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            Chapter One

         
         
            Sunday, January 1, 2017

            Upper West Side

         

         The silence gets her.

         
         Strange. It’s not as though Aaron ever went banging around the apartment or spoke in a booming voice. These last few months,
            he’d hardly spoken at all.
         

         
         Yet on this morning, six weeks into his absence, stillness hangs in the Upper West Side apartment. Even the streets far below
            their—her—bedroom window are oddly quiet. The city that never sleeps seems to be snoozing right through the dawn of the New Year.
         

         
         Amelia Crenshaw Haines had intended to do the same, having lain awake long after watching the ball drop in Times Square. On
            television, not the real thing forty-odd blocks down Broadway. But this isn’t going to be one of those easy, lazy mornings.
            Might as well get up and get moving, like she has someplace to go, something to do.
         

         
         Child, it’s Sunday, and you can just get yourself to church, her mother’s voice drawls in her head.
         

         
         Bettina Crenshaw had never missed a service at Harlem’s Park Baptist. How tickled she’d have been to see her grown-up daughter
            sing there in the gospel choir every other Sunday. But Amelia’s been on hiatus since November. You can’t resonate uplifting
            spirit when it’s been depleted from your own life.
         

         
         In the sleek, just remodeled bathroom, she plucks the lone toothbrush from the holder and finds perverse pleasure in breaking
            one of Aaron’s rules: squeezing a tube of Crest in the middle. When she turns on the faucet, the new pipes don’t creak like
            the old ones did, and when she turns it off, it no longer continues to drip.
         

         
         She brews coffee in the sleek, also-just-remodeled kitchen. True to his word, the contractor had finished it just in time
            for Thanksgiving. But Amelia had spent the holiday at her friend Jessie’s boisterous Ithaca household; Aaron had been in New
            Jersey with his family.
         

         
         He’d moved out the week in mid-November. Nobody had an affair. There was no dramatic argument. They’d tried couples counseling.
            It confirmed that they’d simply grown apart.
         

         
         In the living room, Amelia opens the shades to a towering skyline. The overcast sky is patched with blue, the same shade as
            the tiny dress mounted in a shadow box across the room. The dress and the tightly woven sweetgrass basket on an adjacent shelf
            are precious tangible links to whomever she’d been before she became Amelia Crenshaw on Mother’s Day 1968.
         

         
         Amelia was eighteen when she discovered, at Bettina’s deathbed, that she wasn’t her parents’ biological daughter. Her father—Calvin
            Crenshaw, the man she’d grown up believing was her father—told her she’d been abandoned as a newborn in Park Baptist Church. He said he’d discovered her in the basket,
            wearing the dress and a little gold sapphire-studded signet ring, which she’d lost years ago.
         

         
         She settles on the couch and makes room for her coffee mug amid remnants of a solo New Year’s Eve—protein bar wrapper, empty
            wineglass, half-empty bottle of Cabernet. Not half-full. Not today.
         

         
         She’d welcomed the prospect of quietly winding down the season after a rollicking Ithaca Christmas, but New Year’s is about
            nostalgia for auld lang syne and resolution for the year ahead. Her own future—and yes, her past, too—couldn’t be more uncertain.
         

         
         A recent surge in autosomal testing has made her job easier as lab results are processed and loaded into online databases.
            And a few months ago, she’d finally received a genetic hit on her own bloodline. The long-awaited biological match hadn’t
            resolved the mystery, though. Far from it.
         

         
         Her DNA test had linked her to a woman in Bettina Crenshaw’s tiny Southern hometown—right back to Bettina’s own family tree.

         
         If Bettina was Amelia’s biological mother, had Calvin been her biological father? Why would he have made up a crazy story
            about finding her in a church?
         

         
         Bettina’s Georgia kin have been no help. Her closest cousin claimed she knew nothing about the Crenshaws taking in an abandoned
            baby. Yet when Amelia pressed her with the details, she said, “I don’t know about any initial rings for babies . . .”

         
         Amelia had never mentioned that it was an initial ring, specifically—engraved with a little blue enamel C.
         

         
         Why the lie? Could Bettina’s Southern relatives have been part of a cover-up?

         
         Or am I just paranoid?

         
         Amelia channel surfs past political news and bickering pundits as the media ramps up for the upcoming Trump inauguration.
            She also skips images of cozy flannel-clad couples and merry multigenerational gatherings, having almost made it through this
            season of homey, twinkle-light-lit commercials that remind her of happier holidays.
         

         
         Clicking along, she spies a familiar face. Not her own, though she appears later in this episode of Black historian Nelson
            Roger Cartwright’s The Roots and Branches Project. She’s been working for a few years now as an on-air genealogy consultant for the program. With Nelson’s new book on bestseller
            lists, the cable network is airing a holiday weekend marathon to attract his readers and the hundreds of thousands of people
            who received DNA test kits this Christmas.
         

         
         Amelia turns the channel to a local newscast and swaps the remote for her steaming coffee mug, waiting for a weather report.
            If today is nice, she’ll kick off 2017 with a long run in the park. If not, she supposes she’ll watch the Sugar Bowl—though
            it won’t be much fun without Aaron.
         

         
         The anchorman returns her bleak gaze. “In Bedford-Stuyvesant, where the violent crime rate continued to drop last year, a
            double homicide at the Marcy Houses yesterday left a mother and daughter dead and neighbors looking for answers.”
         

         
         The scene shifts to an elderly man standing on a Brooklyn street, with a yellow-crime-scene-taped brick doorway behind him.
            “Don’t know why anyone would do something like that to decent people,” he says, shaking his bald head. “They didn’t bother
            anybody, and they didn’t have anything worth stealin’.”
         

         
         The screen fills with a pair of close-up photographs of the victims. The older woman is vaguely familiar; the younger is . . .

         
         “The bodies of fifty-three-year-old Alma Harrison and her thirty-one-year-old daughter, Brandy . . .”

         
         Amelia gasps, sloshing hot coffee over her hand.

         
         “. . . were discovered late yesterday in their apartment by out-of-state relatives who grew concerned when they failed to
            show up at a family gathering. Police are seeking information and have ruled out robbery as a motive for the brutal slayings,
            believed to have taken place early yesterday morning.”
         

         
         Brandy Harrison?

         
         No. Amelia would know that face anywhere.

         
         The dead young woman’s name—at least, when Amelia had met her a few months ago when she’d shown up in Amelia’s office with
            her long-lost baby ring—had been Lily Tucker.
         

         
         Not only that, but . . .

         
         Alma Harrison.

         
         She hurries into the bedroom to find her phone.

         
          

         
            Newark Airport

         

         Three decades since she’s seen the Manhattan skyline, and she’s on the wrong side of the aisle. When the plane pops out beneath
            a swirly gray swath, her view is of New Jersey sprawl. Still, she presses her forehead to the window, feigning fascination,
            back turned to her seatmate.
         

         
         He’d slipped off his wedding ring as he’d boarded back in Punta Cana, leaving a white band etched on his sunburnt finger.
            She’d pretended that she didn’t speak English. Undaunted, he dusted off his clumsy, American-accented Spanish, claiming his
            name is Reed and that he lives on the Upper East Side. With his dingy teeth and paunch, he doesn’t look like a cosmopolitan
            “Reed.” He looks like a Monty from the boroughs—which is exactly who he is, according to the luggage tag she’d glimpsed on
            his worn nylon carryon.
         

         
         One duplicitous turn deserves another. She’d introduced herself as Jadzia Hernandez. That’s the name on the expertly forged
            passport that had been delivered to her suite last night, along with a laptop, and a bouquet of white ginger lilies.
         

         
         She’d slept on crisp hotel linens and boarded her flight long before dawn. Subjected to the Monty monologue, she’d attempted
            to read the airline magazine, but the type was blurred even when she held it at arm’s length. Her once perfect vision has
            changed. The world has changed, beyond the secluded tropical haven where she’s spent the last three decades. These days, everyone is plugged
            into something, lost and insulated.
         

         
         Not Monty. He has much to say and questions to ask, like whether she’s coming to New York on business, or pleasure.

         
         “Ninguno de los dos,” she tells him. Neither one.
         

         
         He waggles bushy eyebrows and says that he can give her pleasure. She shrugs as if the innuendo went right over her head and
            resumes staring down at ribbons of gray highway winding through gray hills dotted with gray buildings. She remembers a place
            with turquoise water and verdant mountains and rainbow-hued homes, and knows she’ll never see it again, never see—
         

         
         “Ladies and gentlemen, we have begun our final descent. Please be sure that your seatbelts are securely fastened . . .”

         
         Monty taps her shoulder and informs her in clumsy Spanish that someone who doesn’t speak English won’t be able to navigate
            ground transportation, and she can share his cab to the city.
         

         
         “Mucho más barato para compartir,” he adds.
         

         
         Much cheaper to share it? So he’s not even offering to pay her way?

         
         “No, gracias,” she says with a smile and fantasizes about killing him with her bare hands.
         

         
         When the plane’s wheels bump and race the runway, she turns on her phone and tilts the screen away from her nosy seatmate
            as her messages load, type magnified to compensate for her farsightedness.
         

         
         
            Welcome home.

         

         She smiles.

         
         “Feliz Año,” Monty says as they part ways in the terminal, pronouncing the second word without the tilde and thus unwittingly transforming
            the intended “Happy New Year” into “Be happy, asshole.”
         

         
         “Be happy, asshole,” she returns in flawless English, waiting long enough to see Monty’s jaw drop before disappearing into
            the crowd.
         

         
          

         
            Central Park West

         

         Stockton Barnes gets off the subway at Eighty-Sixth Street and reaches into his overcoat pocket for his cigarettes before
            remembering he’d kicked his pack-a-day habit more than three years ago. Damn. If ever there was a time he could use a calming
            smoke, this is it.
         

         
         Outside, across the street, every bench along the low stone wall is vacant; the park beyond splotched with glowing lampposts
            and fringed by tall, bare limbs. He hears a shout from the playground tucked back in there. Not a child, not at this hour,
            though when Barnes was growing up in Harlem, his father sometimes brought him to the park after dark.
         

         
         “Don’t tell your mother, son. She’ll say it’s dangerous. That woman thinks everything’s dangerous.”

         
         Nothing bad ever happened to Barnes on a midnight playground, and his father met his untimely death at home. Keeled over at
            the breakfast table. Heart attack.
         

         
         Striding north, Barnes sucks deep breaths of chilly night air into lungs that are growing healthier and pinker by the minute.

         
         Pedestrians are few—a dog-walking matron wearing more fur than her Pomeranian, a jogger in a headlamp, a pair of teenaged
            girls in identical thousand-dollar black down parkas with red arm patches. The jackets had been designed for arctic explorers
            but are all the rage in Manhattan’s toniest neighborhoods. Barnes’s own, a hundred blocks north, isn’t one of them.
         

         
         He turns left onto West Eighty-Seventh Street. New Year’s Day is just winding down, and already he counts more bedraggled
            Christmas trees tossed at the curb than are lit in brownstone windows.
         

         
         For many, the holidays are steeped in loneliness, depression, and stress: overspending, overtiredness, overindulgence; fighting
            off the flu or still fighting with family over the November election results; coping with weather woes and travel snafus.
            None of those scenarios apply to Barnes, but this isn’t the merriest of seasons for him, either. A longtime detective with
            the NYPD Missing Persons Squad, he’d just spent December chasing down people who weren’t where they should be, or where their
            families expected them to be.
         

         
         ’Tis the season for reflecting on the year behind, assessing the one ahead—and for some, resolving to make significant changes
            that don’t involve significant others. Precious few disappearances at this time of year—at any time of year—involve foul play,
            though it does happen.
         

         
         Turning right onto Broadway, he spots his destination. He’s eaten at most of the all-night diners in the city, this one included.
            It’s not an old-school greasy spoon like some, or one that caters to hipsters or tourists. Just your basic counter-booths-and-tables
            joint: pie behind glass, ketchup bottles on the tables, and a thick, laminated menu offering everything from hash browns to
            seared mahi-mahi.
         

         
         Forty minutes late when he steps over the threshold, he figures she must have given up on him. There aren’t many customers
            at this hour, and he doesn’t see her. There’s just one Black woman here, way back in a corner booth, intent on her cell phone.
            That’s not her . . .
         

         
         Wait, yes, it is.

         
         He’s seen Amelia Crenshaw Haines on television many times and met her in person twice. She’d always worn business attire,
            fully made-up, her sleek hair falling to her shoulders. Tonight, she has on a navy hoodie emblazoned with gold letters. Her
            hair is tucked under a Yankees baseball cap, and her face, when she looks up, bears no evidence of cosmetics.
         

         
         She puts her phone away as he slides into the booth. “Trying not to be recognized?”

         
         “Recognized?”

         
         “You’re a celebrity. On TV, and all. People must bother you when you’re out in public.”

         
         “Oh, yeah. Me, Halle, Taraji, Beyoncé . . . pesky fans stalk gals like us, you know?”

         
         “Sorry I’m late.”

         
         “What happened? Get hung up watching the big Rose Bowl comeback?”

         
         “What comeback?”

         
         “Penn State scored twenty-eight points in the third quarter. USC tied up the fourth with a minute left and won with a forty-six-yard
            field goal.”
         

         
         Ah, a fellow football fan—and even prettier without all the trimmings. She’s precisely the kind of woman who might have convinced
            this longtime ladies’ man to give monogamy another try . . .
         

         
         If their paths had crossed in another time and place.
         

         
         If she didn’t already have a husband.
         

         
         And if Barnes, who’d been briefly, reluctantly married and long divorced, hadn’t promised himself that he’ll never go down that
            road again.
         

         
         “Unfortunately, I missed the game,” he says. “I got held up by a case.”

         
         “It’s fine. I have nowhere to go, except bed.”

         
         Barnes doesn’t want to picture her there. No, he does not.

         
         Nor does he want to wonder why she needed to meet with him at this hour on a holiday, though he suspects he knows the answer.

         
         “Every living creature is equipped with natural instinct, Stockton,” his friend Wash had once told him. “Listen to yours.”

         
         Yeah, his instincts tell him to stall whatever’s coming. “How was your New Year’s Eve?”

         
         “Oh, uh . . . fantastic, if you think watching TV is fantastic. I did catch a glimpse of your pal Rob at the Billboard Hollywood
            Party.”
         

         
         “Right, one of his artists was performing.”

         
         Barnes had met Rob Owens, founder and CEO of Rucker Park Records, in the waiting room of a Brooklyn maternity ward in 1987.
            That night, Rob’s wife, Paulette, delivered their firstborn son, Kurtis, and a woman named Delia Montague delivered the child
            Barnes had fathered in a one-night stand.
         

         
         Last summer, after his own ancestral story was featured on an episode of The Roots and Branches Project, Rob had told Barnes about Amelia. “This woman is an investigative genealogist who specializes in reuniting long-lost family
            members. You should hire her to find your daughter.”
         

         
         “I’ve made a living for thirty years now finding missing people.”

         
         “Well, you haven’t found her.”

         
         “Who says I want to? Or that she wants to be found?”

         
         That was before their autumn trip to Cuba, where Barnes had a shocking encounter he’d never shared with a soul, including
            Rob. He’d flown home and hired Amelia to help him find the daughter he hasn’t seen since she was born in October 1987.
         

         
         His DNA test results aren’t even back—yet Amelia has something to tell him, at this hour on a holiday?

         
         A skinny young waiter sets a plate and a wineglass in front of her and asks Barnes, “Need a menu, or know what you want?”

         
         “No menu. I’ll just have the same thing she’s having, so, uh . . .”

         
         “Cabernet and cheese fries,” she says.

         
         Oh, yes. A woman like Amelia could have gotten a man like Barnes into all sorts of trouble under different circumstances.

         
         “Cabernet and cheese fries. Perfect. Thanks.”

         
         The waiter walks away. Amelia tilts the stemmed glass and swirls the maroon liquid before taking a thoughtful sip, as if they’re
            at a Napa vineyard. The lady has class.
         

         
         “How is it?”

         
         “Not bad, for diner cab.” She sets down the glass and looks up at him. “Stock—”

         
         “Just call me Barnes. Nobody but my mother calls me Stockton.”

         
         Not anymore.

         
         “All right. Barnes . . .” She rests her hands on the table and leans forward. “Delia’s old roommate, Alma Harrison, is dead.”

         
         Hardly the bombshell he’d expected. “I’m sorry to hear that, but—”

         
         “Alma’s daughter was murdered, too.”

         
         “Murdered?”

         
         “Yes. Turns out I knew her—the daughter. She was a client. She came to me in September, and she had my gold baby ring, only
            she didn’t use her real name, and—”
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “She used an alias. I didn’t realize she was Alma’s—”

         
         “No, I mean . . . she had what?”
         

         
         “My baby ring,” she says slowly.

         
         “Did it have a blue initial C and two tiny sapphires?”
         

         
         Her gasp answers his question.

         
         “There’s something I need to tell you,” he says, and takes a deep breath.

         
          

         Concealed just beyond the light spilling from the diner’s plate glass window, she watches the couple in the back booth. They’re
            in profile, facing each other. The conversation is serious. She can guess what it’s about, having seen surveillance screenshots
            of their earlier text exchange.
         

         
         
            Can you please meet me today?

            Did you find her?

            I need to update you in person.

            Ok, on a case now but I can meet you tonight.

         

         Keeping an eye on the couple, she smokes an American cigarette—unfiltered, yet bland compared to pungent Cuban tobacco. She’d
            given up the habit years ago. This is merely a prop to ensure that passersby won’t give her a second glance. These days, smokers
            perch solo and in groups outside restaurants and bars all over the city, relegated by law to the sidewalks.
         

         
         That isn’t the only thing that’s changed about New York since she’d left in 1987. In the limo from the airport, she’d caught
            her first glimpse of the altered Manhattan skyline, aglow in late afternoon winter sunshine. New skyscrapers have sprung up
            everywhere, the tallest of all on the downtown site now conspicuously missing two promontories.
         

         
         “Excuse me . . .”

         
         Startled by a voice behind her, she whirls to see an emaciated stranger dressed in rags, blond hair matted around a face that
            was probably once handsome. He throws up his filthy hands. “Hey, don’t worry. I was just going to ask for a smoke.”
         

         
         She exhales a stream through her nostrils, regarding him for a moment before taking the pack out of her bag. She removes a
            single cigarette.
         

         
         “Thanks,” he says. “Been trying to score a smoke for an hour, you know? People look right through me like I’m not even—”

         
         He breaks off as she puts the cigarette into her own mouth.

         
         “Yeah, never mind,” he mutters, and turns away.

         
         She grabs his arm.

         
         He spins. “What the hell, lady?”

         
         She holds out the pack of cigarettes, along with a couple of hundred-dollar bills from her pocket.

         
         “You remind me of someone I haven’t seen in a while.”

         
         Blue eyes wide, he says, “Bless you. You’re an angel.”

         
         She smiles, lighting the new cigarette with the old. Most people would call her the exact opposite . . . with good reason.

         
          

         “What in the world is going on, Barnes?” Amelia asks. “How do you know about my ring?”

         
         “I found one just like it, and I gave it to Delia for Charisse.”

         
         “Where?”

         
         “At the hospital, when I was visiting a good friend who was—”

         
         “Which hospital?”

         
         “Morningside Memorial. March 7, 1987.”

         
         That’s precisely where and when Amelia had lost hers . . . the night her mother was dying. Died.
         

         
         Death records are easy enough to find, if you know where to look. A detective would know where to look. So would a con artist
            conspiring to get the hefty reward Amelia had offered on the Lost and Foundlings website for information about her biological
            parents.
         

         
         The ad mentioned the ring she’d been wearing when Calvin found her in 1968—but not that she’d later lost it.

         
         “My friend Wash was a father to me after I lost mine,” Barnes goes on. “When I went to the hospital that night, I thought
            he had pneumonia, or bronchitis. He wouldn’t tell me what was wrong, but then, when I saw him . . . I knew. He was dying.
            The ring I found had a C on it, and my father was Charles. Maybe I thought it was a sign from him that Wash was going to be okay.”
         

         
         Amelia’s reward notice hadn’t specified which letter was engraved on her own ring. She’d shared that information with only
            three people. Jessie hadn’t told. Aaron wouldn’t tell. Silas Moss—long confined to a nursing home, his brilliant mind corroded
            by dementia—can’t tell.
         

         
         Her thoughts spin back to the Brandy Harrison connection.

         
         In September, she’d come to Amelia posing as Lily Tucker, a fellow foundling searching for her roots. She showed Amelia a
            tiny signet ring she said she’d been wearing when she’d been abandoned in a Connecticut shopping mall in 1990. It was identical
            to the one Amelia had on when Calvin found her in 1968.
         

         
         Amelia never got a chance to ask her about it. Lily was a no-show for her next appointment, and unresponsive when Amelia tried
            to reschedule with her. That isn’t unusual in this business. She warns new clients that not all cases end in happy family
            reunions, and that they shouldn’t embark on a search unless they’re braced for possible heartbreak. Many people step back
            to digest that information and pop up months later ready to proceed with finding their lost loved ones. She’d hoped Lily Tucker
            would be one of them.
         

         
         Now it turns out she wasn’t Lily Tucker, and she’s been murdered, along with her mother.

         
         “Look, Amelia, I was planning on turning the ring in to the hospital’s lost and found, but I was upset about Wash that night,
            and I forgot about it. Lousy, I know.” Barnes slumps back in his seat as if crushed beneath three decades of guilt.
         

         
         But he didn’t steal the ring. People find, and keep, far more significant things without a hint of remorse. Calvin Crenshaw had scooped up a
            baby from the church pew like a dropped handkerchief or loose change—assuming what he’d told Amelia was even true.
         

         
         “That night, right after I left the hospital, I met Delia. It was just a one-night stand,” Barnes adds, as if Amelia’s opinion
            of his promiscuity matters. “She got pregnant. I moved. By the time she tracked me down, the baby was about to be born. When
            I found out what Delia had named her, I couldn’t believe it. Charisse. She didn’t know my father was Charles. Listen, I’m a detective, and I’m not supposed to believe in coincidences, but . . .”
         

         
         “Life is full of them, and I’ve seen bigger.”

         
         “So have I, Amelia. So have I.”

         
         “Like your finding my ring?”

         
         “I obviously didn’t know it was your ring, so—”

         
         “Then why not mention it from the start? I request full disclosure from my clients, and if that was the one thing you gave
            your daughter, then it’s important.”
         

         
         “It isn’t.”

         
         “No detail is too trivial when I’m searching for someone’s—”

         
         “I don’t mean it’s not important. I mean it’s not the only thing I gave Delia for Charisse. Look, I—”
         

         
         “Here you go.” The waiter sets Cabernet and cheese fries in front of Barnes and glances at Amelia’s food, untouched, cheese
            goo congealing. “Everything okay here?”
         

         
         Barnes waves him away. “Everything’s fine.”
         

         
         The waiter moves on to clear an adjoining table. A few booths away, a middle-aged woman is finishing a sandwich. The place
            is otherwise empty.
         

         
         Barnes resumes his account in a low voice. “My daughter was born prematurely. When I saw her, tiny and fragile and helpless,
            I wanted nothing but the best for her. In my mind, that meant that I would not—could not—be a part of her life.”
         

         
         He’d told Amelia all of this when they’d met—that he wasn’t cut out to be a family man, and certainly not the kind of father
            his little girl deserved. That if he tried, there’d come a day when she’d need him and he wouldn’t be there—because of the
            job, or because he couldn’t get along with her mother, or any number of reasons fathers break their children’s hearts. He’d
            decided she was better off without him, and he’d walked away.
         

         
         Amelia may not have agreed with his logic, but she accepted his story. She’s heard it hundreds, thousands of times.

         
         “I knew I’d do everything in my power to protect that little girl. I couldn’t be there with her, but I figured my dad could.
            That’s why I left the ring. But guardian angels can’t cover expensive medical care, and neither could her mother and I. Delia
            was divorced. Unemployed and homeless. I was broke. I was also young and stupid, and I did a stupid thing.”
         

         
         He avoids her gaze, stamping wet interlocking rings on his paper place mat with his water glass as he goes on. “Ever hear
            of Perry Wayland?”
         

         
         “Sounds familiar.”

         
         “He was a hedge fund millionaire—or billionaire, if you believed the tabloids. He disappeared in October ’87, a few days after
            the stock market crash. His Mercedes was found on the GW Bridge—staged suicide. And . . . this doesn’t go any further, okay? Strictly confidential.”
         

         
         “Got it.”

         
         “My partner Stef and I tracked Wayland to . . . it doesn’t matter where. I didn’t see him myself, but Stef did. Wayland said
            he’d run off with his mistress, and he bribed Stef to look the other way. Stef knew my daughter was fighting for her life
            in the ICU. He handed me a wad of cash.” Barnes looks Amelia in the eye. “I didn’t hand it back. I gave it to Delia, and the
            ring, too, and then I walked away. Wayland left the country with his mistress, and I never told a soul.”
         

         
         Ah, no wonder. He isn’t just harboring guilt about the ring. All these years, he’s been hiding something much bigger . . .
            if his story is true.
         

         
         “You told me you looked for Charisse, a few years after she was born. And you met Alma.”

         
         He nods. “I went out to where they’d been living, in the Marcy Projects. Alma was still there, and she had a little daughter
            of her own.”
         

         
         “Brandy Harrison. So that’s how she got the ring.”

         
         “Probably. Alma said Delia had taken off with Charisse, and she hadn’t heard from her. I hoped they’d found a better place.
            The projects were dangerous back then.”
         

         
         “And dangerous now. I mean . . . they were murdered.”

         
         “Yeah.”

         
         He looks around for eavesdroppers. The waiter has disappeared. The middle-aged female customer is in earshot, but appears
            to be lost in her own thoughts.
         

         
         Barnes leans forward, voice dropping to a whisper. “A few months ago, when I was on vacation in Cuba with Rob and Kurtis,
            I ran into Perry Wayland. I guess he thought I’d come looking for him—like after all these years, his case mattered to the
            NYPD. Anyway, he made some threats, and . . .” He heaves a deep breath. “That’s why I hired you to find my daughter. Wayland
            said he already had.”
         

         
         “And you think he got to Alma and Delia?”

         
         “I don’t know what to think. But there’s one more thing. Do you remember—”

         
         He breaks off, pulls his phone from his pocket, and holds up a forefinger, indicating he has to take the call. “Yeah, Barnes
            here . . . yeah . . . yeah, I’m on my way.”
         

         
         He hangs up, stands up, throws some cash on the table, and pulls on his coat. “Sorry. I’ve got to go. It’s the job.”

         
         “But you said there was one more thing.”

         
         “Yeah, not important.”

         
         She frowns, watching him walk away as the waiter approaches.

         
         “Can I get you anything else?”

         
         “Just the check, please. And I’ll take hers as well.” Amelia points to the woman, who reminds her of Bettina Crenshaw, with
            world-weary posture and tired brown eyes.
         

         
         “Should I tell her you—”

         
         “No, I’d rather be anonymous. Someone once did the same thing for me.”

         
         Nineteen years old, she’d just stepped off a bus in Ithaca, determined to meet the famed Cornell University molecular biology
            professor Silas Moss. He’d been on television the night before, talking about his pioneering autosomal DNA research project.
         

         
         She’d walked into Moosewood Restaurant, ordered a meal she couldn’t afford, and the waitress told her an anonymous stranger
            had paid her bill.
         

         
         “Someday,” she’d told an incredulous Amelia, “when you come across someone who looks like they need a friend, or a favor, you’ll do the same for them.”

         
         She’s since done just that, more times than she can count.

         
         But she’s not so certain her own benefactor that day at Moosewood had been a stranger.

         
         She could have sworn she’d glimpsed a Harlem neighbor in Ithaca—and not just any neighbor. Like Bettina, the enigmatic Marceline
            LeBlanc was from somewhere down south.
         

         
         After Bettina’s death, Marceline had come to pay her respects and befriended Amelia. All that summer and into the fall, she’d
            been almost . . .
         

         
         A guardian angel.
         

         
         Like Barnes had wanted for his daughter. Only Marceline had been very much alive, and she was no angel, with a sharp tongue
            and sharper eyes. Bettina, and Calvin, too, had always warned Amelia to stay away from her—because they were devout Baptists,
            and she was rumored to practice voodoo? Or because they were afraid she’d tell Amelia something they didn’t want her to know?
         

         
         Marceline said she’d seen Calvin leave Park Baptist with a bundle—Amelia—on that predawn Mother’s Day in 1968. But had she
            also seen whoever left the baby?
         

         
         Amelia never had a chance to pry it out of her. She left New York for good, headed back home, down south, she said.

         
         Looking back, Amelia understands that Marceline’s departure had felt like something of an abandonment. If she hadn’t left,
            Amelia might never have found her way to Ithaca.
         

         
         Surely, it had been wishful thinking that Marceline had followed her upstate and yes, paid for her lunch. Surely, she hadn’t
            really been there.
         

         
         But if she had . . . why?

         
          

         Smoking her last cigarette in the cold night air, the woman leans closer to the diner window to block the reflected glare.
            She’d forgotten that New York nights are never truly dark.
         

         
         She misses the balmy black Cuban sky glittering with stars. Here, they’re dimmed by streetlights and floodlights, blocked
            by skyscrapers.
         

         
         Every time she looks at the new skyline, she expects to see the twin towers. She’d been thirteen hundred miles away in Baracoa,
            Cuba, when terrorists destroyed them. Monitoring the media hysteria, she believed Judgment Day was nigh, as foretold by her
            father, via Revelations.
         

         
         “Alas, alas, that great city, wherein were made rich all that had ships in the sea by reason of her costliness! for in one
               hour is she made desolate.”

         
         The September 11 attacks had been a false alarm. Not the first, nor the last, nor the most notable in her own life.
         

         
         In October 1987, the Black Monday stock market crash instigated her escape from New York; this past October 2016, Hurricane
            Matthew triggered her return. Neither catastrophe brought biblical Armageddon, but both are monumental bookends in her personal
            history, marking the end of the world as she knew it.
         

         
         And in both incidents, the man in the diner had played a pivotal role.

         
         Shifting her position, she notices that his dining companion is now alone at the table.

         
         She whirls just in time to see him step through the glass door onto the sidewalk, flipping up the collar on his woolen coat.
            He turns in her direction, looking right at her, but doesn’t see her.
         

         
         Focused on the traffic stopped just beyond the red light on Broadway, he steps to the curb and raises an arm to hail a taxi.
            The light changes, a yellow cab pulls up, and he’s gone.
         

         
         He’s sneaky like that, Stockton Barnes. She’ll have to keep a closer eye on him.

         
         She exhales a stream of smoke and returns her gaze to the woman in the diner.

         
         Anyone who’s ever lived in New York City knows that it can be an extraordinarily small world. She supposes it was inevitable
            that Amelia Crenshaw Haines and Stockton Barnes would eventually cross paths. If a missing persons detective wants to find
            the daughter he’d abandoned in infancy, he’s going to turn to an investigative genealogist. Amelia is one of the country’s
            most high-profile experts. And they have a mutual acquaintance, Rob Owens.
         

         
         The Hudson River unfurls a bitter wind. The cigarette has burned to a nub. Isaiah’s prophecy rings in her head as she takes
            a long last drag.
         

         
         “Woe to the wicked! It will go badly with him, For what he deserves will be done to him.”

         
         Her phone buzzes in her pocket, a reminder that someone is waiting for her.

         
         Gypsy Colt crushes the butt on the sidewalk with her black boot and slips away into the night.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Monday, January 2

         

         Despite a sleepless night, morning-after clarity has left Barnes grateful that his NYPD-issued phone had cut short his diner
            meeting with Amelia. He’d been about to ask her if she remembered Oran Matthews, the Brooklyn Butcher, and tell her that Wayland’s
            mistress was—is—the Butcher’s daughter, Gypsy Colt.
         

         
         As Barnes completes paperwork for a missing persons case after a sleepless night, his body begs him to go home to bed, but
            his brain is fixated on the damned ring, and the Harrisons’ double murder. He makes a couple of calls, asks a couple of questions,
            and discovers that his old friend Sumaira El Idrissi is working the Harrison case.
         

         
         One more phone call, this time directly to her.

         
         “Hey, Barnes, what’s up?”

         
         “I’ve got a lead on the Bed-Stuy murders.”

         
         “Yeah? What—”

         
         “I need to tell you in person. Are you at the scene?”

         
         “Where else?”

         
         “I’ll be there within the hour.”

         
         He makes it in forty-five minutes, including a stop at the halal deli and a pause to greet the uniformed cops at the entrance
            to Alma Harrison’s building.
         

         
         Sumaira is in the hallway outside the apartment, talking to another detective. Seeing Barnes, she excuses herself and strides
            toward him, phone in hand and a navy wool coat draped over her shoulders like a cape.
         

         
         Decades ago, Barnes had sworn off dating fellow cops after a brief, disastrous marriage to one, but he regrets it whenever
            he connects with Sumaira, an attractive brunette in her early forties. Her black pantsuit is unrumpled, her hair looks freshly
            brushed, and if she has circles under her eyes, they’re masked by makeup.
         

         
         “How are the knuckles holding up?” he asks.

         
         “Exactly how you’d think.”

         
         Yeah. Working a case in an impoverished building without interior security cameras to capture criminal activity, detectives
            have to knock on a lot of doors, and the search for witnesses and information can be grueling and fruitless. Regardless of
            what neighbors know and their willingness to share, they’re understandably wary of unexpected visitors calling “Police!”
         

         
         “For you.” He hands Sumaira a large black coffee and white paper bag from the deli.

         
         She peers inside. “My favorite! Thank you. Let’s talk inside,” she says around an enormous bite of black-and-white cookie,
            and leads him past crime scene tape and uniformed cops into Alma Harrison’s apartment. A forensics guy is on his phone in
            a corner of the kitchenette, and another packs up equipment.
         

         
         If Barnes had never been here before, he might attribute the disarray to crime scene aftermath. But other than fingerprint
            dust, he’s guessing this is what it looked like before the murders, if not what it had smelled like. The corpses are gone,
            but the stench of death remains despite windows wide-open to the cold morning wind.
         

         
         Sumaira points to a large dark stain on the floor beneath a string of Christmas lights taped to a blood-spattered living room
            wall. “Daughter was there. Mother was in the bathroom.”
         

         
         “Same time frame?”

         
         “No. Probably a few hours apart, the mother first.” She gestures at a couch littered with food wrappers, a pizza box, and
            laundry that isn’t likely clean. “You want to sit?”
         

         
         “I don’t even want to breathe. How are you eating in here?”

         
         “Starvation and desensitization.” She swallows the last of her cookie, crumples the empty bag, and balances it on top of a
            heap of garbage in a kitchen can. Then she takes a small notebook out of her coat pocket, clicks a pen, and looks at Barnes.
            “Tell me what you’ve got.”
         

         
         “I knew them.”

         
         “The Harrisons?”

         
         “Not well. But you’re never going to believe this . . .”

         
         She jots notes and asks questions as he fills her in. For now, he leaves out Perry Wayland, Cuba, Stef, and the dirty money—not
            for his own sake, but for his daughter’s. Reopening the Wayland cold case would be a complex, expensive bureaucratic task
            and most certainly stall the investigation. It might also bring his own ugly secret to light, sidelining him with complications
            and repercussions.
         

         
         He can’t let that happen. His priority is to locate Charisse and find out who’d murdered those two women. Common sense would
            indicate that Wayland and Gypsy Colt have nothing to do with this.
         

         
         “But what is your gut telling you, Stockton?” Wash asks in his head.
         

         
         The exact opposite.

         
         “Tawafuq,” Sumaira comments.
         

         
         “Excuse me?”

         
         “In my faith, that’s what we call synchronicity others might consider coincidence. Your finding a ring in 1987, giving it
            to your baby mama, and then thirty years later, her friend’s daughter returns it to the original owner . . . tawafuq.”
         

         
         “Two things about that. One, she didn’t return it to Amelia. She just showed it to her.”
         

         
         “Really? I wonder where it is, then? We didn’t find anything but costume jewelry here, and believe me, we looked, because
            the daughter was wearing an expensive necklace and bracelet. What’s the second thing?”
         

         
         “Please don’t call Delia my ‘baby mama.’ I haven’t seen her since 1987. Two strangers, one drunken night. That’s all it was.”

         
         “What about Amelia?”

         
         “She never met her.”

         
         “No, I mean, you said she’s single. Are you two—”

         
         “I said her marriage fell apart over the last few months.”
         

         
         “Isn’t that the same thing? Are you seeing her?”

         
         “No, and no.” He scowls. “How is this relevant?”

         
         “You’re ornery today.”

         
         “Sorry.” Barnes rubs the burning spot between his shoulder blades. “I haven’t eaten or slept in—”

         
         “I get it. Believe me. Anyway . . . tawafuq. Every incident has meaning. You and Amelia were meant to come together.”
         

         
         His phone vibrates. Ah, tawafuq sparing them both his ornery reply.
         

         
         Or is it?

         
         Amelia is asking him to give her a call when he gets up.

         
         Gets up?

         
         What is that woman thinking? Does she know anything about police work?

         
         No, she does not. Because she isn’t a cop. But that doesn’t mean he wants to date her, or that her texting him in this particular
            moment has some kind of cosmic significance.
         

         
         Ignoring the text, he thrusts the phone back into his pocket, apologizes to Sumaira, and asks her what happened to the Harrisons.

         
         “Close range double taps, back of the head.”

         
         Double taps—two bullets, rapid fired to get the job done with maximum efficiency.

         
         “No signs of forced entry, robbery, a struggle,” she continues. “No known enemies.”

         
         “So we’re looking at premeditated, execution-style?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Who found them?”

         
         “Relatives from Connecticut. The victims were due up there Friday for a family party, but they didn’t get off the bus and
            no one could get ahold of them. Saturday, a cousin came to check on them and found them. No evidence so far of drugs, gangs,
            organized crime. But the cousin said the daughter had a new boyfriend. Older, and with big bucks. We’re following that lead.”
         

         
         “It would tie in with the fancy jewelry.”

         
         “Yes, and something else. Here, I’ll show you.”

         
         She opens the door to a tiny bedroom, and he smells a familiar floral perfume wafting with squalor and death.

         
         Sumaira points to a nightstand. A large etched crystal vase rises above the clutter. It’s filled with delicate white blooms.
            “From a florist, and not cheap. They’re lilies.”
         

         
         Not just any lilies, Barnes knows.

         
         White ginger mariposa—the national flower of Cuba.

         
          

         Gypsy takes an unsatisfying sip of coffee and plunks the cup back on the room service tray beside half-eaten toast and grapefruit.
            Measly American substitutes for café con leche, ripe guava, and thick, butter-slathered Cuban bread.
         

         
         But New York City does many things better—bagels, pizza, cloaks of anonymity. Here, no one cares who or what she is.

         
         Almost no one.
         

         
         Stockton Barnes had been assigned to investigate Perry Wayland’s disappearance back in 1987. The tabloids had a field day
            speculating about the suicidal tycoon until that story was eclipsed by a copycat killer who’d nearly succeeded in finishing
            off the four females who’d survived the Brooklyn Butcher back in 1968.
         

         
         Gypsy and Perry left the country to await Judgment Day in Baracoa, one of the most remote places on earth. Nearly three decades
            later, they were still waiting when Barnes showed up in their tiny island community. A coincidence, he claimed. But her father
            always told her that coincidences are signs. She’d been so caught up in interpreting that one that she’d overlooked something
            more significant.
         

         
         A storm of biblical proportion was barreling toward their island paradise, precisely as foretold in Isaiah 28:2: “A destroying storm, as a flood of mighty waters overflowing . . .”

         
         Having spent the days leading up to Hurricane Matthew fixated on the detective’s presence, she belatedly herded her followers
            to her mountainside retreat as opposed to the government-ordered shelters. There was no decision to be made. She was not their
            dictator, but their leader, their savior.
         

         
         Feverishly flipping through her Bible as the storm blew in, she’d settled on Kings 19:11. “Go forth, and stand upon the mount.”

         
         If only—

         
         Someone knocks on the suite door.

         
         The housekeeping staff starts at nine, but they wouldn’t ignore the Do Not Disturb sign. Nude, she climbs out of bed, ignoring
            the plush white robe and slippers. Her feet are cold on the marble floor, but she’ll be back in bed momentarily, and this
            time, not alone.
         

         
         Unless . . .

         
         “Who is it?” she calls through the door, thinking of the detective who’d turned up on that remote New England coastal island
            and a far more remote Cuban one.
         

         
         “Who do you think?”

         
         “Just making sure.” She flips the security lock, greets her visitor with a passionate kiss, and leads him to the bedroom.

         
          

         The city that had snoozed well past dawn on New Year’s yesterday has resumed humming with hyperactivity. Amelia shoulders
            her way off a rush-hour subway wearing last night’s hoodie, jeans, and sneakers under a puffy parka. Unpresentable, yes, but
            she has no client appointments until this afternoon, and can dash home to shower and change at lunchtime. Right now she’s
            on a mission so pressing that she skips her morning latte, barely breaking stride to buy mucky coffee-cart brew as she hurries
            toward her office.
         

         
         At the turn of the last century, the brick tenement was overcrowded with European immigrants and the neighborhood rampant
            with slums. By the turn of this one, Allen Street’s historic medians were decaying and the building was a rat-infested ruin.
            Now it houses professional offices on a charming block overlooking a restored, landscaped pedestrian mall.
         

         
         She climbs the creaky wooden stairway to a door bearing a brass plate that reads amelia crenshaw haines, investigative genealogist. Every time she sees it, wistfulness taints the surge of pride. No longer just because Bettina, Calvin, and her beloved mentor
            Silas Moss can’t bear witness to her thriving career, but because the husband who’d proudly put up the placard is no longer
            in her life.
         

         
         “Who knows? We might find out we can’t live without each other, either,” Aaron had said, zipping his suitcase on the chilly
            November morning before walking out the door for the last time.
         

         
         “I hope so.”

         
         “Do you, Amelia?”

         
         She couldn’t answer the question then for the fierce lump in her throat.

         
         She can’t now, because she’s not sure.

         
         Her life has gone on much the same way it always has. Aaron had traveled more than he was home ever since he’d made partner
            at his corporate law firm years ago, so she’s long accustomed to being on her own. In fact, her loneliest moments had unfolded
            when they were together.
         

         
         Her kitten, Clancy, is affectionate company, her work keeps her busier than ever, and her social life is unchanged. Childless
            by choice, Amelia and Aaron hadn’t hung out with fellow couples in years. He’d cultivated his circle of pals and colleagues
            and she has hers, though her longtime friendship with his sister has grown strained.
         

         
         “You’re part of the family. My parents still want you to come for Thanksgiving,” Karyn had said back in November.

         
         “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

         
         “Oh, Aaron is fine with it. He knows we all love you. He loves you, too. I’m sure you guys will work things out. He can be
            difficult, but he’ll come around.”
         

         
         “It’s not just him, Karyn. I have some stuff of my own to work out, too.”

         
         “You mean, the thing with your mother?”

         
         The thing with your mother—as if it’s some innocuous to-do list detail that needs tending. As if Amelia hadn’t finally clawed her way out of a gaping
            crater, scarred and dazed, only to be hit again by that unexpected DNA match to Bettina.
         

         
         She’s hoping to find some answers at last on Martin Luther King weekend, when she and her friend Jessie fly to Bettina’s hometown.
            The plane tickets had been Jessie’s Christmas gift to Amelia.
         

         
         “We’re going to figure this out together, Mimi, on location!”

         
         Jessie is the only one who calls her by that nickname, and as a fellow foundling, the only one who understands what it’s like
            to have been abandoned as a newborn. Well, besides Clancy, who’d been found on the street and brought to a kill shelter, where
            Amelia had rescued him.
         

         
         She unlocks the door and steps into an office that had once felt spacious, with high tin ceilings and tall windows. Now it’s
            cluttered with stacks of bankers boxes containing files that long ago overflowed the cabinets, courtesy of predigitalization-era
            research.
         

         
         The building is chilly every Monday morning, but she’s earlier than usual today, and the place had been vacant through the
            holiday week. A cold wind rattles the windowpane and a smattering of snowflakes swirl beyond. Still bundled in her coat, she
            settles on the couch with her client records for the woman she now knows was Brandy Harrison.
         

         
         Last night as she was drifting off to sleep, she remembered something. Brandy might have lied about her name, but she’d given
            Amelia a folder filled with newspaper accounts about a Black toddler abandoned at a Connecticut shopping mall in 1990. Why?
         

         
         Skimming the thick sheaf in the manila folder, Amelia is struck anew by two details.

         
         There’s no mention in any press account of a later adoption or charmed life the foundling had supposedly gone on to lead as
            Lily Tucker.
         

         
         And the articles Brandy had given her weren’t printed off the internet, as they would be if the story had been accessed in
            online archives. These are photocopies of actual clippings, mostly torn, not cut, from newspapers. Either they’d been collected
            at the time the story was unfolding, or someone had gone to a lot of trouble and expense to hunt down copies of vintage papers
            to make the file look authentic.
         

         
         The Connecticut child was discovered at downtown New Haven’s Chapel Square Mall just after the place opened. Unlike Amelia,
            she’d have been old enough to comprehend that she was alone in the world and surrounded by strangers.
         

         
         The media accounts detail how she’d been found in a dim corner of the cavernous mall, sound asleep in a cheap folding stroller.
            The accompanying photos show a strikingly pretty little girl. Her chin is down, upturned gaze wide-eyed and frightened. Amelia
            studies her features. Her mouth is a delicate rosebud mouth; her enormous eyes fringed by long, thick lashes. There’s something
            familiar about her.
         

         
         She uses her phone to snap photos of the child in the clippings, then grabs another client’s file and snaps a few more. Flipping
            back through the articles, she makes notes on a pad.
         

         
         The child is described as unkempt, dressed in grungy pink corduroy overalls and a jacket that was two sizes too big for her,
            and a season shy of the weather. No mention is made of a little gold ring on a chain.
         

         
         That doesn’t mean there hadn’t been one. But why would the authorities withhold it from the press? There was no reward offer
            to protect, and it wasn’t a criminal case.
         

         
         Her phone dings with a text.

         
         It’s from Jessie. Last night, Amelia had called to tell her about her meeting with Barnes. Of course Jessie immediately wanted
            to know if he was single and hot.
         

         
         “Both, but that’s not why I’m calling,” Amelia said. She told Jessie about the Brooklyn murders and the gold ring, leaving
            out Perry Wayland and the bribe, having promised Barnes she’d keep it to herself.
         

         
         Any updates? Jessie asks now.
         

         
         Amelia writes back, Can you talk?

         
         Her phone rings a moment later.

         
         “Mimi? Everything okay?”

         
         “Yes—it’s just a lot to type. Are you on your way to work?” Jessie is a therapist with an enormous caseload.

         
         “Not yet. I just got Theodore to school and now I’m doing laundry. Chip’s ski boot socks stink to high heaven and Petty thinks
            everything that’s not a towel should be washed by itself on delicate and hung to dry.”
         

         
         “Can’t they do their own?” she asks, aware that Jessie’s oldest son and daughter are home from college on winter break.

         
         “They can, if you don’t mind having the laundry room tied up for days. I mind. Anyway, I was talking to Billy this morning—when we were still on speaking terms, which was before he tried to help me lug
            two tons of dirty clothes to the basement . . .”
         

         
         “That’s a switch.” Jessie’s husband is recuperating from a heart attack.

         
         “Yeah, I told him to hold that thought, because the second the cardiologist gives him the all clear, I’m taking a bubble bath
            while he does the laundry and scrubs the toilet.”
         

         
         How Amelia envies the steadfast Jessie and Billy, affectionately—and sometimes not—squabbling through twenty-five years of
            never having enough time or money, but more than enough love to sustain each other and a kid-filled, pet-filled old house.
         

         
         “Mimi, I know this Barnes guy is all that—”

         
         “I never said—”

         
         “I heard what you were saying between the words.”
         

         
         Amelia sighs. Yes, Barnes is handsome and cool, rugged yet refined—so okay, maybe he is all that—but it’s beside the point.
         

         
         “Your perspective is thrown off because he’s sweet-talking you. You need to be careful.”

         
         “Jessie, if you think any man can sweet-talk me after what I’ve been through, you’re crazy. I’m nowhere near ready to date
            yet.”
         

         
         “Uh, Mimi? I meant be careful because I’m not sure he’s on the up-and-up about your ring. But if—”

         
         “I know what you meant. I was joking! Obviously!”

         
         “Obviously.”

         
         Amelia imagines Jessie’s wry smile.

         
         “And he is on the up-and-up about the ring,” she adds.

         
         “I hope so, because I was telling Billy about this, and he did some sniffing around, and the good news is that Barnes really
            is an NYPD missing persons detective.”
         

         
         “Of course he is.” Though Amelia, too, had done some searching online last night, just to be certain. “What’s the bad news?”

         
         “It doesn’t mean he wasn’t working with Lily Tucker, or whoever she is, to scam you. There are plenty of dirty cops around.”

         
         “Barnes isn’t one of them.”

         
         “I hope you’re right.”

         
         “I’m always right.”

         
         “That’s my line. So listen, Billy also googled a description of your ring. You know what pops up first? That ad you placed looking for
            your parents, with a twenty-five-thousand-dollar reward. I bet Brandy tried to look up the ring’s value because she needed
            money, stumbled across your ad, and realized it was worth a lot more than any pawnshop would give her. So she came to you
            posing as a client.”
         

         
         “But why the little girl who was abandoned in Connecticut in 1990?”

         
         “Because she knew being a foundling would strike a chord with you, just like it did between you and me. Instant bond. Instant
            trust.”
         

         
         “No, I know, but why that particular foundling?”

         
         “Probably random.”

         
         “I don’t think so. Hang on. I’m going to send you something.” She lowers her phone, finds two photos she snapped, and texts
            them to Jessie’s phone. As she explains her hunch, her friend gasps.
         

         
         “If you’re right, Mimi, then you need to report this.”

         
         “I will,” she assures her friend.

         
         But not until she’s told Stockton Barnes.

         
          

         Gypsy rolls over in bed and opens her eyes.

         
         The suite’s bedroom is cast in shadow now. A fat pigeon waddles on the sill outside the window. Beyond, storm clouds hang
            low along the geometric skyline.
         

         
         Why had she been so homesick for New York City when she’d first arrived in Cuba thirty years ago? It’s nothing but gray—buildings,
            weather, the damned bird, even the modern suite’s décor.
         

         
         She’d give anything to be back in Baracoa, where architecture, wildlife, and natural landscape are drenched in vibrant color.

         
         A fingertip trails along her shoulder like a spider, and she flinches.

         
         “Good morning.”

         
         She turns her head. His face is inches from hers.

         
         “It’s afternoon.”

         
         He glances at his watch. He’d pretended to love it, because it was a gift from her. It’s a Breitling. Old-school, to replace
            his smart watch. Distractions are dangerous.
         

         
         “So? We don’t have to be anyplace.” He yawns, stretches for the remote on the nightstand, and turns on the television.

         
         Donald Trump, the president elect, is standing at a podium, talking.

         
         “He’s the devil.”

         
         Gypsy sighs. “No, he isn’t.”

         
         “Trust me. I’ve met him.”

         
         “So have I.” And I’ve met the devil, too, and he wasn’t Donald Trump.

         
         She points at the TV. “He’s King Cyrus. Winning the election was a preordained miracle. Biblical prophecy told us that God
            would anoint him to subdue nations, and—I’ve already explained this to you. Signs are everywhere. Only the chosen ones recognize
            them.”
         

         
         “Quoting your father again?”

         
         “My father has nothing to do with this. You’ve read Isaiah 45.” She gestures at the television. “He’s the forty-fifth president. A sign. Judgment Day is coming. But we don’t need to hear Cyrus rant. Turn it off.”
         

         
         “I’ll just turn the channel.”

         
         “I said turn it off.” She snatches the remote from him, aims, and the screen goes black.
         

         
         “Hey!” He reaches for it, and she throws it across the room. Grinning as if it’s a game, he reaches for her instead.

         
         She evades him, sitting up and pulling on her robe. “You already had your pleasure, my friend. Time for business.”

         
         “I’d say we both had our pleasure.”

         
         “Well, you know what they say. All play and no work makes Jack a dull—”

         
         “I’m not Jack, and that’s not what they say. It’s all work and no play.”
         

         
         “That’s not what I say. And you should know by now that what I say, goes.”
         

         
         He sits up, stoops to snatch his black tee shirt from the floor, and yanks it over his head, then catches her staring at him.
            He goes still, uncertainty in his eyes, the shirt cowled around his neck.
         

         
         “Sometimes I wonder just how committed you are,” she says.

         
         “To you? One hundred percent! You know that I—”

         
         “To me, and to our destiny. We’ve got important work to do, and I wonder if you—”

         
         “I’m with you, baby. All the way. You know that.”

         
         She knots the robe around her waist and walks to the window. From here, she can see the Park Avenue penthouse where Perry
            once lived with his wife and daughters. There are potted trees on the little terrace now, a valiant, verdant patch in the
            bleak cityscape.
         

         
         Mary, Mary, quite contrary . . .

         
         Gypsy hasn’t thought of her in years—the little old lady who’d lived in a small house across from her Bronx high school. Her
            name might have been Mary, or maybe it was just what everyone called her. Mary, Mary—out there rain or shine, tending her
            doormat-sized flower patch. Chrysanthemums grew there in the fall, and crocuses in the spring . . .
         

         
         Gypsy winces, pushing away the memory of a boy who’d once said her eyes were the same shade.

         
         “I need you to find someone,” she says, her back still to the man in the bed.

         
         “Someone else?”
         

         
         “Yes. Her name is Margaret Costello.”

         
         “Isn’t she—”

         
         “Yes. She is.”

         
         “But that was a long time ago. I thought we were—”

         
         “If you’re not willing, I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself.”

         
         “You sure about that?”

         
         “I’m sure about everything I do.” She turns to regard him through narrowed eyes, irked to see his phone in his hand.
         

         
         He’s always checking the damned thing, even in mid conversation. She’s told him how she feels about that, and he’s reminded
            her that technology is crucial to their plan.
         

         
         He’s right, of course. From surveillance software to online records, everything they need is quite literally at their fingertips.
            It’s quite remarkable.
         

         
         Yet much has been sacrificed.

         
         She thinks of all those years in Cuba. Of Perry’s eyes, Perry’s whole being, focused only on Gypsy. Not just Perry—an army
            of followers.
         

         
         She walks over to the full-length mirror. She takes off the robe, letting it pool at her feet. She reaches for a brush on the vanity and runs it in languid strokes through her long hair.
         

         
         “Oh, man, baby. What are you trying to do to me?” The man reflected behind her in the bed is now fixated on Gypsy, as he should be.
         

         
         She looks damned magnificent, not just for her years. In this light, there’s no hint of the faint fine lines around her full
            mouth and violet eyes. Her body is firm and trim, long legged and sun bronzed without tan lines. A small horse is inked above
            her left breast.
         

         
         Every time she sees it, she thinks of Oran’s favorite scripture. John 8:44.

         
         “Ye are of your father the devil, and the lusts of your father ye will do.”

         
         But she has no interest in leading disciples to an eternal reward. There can be just one true prophet in paradise.

         
         And there will be, as long as Margaret Costello and her child are found, and eliminated.

         
          

         There was a time when a stroll down Barnes’s Washington Heights block felt like Russian roulette. Now there’s a community
            garden adjacent to his building, and a new jungle gym in the courtyard.
         

         
         As he climbs four flights of stairs to his apartment, he passes a father and son who live on the top floor. They’re hand in
            hand, the child bundled up, bouncing down one step at a time, and whining.
         

         
         “Because I said so,” the man is saying, with a weary headshake and smile for Barnes.

         
         He thinks of his own dad. After a grueling double shift, Charles Barnes would detour on the way home to conceal a copper coin
            on the slide, swings, or teeter-totter. Then, instead of collapsing into bed, he’d rouse Barnes from his and they’d sneak
            out into the night to play “Penny on the Playground.”
         

         
         “You’re getting colder!” he’d call as Barnes ran around trying to find the coin. “Ooooh, now you’re warm. Warmer! Son, you are burning hot!”

         
         Not in this moment. Stepping over the threshold, Barnes shivers out of his cashmere overcoat and wool suit jacket. Throughout December,
            his apartment had been so overheated he’d had the windows wide-open on ten-degree nights. A maintenance man had tinkered with
            the vents. Ever since, the place has felt like a meat locker, but he keeps forgetting to call the super about it.
         

         
         He locks the dead bolt and puts his badge, keys, wallet, and leather gloves on an adjacent table beside ten days’ worth of
            unopened mail. Mostly bills, catalogs, and junk mail. But there are larger envelopes, too, some red or green. Every January,
            when he opens the final batch of holiday cards from friends and family, he resolves to send out his own next December. It
            never happens.
         

         
         Sitting on the couch to untie his shoes, he eyes the photo cards he’d opened early in December and displayed on a shelf. Some
            feature smiling kids and babies, others entire families. His friend Rob’s card is, as always, the largest and most spectacular
            of all. He and his wife, Paulette, and their five kids are posed in front of their brick mansion beside a decorated towering
            pine that rivals the one in Rockefeller Plaza.
         

         
         The house is as picture-perfect inside as it is out. The family, beyond the facade . . . not so much. Rob swears his rock-solid
            marriage isn’t faltering, but he and Paulette are increasingly at odds about the kids. Their oldest son is pushing thirty,
            unemployed, and perpetually at odds with his father. Their middle daughter is on academic probation, and their youngest had
            her driver’s license suspended for speeding a few weeks after she got it.
         

         
         Whenever Rob updates Barnes on the household conflict, Barnes usually feels like he dodged a bullet when he opted out of marriage
            and fatherhood. Still, even troubled families love each other.
         

         
         Don’t you go feeling sorry for your lonely self, Stockton. You want someone to love, you go find someone to love.

         
         Wash, haunting him as usual.

         
         In the living room, Barnes notices that the coffee table poinsettia has gone limp, and the Douglas fir’s branches have withered
            beneath the
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