the baby carrier. I let her be, too. She had yet to decide if Alan posed a threat to the little one, and she obviously wanted to place herself between the baby and him, just in case. Given her unfortunate history, I didn’t blame her a bit.


  Without disturbing any of the three, I placed Alan’s sandwich on the table next to his cup before retreating to my own chair and my own thoughts, which under the circumstances turned out to be more than slightly problematic. Naturally my mind wandered back to the night before Jasmine Day’s final performance at the 5th Avenue Theatre. I couldn’t come up with an exact date, but I estimated it must have been somewhere in the late eighties—1988 or so. And there are plenty of reasons my thought process about those times and places is somewhat fuzzy.


  Let’s just say that the eighties weren’t especially good for me. For one thing I was still drinking at the time—drinking a lot. When Karen divorced me, I did what every drunk in the world always does—I blamed her for everything. The fact that our marriage had ended was all her fault. It had nothing whatsoever to do with me or with any of my actions. And trust me, my actions back then were pretty far out there.


  And then a miracle happened, A spark of light—a beautiful lifeline, I thought—named Anne Corley appeared on the scene. She was like a brilliant shooting star blazing through my universe. One moment she was there, and the next, just as suddenly, she was gone. She left me with money—a fortune, in fact—but she also left me with a broken heart, and after she died at the base of Snoqualmie Falls, I was in far worse shape than ever, and so was my drinking.


  People don’t just happen to drop in on their local neighborhood AA meeting for no reason at all, without having done some pretty scuzzy things that finally bring them to the realization that they’re in deep trouble. At the time I was an unmarried heterosexual male—both divorced and widowed. I was also oversexed and underfed, which means I was out on the prowl and looking for action way more often than was good for me or for anybody else. Thank God that was long before the #MeToo movement arrived on the scene—otherwise I would have been run out of town on a rail.


  By the late eighties, the sexual revolution was a couple of decades old. The pill was readily available, and hookups and one-night stands were pretty much the order of the day. Unfortunately, one of my one-night stands happened to have been with Jasmine Day. It had been a put-up deal. I’d been called to the theater to investigate the death of that murdered stagehand. Eventually it turned out that the traveling show company had been using the tour as cover for transporting illicit drugs back and forth across the country.


  When I turned up at the theater asking awkward questions, the stage manager had been anxious to keep a lid on the investigation, at least until after Jasmine’s gig was over. With that in mind, he’d comped me to a front-row ticket. What I didn’t realize at the time but what Jasmine understood full well was that whoever ended up in that comped seat on any given night also got to have Jasmine Day’s “companionship” that evening after the show. It was one of those standing pay-to-play arrangements. Jasmine had wanted a comeback tour, and playing escort to the producer’s “honored guests” was the price of admission. What she hadn’t known was that most of those comped-seat introductions placed her in the presence of known drug dealers, thus steering suspicion away from the real bad guys and onto Jasmine herself. I didn’t exactly tell her right off that I was a cop working a case, and it turned out I was doing “undercover” work in more ways than one.


  After a dinner with way too much booze under our belts and not nearly enough food, Jasmine’s and my trip to the bedroom and everything that happened therein had been consensual on both sides. I seem to remember that she’d ended up driving us back to my place from the restaurant, something I seldom let happen. But our so-called affair was what it was—a one-night stand with no strings attached. Two days later, the morning after the whole drug-transportation conspiracy had exploded into two more homicides, Alan Dale and I had both been waiting outside the King County jail when they released Jasmine from custody on the homicide charge. She came through the door and immediately broke into sobs, walking past me without a glance and seeking solace in Alan Dale’s comforting arms.


  As soon as I saw the two of them together, I understood that their relationship was the real deal and I backed off completely. I don’t know if Alan had any knowledge about the reality of Jasmine’s comped-seat arrangement. He might have known, or then again he might not. He sure as hell didn’t know that the bus-and-truck company was really nothing more than camouflage for a drug-smuggling outfit, and neither did Jasmine. The investigation into that concluded weeks later without either one of them ever being charged with a crime.


  And now, all these years later, here was Alan, asking for my help. Obviously Jasmine must not have told him about what had happened between the two of us. If she had, it seemed unlikely that he would have come to me looking for help concerning his errant daughter. And if Jasmine had never told him about it, I sure as hell wasn’t going to be the one to fess up.


  Alan let out a soft snore, startling himself awake. “Sorry,” he said, sitting up straight. “I didn’t mean to drop off like that.”


  “Not to worry,” I told him. “I suspect you needed that nap way more than you need either food or coffee.”


  “Probably,” he agreed, picking up his sandwich. “So where were we?”


  “I believe you were going to tell me about Naomi,” I told him. “Maybe we should start there.”


  Chapter 2


  I WAITED UNTIL ALAN’S SANDWICH WAS GONE BEFORE moving forward. “All right,” I said, pulling out my iPad. “If I’m going to help you on this, I need to know the details of what I’m up against.”


  In the old days, my tools of choice would have been a ragged little notebook and a stubby pencil, but those seem to have gone the way of the buggy whip. Now I’m iPad all the way.


  Alan leaned back in his chair, looked across at me, and said, “What do you need to know?”


  “Everything,” I said, “starting with what you’ve been doing in the thirty years or so since I last laid eyes on you.”


  “Jasmine and I went home,” he said simply, “home to Jasmine’s folks’ place in Jasper, Texas. Her dad was still alive back then. Jasper is north of Beaumont.”


  Since Beaumont, Texas, my father’s hometown, is the real origin of my last name, I happen to be well versed in the location of that particular city.


  “I’m from Oakridge, Oregon, originally,” Alan continued. “Jasmine and I grew up in small towns, and when we bailed on Seattle, we were ready to be away from big cities and off the road. We both figured that Jasmine’s career was over, but I was pretty sure that with my carpentry skills I could find enough work to keep body and soul together no matter where we lived. We found a house—Jasmine’s folks helped us with that—and we moved in together. We were planning to get married eventually, but when Jasmine turned up pregnant unexpectedly, we moved up the wedding date.”


  “And got married in Vegas,” I put in.


  “Exactly,” he said.


  “And then what happened?”


  “Jasper’s a small town. Everybody there knew that Jasmine had been a big star once, and in their eyes she still was. She started singing again, only at church to begin with, but people paid attention. When Helen asked Jasmine to come to perform at a statewide Christian women’s conference, something totally unexpected happened. She was a huge hit, and it was the beginning of Jasmine’s next chapter, as it were. She had started out singing gospel music. She had gone from there to rock, rock to jazz, and finally from jazz back to gospel.”


  “Full circle, in other words,” I commented.


  “Right,” Alan said. “She picked up several paying gigs just from that first conference alone. She did mostly church-sponsored events where she told her story and sang gospel songs. Everyplace she went, her program was a hit. There aren’t huge amounts of money to be made in the Christian-music business—at least there wasn’t back then—but by the time Naomi was three, Jasmine was making almost as much from her appearances as I was bringing in from working construction.


  “And that’s when we decided to turn it into a business. She recorded a couple of albums, and then we bought a van and took our show back on the road. I went from being a head carpenter to being a tour manager. I set up the gigs, drove the van, sold the merchandise, did the billing and bookkeeping. When Naomi was little, she went along with us. When it was time for her to go to school and we needed to be gone for a couple of weeks at a time, she stayed with Helen and Gabe.”


  “Jasmine’s father?” I asked.


  Alan nodded. “Gabe Gibbons was the world’s best grandpa, and Naomi loved him to pieces.”


  When it came to gold-star grandpas, it seemed to me as though I was currently in the presence of one of those, but I didn’t try voicing that opinion to Alan. He wasn’t in a place where he’d be able to hear a compliment, much less accept one.


  “You said, ‘was,’ ” I interjected. “What happened to him?”


  “Grandpa Gabe died in a car wreck when Naomi was thirteen, and she took it real hard. It was as though the bottom had fallen out of her world. She lost interest in everything. Her grades dropped. By the time she got into high school, she was a mess. She started hanging around with a bad crowd, got herself into some serious trouble, and ended up being expelled. Once she got kicked out of school, she never went back. I’m sure you know the drill.”


  The truth is, I knew that drill all too well. When my daughter, Kelly, dropped out of school and ran off with a wannabe actor/musician, I was sure she was a goner, too, but I was wrong. It turns out she wasn’t then and still isn’t a goner. Eventually Kelly got her GED and enrolled in college, where she ended up earning not only a bachelor’s degree but a master’s degree as well. She runs a chain of early-childhood-development centers in southern Oregon. As for that supposedly worthless wannabe actor/musician? Jeremy, my son-in-law, is now a well-respected band director and drama teacher at the high school in their southern Oregon town.


  “So Naomi ran away from home?” I asked.


  Alan nodded. “Jasmine could see where Naomi was headed better than I could, because she’d already been down that road. Naomi left home and dropped out of our lives completely. For a while she stayed in touch with her grandmother, with Helen, but the last time she stopped by to visit, she stole money out of Helen’s purse. That was the last straw as far as Grandma Gibbons was concerned. It was also the last time we heard anything about her or from her until that phone call from Harborview Medical Center.”


  “She didn’t come home to visit when her mother was sick and dying?” I asked.


  “No,” Alan said, somberly looking off into the far distance, “and she didn’t come home for the funeral either.”


  “So when did she leave?” I asked, picking up the iPad and getting ready to drill down for details.


  “When did she leave Jasper or when did she leave now?”


  “Now.”


  “January twenty-fourth,” Alan answered, “a couple of hours after Athena was born. She stayed around long enough to fill out the birth certificate and name the baby—Athena Marie Dale. She’s listed as the mother. The father is listed as ‘unknown.’ ”


  “So whoever the father is, she probably didn’t marry him or take his name.”


  “I guess,” Alan replied.


  “What about an address? Did she give one of those?”


  “On the form it’s listed as NKA. They told me at the hospital that translates to ‘no known address.’ ”


  “So she was homeless, then?”


  “Evidently.”


  I looked over at Athena, wrapped snugly in blankets and sleeping peacefully in her carrier with what looked like a smile on her tiny lips. She had no idea how lucky she was, but I did. In the Pacific Northwest, it’s not nearly as frigid in early March as it is in January or February, but it’s still wet and plenty cold. Six weeks earlier at the end of January would have been a terrible time to take a newborn baby—especially a frail premature one—from a hospital nursery to a tent in some homeless encampment with no heat, plumbing, or sanitation. If that had been Naomi’s only post-hospital option, maybe leaving Athena in the nursery was the best possible decision she could have made for either one of them, but that wasn’t an opinion I could voice aloud to Alan Dale—certainly not right then.


  “Did Naomi have any known associates?” I asked.


  Alan shook his head. “When she ran away from home originally, she took off with a boyfriend named Brad Walters. I tried looking him up when Jasmine was so sick. Turns out he was already dead—he died of an overdose. After that the trail went cold.”


  “So why would Naomi come to Seattle?” I asked.


  “I have no idea,” Alan told me.


  “No friends or relations in the area?”


  “Not as far as I know.”


  “Do you have a photo of her?”


  Alan reached into his wallet. “This is all I have. It was taken her sophomore year in high school, just before she got kicked out and went on the lam.”


  He handed me a dog-eared, well-thumbed color photo, one that he’d obviously been carrying around in his pocket for all those intervening years. It was a headshot, the kind used in school yearbooks everywhere. The dark-haired teenage girl in the picture looked decidedly unhappy, but there was something disturbingly familiar about her, and it took a moment for me to figure it out. She looked just like Kelly—just like my daughter, who also looks a bit like me.


  Holy crap! I thought as a hard knot formed in my gut. Did Jasmine ever notice? Did Alan?


  “She was what age when this was taken, fifteen or so?” I asked quickly, trying to conceal my discomfort.


  Alan nodded. “About that, I guess.”


  “You don’t have any more recent photos?”


  “Nope.”


  I used my iPad to copy the photo and then handed it back to Alan, hoping he didn’t notice how much my hand shook as I did so.


  “You’re sure you don’t need this?” he asked before returning it to his wallet.


  “For the time being, no,” I told him, “but I reserve the right to change my mind.”


  I know for a fact that Harborview has all kinds of security cameras. They cover the entrances and exits, the waiting rooms, the hallways, and the lobby areas. There might even be video footage showing exactly when Naomi left the hospital and how. That would be one of the first things I did. If you’re not a cop working a case, laying hands on security-camera footage isn’t easy, but it can be done.


  “Have you reported her missing?”


  Alan shook his head. “Obviously Naomi’s heavy into drugs,” he said. “She may have gotten herself into all kinds of trouble trying to feed her habit. For all I know, there might be a trail of arrest warrants out there waiting for her from Jasper to here. I need to find her long enough to give her sign-off on the paperwork. I don’t want to land her in even more trouble.”


  At that point I didn’t want Naomi Dale in more hot water either, but there was also a new reason for concern. There might be a much more current photo of Naomi Dale to be found in Seattle PD’s collection of mug shots. Again, those would all be readily available to cops but not necessarily to former cops turned PIs. And there was another possibility as well, a far grimmer one at that. Athena was born addicted to methadone. As I’d mentioned to Alan, it’s a drug that is often used when addicts are trying to get clean. The problem is, once you go off hard drugs for a time, if you happen to suffer a relapse, what might have been a safe dosage prior to treatment may well prove fatal after someone has been clean for a while. It occurred to me that there was a good chance Naomi’s body was lying unclaimed and unidentified in the King County M.E.’s Office.


  As soon as that idea crossed my mind, I dismissed it. If Naomi had been living rough on the streets and doing drugs for a decade and a half, she was bound to have had more than one run-in with the law. Had the M.E. entered her prints into AFIS, they would have led straight back to her family in Jasper, Texas—to her father, to Alan Dale. No, if Naomi was dead, Alan Dale most certainly would have heard the news by now.


  This was yet another piece of information that I couldn’t share with my new client, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he was holding back as much as I was. I doubted it. I was the real liar here, make no mistake about it.


  “All right,” I said finally, setting my iPad aside. “When it comes to finding her, you haven’t given me much to go on, but I’ll do my best.”


  “How expensive is this going to be?” Alan asked.


  Having seen the family resemblance in that photo, there was no way in hell I was going to charge him a penny. “Sorry, pal,” I said. “There are some things friends can’t buy. Besides, I don’t need the money nearly as much as I need the work. Once a cop, always a cop, and I miss the job like crazy.”


  “Wait,” he objected. “You can’t do that. I’ll be glad to pay.”


  “No you won’t,” I told him. “Your hands are more than full right now. My son and daughter-in-law are expecting a baby of their own in a couple of months. I’ve been helping Scott get the nursery ready. By now they’ve spent a small fortune accumulating necessary baby gear, and you’ll need to do the same. So spend whatever you would have paid me on outfitting Athena’s nursery. If she ever asks, you can tell her the decor came from one of her grandmother’s old friends.”


  “Really?” he managed, choking out the word. “I don’t know how to thank you.”


  “You don’t need to thank me,” I told him, “and here’s another thing. Do you remember where I lived back then?”


  “Vaguely,” he answered. “It was a penthouse in some fancy condo building downtown. Why?”


  I doubted he remembered the exact address of Belltown Terrace, but since he and Jasmine had stayed there with me for a week or two while the homicide and drug-dealing investigations had been winding down, he had the general idea.


  “Mel and I still own it,” I told him. “We go there sometimes for weekend getaways, but most of the time it sits empty. You and Athena are welcome to stay there for as long as you need.”


  “For free?” he asked.


  “For free,” I repeated.


  I’d like to think that I’m the kind of person who would have offered him shelter under any circumstances, but in view of the fact that the infant in his care might turn out to be my own biological granddaughter, it was mandatory, especially since the cheapest digs in town—and his only viable alternative—would have been one of those by-the-hour motels on Highway 99.


  “But that’s too kind,” he objected. “I couldn’t possibly take advantage of you like that.”


  “You can and you will,” I told him, handing him my card. “When you get back to your hotel, send a text to my cell-phone number. That way I’ll be able to get a hold of you. Go ahead and stay there tonight. That’ll give me time enough to sort out some arrangements. Tomorrow I’ll come to town to start looking for Naomi. I’ll also help you and Athena get settled into your new digs.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Yes, I’m sure.”


  “Okay,” he agreed reluctantly, slipping the card into his pocket.


  And that was all it took. From there on out, it was a done deal.


  Chapter 3


  ALAN AND ATHENA PACKED UP AND LEFT A SHORT TIME later. It was far enough into the afternoon that I expected they’d be caught up in Boeing traffic leaving Everett and heading south into Seattle, but I didn’t need to burden the poor man with any more bad news. When he caught up with the traffic mess, he’d be able to deal with it without having agonized about it in advance.


  The morning chill and rain had given way to sunshine, so I leashed Lucy and the two of us went out for our customary walk down to the village center and back. Fairhaven had been a boomtown back in the late 1880s. In those days it was a busy harbor serving both fishing fleets and timber companies. Now all that remains of its once-healthy shipping industry is the fact that it serves as the terminus of the Alaska Marine Highway Ferry. That’s the official name, but around here most people refer to it as the “Alaskan Ferry.”


  One of Fairhaven’s earliest and most colorful settlers, the guy who gave the village its name, was a canny wheeler-dealer and storyteller named Dirty Dan Harris. Eventually he was swindled out of both his wealth and his properties by a pair of low-down schemers, a physician and wife—Dr. A. S. and Mattie Shorb. These days the only remaining trace of Dirty Dan in town is a restaurant bearing his name. It’s a steak-and-chop kind of joint and one of Mel’s and my perennial favorites.


  When Lucy and I returned from our walk, I took the first tentative steps in my search for Naomi Dale by placing a call to my son. Following in his father’s footsteps, Scotty works for Seattle PD these days in what’s known as the TEU—the Tactical Electronics Unit. It’s his dream job, one that combines his lifelong ambition of becoming a cop with the engineering and high-tech skills he developed and honed while earning a degree in electrical engineering.


  “Hey, Pop,” he said when he answered. “What can I do you for?”


  “I’m working a missing-persons case,” I told him. “I was wondering if you could run a name for me. I need to know if she has any outstanding warrants and if there’s something I should be worried about if and when I find her.”


  I’m sure Internal Affairs wouldn’t have approved, but between Scotty and me no further conversation was needed. “Who are we looking for?” my son asked.


  I gave him Naomi Dale’s name and listened as he typed it into a keyboard. Compared to me, he’s a lightning-fast typist. I’m still strictly a hunt-and-peck sort of guy. While Scotty was doing the search, I held my breath. If he did turn up a mug shot, would he notice the striking resemblance between Naomi Dale and his own sister?


  “Sounds like you’ve got yourself a real winner,” he told me, finally. “If you’re looking for violations, take your pick. We’ve got driving under the influence, driving without a valid license, driving without valid insurance, disturbing the peace, shoplifting (twice), as well as a drunk and disorderly. She’s been arrested numerous times, but she’s served surprisingly little jail time. On each of the traffic violations, she was given fines, which she paid. On the shoplifting charges, she was given suspended sentences. For disturbing the peace, she was given a ten-day jail sentence, which she served. The drunk-and-disorderly case was dismissed because the cop in question didn’t show up in court.”


  “In other words, she’s likely to be a handful.”


  “Yes,” Scott agreed, “and should probably be handled with care. I can send you a mug shot if you like.”


  “Please,” I said. “And do you happen to have an address?”


  “I don’t know how good it is, but the one that’s listed here is from that last shoplifting charge, and it’s over in West Seattle. Still, that address is from more than a year ago, so it may be out of date.” He rattled it off, and I jotted it down.


  “Do you need anything else?”


  “Nope,” I said, “that’s all.”


  “Got it,” Scotty replied, “I’m sending now.”


  A second later I heard the distinctive chime of arriving messages.


  “Watch yourself out there,” he warned.


  “Will do,” I told him. “And thank you. You’ve been a huge help. How’s Cherisse by the way, and how are things going for you?”


  “Are pregnant women always cranky?”


  Obviously the answer to my question should have been, “Not so good.” And I’m pretty sure my reply to his query wasn’t at all what he wanted to hear either.


  “In my experience they are,” I told my son. “They’re mad as hell about anything and everything most of the time, and the closer it comes to delivery, the worse it gets.”


  “Terrific,” Scotty muttered, “that’s just great!”


  “When are we going to get cracking on putting that crib together?” I asked.


  “My day off is Wednesday,” he said. “Want to drop by then?”


  “Sure thing,” I told him. “Text me and let me know when I should show up.”


  I enlarged Naomi’s mug shot to full screen and spent some time studying it. This more recent image showed Naomi Dale to be even more of a dead ringer for my daughter, Kelly, than the school photo had been. Mel maintains that men are far too literal-minded. They tend to see what they expect to see and nothing else. That was evidently true here. Clearly Naomi’s resemblance to his sister had gone completely over Scotty’s head, but my call to him had at least put one worry to rest. Naomi had a record. Her prints were on file. If she was stowed in a morgue someplace, someone would have noticed.


  My next step was to go looking for a glimpse of Naomi around the time she left Harborview. It would have helped to know exactly when she arrived and when she was admitted, but I knew better than to tackle the hospital directly asking for patient information—HIPAA rules and all that. What I needed instead was a work-around. Since I’d recently added the name of Sergeant Albert Thorne of the Arson/Bomb Squad to my contacts list, I dialed his number next. The ABS is part of Seattle PD, but because of Al’s regular interactions with the Seattle Fire Department, I thought he might be my best bet.


  “Hey, Beau,” he said once I identified myself. “How’s it hanging?”


  Al’s telephone persona hasn’t changed in decades.


  “What’s up?” he added. “You interested in bluffing your way into another arson investigation anytime soon?”


  With Al’s help I’d gained unauthorized access to the scene of an arson/homicide investigation. We’d both broken several rules in the course of that little escapade, and we were lucky not to have been caught—luckier for him than for me. He could have lost his job. I’m retired. So I owe him one, big time.


  “No thank you,” I said. “I believe I’ll pass on that score, but I do need some help.”


  “What kind of help, legal or not?”


  As noted above, his question wasn’t exactly out of line.


  “I’m working a missing-persons case,” I told him. “The woman in question, one Naomi Louise Dale, was born in Jasper, Texas, February twenty-first, 1989. She disappeared from Harborview sometime during the day of January twenty-fourth of this year. She was transported to the hospital by ambulance at an unknown time from an unknown location on either the twenty-third or the twenty-fourth—I don’t know which. On the twenty-fourth, she gave birth to a daughter. A few hours later, she left the baby in the neonatal unit and abandoned ship.”


  “Walked off and left her baby there, just like that?” The moral outrage in Al Thorne’s voice palpable.


  “Just like that,” I agreed.


  “Is she nuts or what? Why else would a woman pull a boneheaded stunt like that?”


  My experience in AA made it problematic for me to discuss anyone else’s addiction issues with outsiders. In this instance that included any discussion of baby Athena’s addiction issues as well, so I left that part of the equation out of the story. It didn’t matter, though, because I’d had Al hooked the moment he heard that Naomi had bailed on her newborn.


  “Anyone who would do something like that has to have ‘mental issues,’ ” Al grumbled. “It sounds like she never should have had kids in the first place.”


  “I agree with you there,” I told him. “Obviously Naomi is one troubled individual. Her father flew into town as soon as he heard what happened. He’s the one who’s been taking care of the baby in Naomi’s absence. He’s trying to be appointed the child’s legal guardian so he can take her back home to Texas. In order to do that, he needs to find his daughter and get her to relinquish her parental rights.”


  “So what do you want from me?” Al asked. “Time she was transported? Where they picked her up? Names of the EMTs involved? That sort of thing?”


  “Yes,” I agreed, “all of those and anything else that strikes your fancy.”


  “It’s late in the day,” Al said. “I don’t know how much I can accomplish right off the bat, but I’ll go to work on it and let you know.”


  “Thanks, Al,” I told him.


  Mel walked in just then. It was her night to cook, so she’d come home bearing gifts—a bag of takeout that smelled suspiciously like teriyaki chicken. Putting the food on the counter, she bent down to greet Lucy, who is also known to have an appreciation for the occasional bite of teriyaki chicken delivered surreptitiously under the table.


  “Who was that on the phone?”


  “Al Thorne.”


  She frowned. “Al Thorne,” she repeated. “Isn’t he the guy who helped you with the fire-inspector incident at Maxwell Cole’s house?”


  I nodded.


  “What’s up with him?”


  “It turns out I caught a case.”


  “Really,” Mel said. “What kind?”


  I knew in advance this was going to be a very long story. When Mel and I first connected, we both had a lot of miles on our respective odometers. We’d agreed from the get-go that whatever happened before we met was off the table—as in “no harm, no foul.” And even had we done an exercise in full disclosure, I doubt Jasmine Day’s name would have turned up. What happened between Jasmine and me was a “night.” It wasn’t a “thing.” It didn’t come close to rising to the level of a romance, much less a relationship or an affair. But that photo—the one of Naomi that looked so much like Kelly—was going to be a showstopper. I knew I had to tell Mel what had happened sooner rather than later, chicken teriyaki notwithstanding.


  “It’s a missing-persons case,” I said. “You need to hear all about it, but first you should see this.”


  With that I reached for my iPad, located my copy of Naomi Dale’s school headshot, and passed the device over to Mel.


  After studying the screen for a moment, she shrugged and handed it back. “What’s the big deal? It’s a picture of Kelly acting like a surly teenager. Aren’t all teenagers surly?”


  “That’s the problem,” I told her. “This girl isn’t Kelly. Her name is Naomi Dale. She’s the missing person in question, and what makes it a big deal is this: Twenty-nine years ago, I had a one-night stand with Naomi Dale’s mother, a woman named Jasmine Day.”


  Mel Soames is cool and collected most of the time, but that was more than she could handle. She staggered slightly and then dropped heavily onto one of the stools at the kitchen island.


  “If she’s the missing person, then who’s your client?”


  “A guy by the name of Alan Dale, Naomi’s father—the man who raised her from day one.”


  “What does he want? Is this some kind of blackmail scheme?”


  “It’s no scheme,” I assured her. “As far as I can tell, Alan’s a hell of a nice guy.”


  “Does he know he’s not her real father?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Does he have any idea that you might be Naomi’s biological father?”


  “Most likely not,” I answered. “If he did, it seems like I’d be the last person he’d be asking for help in locating her. As for Naomi? She’s gone missing, and he needs me to find her.”


  “He needs to find her or wants to find her?” Mel asked.


  “Needs,” I answered. “Naomi walked away from Harborview within hours of giving birth to a baby girl.”


  Mel actually gasped. “Walked away and left her baby behind?”


  “Not just a baby—a premature, underweight baby who was born with a full-blown addiction to methadone.”


  “That’s awful,” Mel murmured.


  “Yes, it is,” I agreed. “The baby’s name is Athena. Alan has spent the last six weeks seeing her through the worst of drug withdrawal, all the while commuting back and forth between the neonatal unit at Children’s Hospital and the local Silver Cloud Hotel.”


  “He’s been looking after her on his own?”


  “On his own,” I confirmed. “Alan’s a widower. He’s trying to get the state to appoint him to be Athena’s legal guardian on a permanent basis. In order to do that and be able to take Athena back home to Texas with him, he needs to find Naomi and get her to relinquish her parental rights. He’s stuck here until he can make that happen.”


  “Sounds like a hot mess,” Mel breathed.


  “It is,” I acknowledged. “And just so you know, I told him he and Athena are welcome to stay at Belltown Terrace until such time as they’re able to go home, however long that takes.”


  “Which could be a while,” Mel said.


  “That, too,” I agreed. “I’m planning on driving into town tomorrow so I can sort out keys and garage-door openers and anything else that needs to be handled. Once I get them settled in, I expect to hang around for a couple of days to see if I can get a line on where Naomi’s gone off to.”


  I stopped talking then and waited to see what would happen next. I didn’t have long to wait, and what did Mel do? She got up from the stool where she was sitting, walked over to me, and gave me a long, heartfelt hug.


  “You’re a good man, Mr. J. P. Beaumont,” she told me, “a very good man. Take it from me, under the circumstances I think you got it just about right. Now, what can I do to help?”


  Chapter 4


  MEL AND I ATE DINNER WHERE WE OFTEN DO—SITTING side by side at the kitchen island. Mel had a glass of merlot. I had a non-alcoholic O’Doul’s. There are plenty of AA hardliners who give me grief about that from time to time, but I’ve been sober and drinking the occasional NA O’Doul’s for more than twenty years now. I have yet to go off the wagon on an O’Doul’s-fueled bender or awakened with an O’Doul’s-induced hangover, so let’s just leave it at that.


  While we ate, I told Mel the story—the whole thing—starting with that long-ago 5th Avenue Theatre case that had turned into a double-homicide investigation. The initial victim, a local stagehand who turned out to be working undercover for the DEA, had been plugged full of holes by someone wielding a cobalt-blue stiletto shoe and then pushed off a cliff. Shortly after the shoe guy’s death, someone administered a fatal overdose to his sick and dying roommate.


  This version of the story included the background on the comped-ticket arrangement that had been designed to cast Jasmine Day as the drug smuggler’s fall guy. I also told Mel about the resulting tryst between Jasmine and me. I related the details behind Naomi Dale’s initial running away from home along with her more recent disappearance from the hospital. The long tale ended with my telling Mel about Alan Dale’s six-week round of caring for his tiny, drug-addicted granddaughter, who, as it happened, was most likely also my tiny drug-addicted granddaughter. Yikes! But Mel took it all in stride. When I finally stopped talking, she sat studying me intently with her chin resting in the palm of her hand.


  “How old did you say Alan is?” she asked.


  “Mid-sixties most likely.”


  “So a senior citizen and a widower besides?”


  I nodded.


  “And he’ll be doing this all on his own?”


  “Jasmine’s mother, his mother-in-law, is evidently still alive and willing to help out, but she’s an even more senior senior citizen with some ongoing health issues, so I don’t know how much she’ll be able to do.”


  “Well, then,” Mel concluded, “there’s really no choice, is there? Obviously we have to help.” She fell quiet for a moment. When Mel Soames drifts into one of her thoughtful pauses, I’ve learned to use an old and extremely valuable interrogation technique. I shut up and wait to see what she’s going to say next.


  “What kind of formula does Alan Dale use?” she asked finally.


  I never saw that one coming. “Formula?” I asked stupidly. “I have no idea.”


  “And what kind of diapers?”


  When it came to diapers, I was completely out of my depth. “Beats me,” I said.


  “You know as well as I do that the cupboard in the condo is bare.”


  We go there only a couple of weekends a month, and on those occasions we generally eat out. Other than a few sodas in the fridge, we don’t keep many supplies on hand.


  “True,” I agreed.


  “You also know that grocery stores—real supermarket kinds of grocery stores—are pretty thin on the ground in Belltown these days. Text Alan and find out what his formula and diaper preferences are. Then I’ll go online and order those, along with some other groceries—the basics—and have them delivered to Belltown Terrace first thing tomorrow morning. The doorman can put the cold stuff in the fridge. I’ll have him leave the rest on the counter so Alan can put it away himself. That way he’ll have some idea of what he has and where to find it.”


  “Good thinking,” I said.


  “While you’re at it, why don’t you give Marge Herndon a call?”


  Marge Herndon was the Nurse Ratched–style RN who had looked after me and put me through the rigors of PT when I came home after my bilateral knee replacement. Think of her as your basic human buzz saw. She’s tough. She smokes like a chimney. She issues orders and expects them to be obeyed without delay and without question—a drill sergeant, in other words.


  “Check with Marge and see if we can give Alan her number. While Athena was an inpatient, Alan might have spent hours at the hospital every day, but he wasn’t completely on his own. He
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