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			Dedication

			For sweet, little Paisley. Pop loves you.

		

	
		
			The Phantom of the Circus

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Death has a way of drawing people together, and it’s no exception for Betty Hall and her mother, Zoe Payne. With the death of Innocence ‒ Betty’s daughter and Zoe’s granddaughter ‒ the two were again united, but for only a few short weeks. 

			One day, not long after Zoe returned to her home with a traveling circus in California, Betty received a call from the Santa Monica police saying her mother’s body had washed up under its famous pier. According to the police, the cause of death was a drug overdose. The following day, Betty, her dad FJ, and his friend Ray Harris boarded a plane bound for L.A. to retrieve the body and bring her mother home.

			Three months before, and sixteen hundred miles from the pier, Lucia Torres’s grandmother was concerned about her granddaughter. For you see, Lucia Torres was becoming a young woman. 

			Unfortunately, the monsters, the human monsters that occasionally invaded her little Mexican town on Lake La Angostura, also noticed. Yes they saw, they lusted, and make no mistake about it, the monsters would want to pluck the little budding flower. 

			Call it fate. Call it destiny. Soon Betty Hall and Lucia Torres’s lives would collide, all thanks to the Phantom of the Circus.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Three months ago

			Lucia Maria Torres was starting to “flower.” That was the word her grandmother, Verónica Torres, used to describe Lucia becoming a woman. That was the word Verónica used to describe all the young girls in their village who were becoming beautiful young women. 

			“Our village is blessed with so many budding flowers, and it worries me,” she confessed one day. “Where there are pretty flowers, there are always those wanting to pluck them before their time.”

			Lucia was going on fourteen but looked closer to eighteen, which worried Verónica. “Girls these days,” Verónica remarked, “with all their makeup and revealing clothes, they look more like putas and not sweet chica joven. They’re just asking for trouble.” After saying this, Verónica made the sign-of-the-cross. 

			Lucia laughed at her grandmother. “Abuela, I’m not a slut.”

			“Lucia, your language,” her grandmother said, frowning.

			“Nor am I a young girl,” Lucia continued, “as you put it. And I’m not looking for trouble. I’m just me. You know, I don’t wear leading or revealing clothes. But, yes, I do wear makeup, but doesn’t everybody?”

			“When I was your age, I didn’t,” Verónica shot back.

			“But, you would have if your grandmother had let you.”

			“That’s true,” Verónica admitted. “But, Lucia, it’s dangerous for you to look as you do. The Monstruos, the Monsters, will be returning someday. They’re long overdue, and when they see you, almost a grown woman, well… you remember what they did to your mother?” Bowing her head, Verónica again made the sign-of-the-cross. Forgive me, Holy Mother, for bringing it up, but we must always be aware of what could happen. Lucia must never forget what they did to her mother. Please watch over her. Amen.

			Sadly, Lucia did remember what happened to her mother. She was ten when the Monstruos last came. Monstruos, as her grandmother called them, was an organized gang of bandidos and murderers. They feared no one. They traveled from village to village, demanding and taking what they wanted: food, drink, clothing, money, and jewelry. Sadly, young women were what they desired the most. If you didn’t own up, one day in the near future, your village would burn, and your men murdered.

			As fate would have it, one night, Lucia’s mother was dragged out into the middle of the street, stripped, and gang-raped in front of the townspeople, as a show of the Monstruos’ defiance. The townfolks stood there terrified, afraid to do anything for fear of retribution. Lucia’s mother was so mauled, beaten, and humiliated that early the following morning, they found her lying in bed with an empty bottle of pain pills beside her. 

			Later that day, Lucia and her grandmother noticed two bandits whispering, laughing, and pointing in Lucia’s direction. Because of her age, Lucia may not have known what they were discussing, but Verónica knew. What can I do? How can I save Lucia from the same fate as her mother?

			The local polio was useless. They were afraid of the Monstruos, or they also were on the take. It’s funny how money has a way of helping a person turn a blind eye.

			Around three a.m. that morning, a thunderstorm rolled in filled with dark, boiling clouds, lightning, and never-ceasing wind gusts. There were times the lightning turned the early morning sky bright as midday. The wind screamed and howled like a Banshee. Tree limbs snapped. Rickety old outbuildings caved in and gave up the ghost. Some swore a tornado had done the damage. Others, making the sign-of-the-cross, claimed it was El Diablo. But, it would have been better for the townsfolks if the Devil had invaded their small village that day. For on that day, the Monstruos returned.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Verónica could see and hear the evil in their laughs, smiles, and glances as they strolled the dusty streets, peeking in the villager’s windows. Their skin seemed to ooze filth. They were maggots living off the flesh of the innocent, and none were more innocent than the villager’s daughters. 

			If she could only hide Lucia, the child would be safe. But where? And for how long? She couldn’t keep her hidden her entire life. Sooner or later, she would be found. They always got what they wanted. Why should Lucia be any different? Thoughts of Lucia’s mother and what they did filled Verónica’s mind. Her breathing became labored. There was a tightness in her chest. She prayed she wasn’t having a heart attack. How would that help Lucia? She didn’t know which way to turn. Perhaps, her cousin, Antonio, would know what to do. Yes, he’ll know. I need to call him, pronto.

			Antonio, Verónica’s late sister’s son, knew more about the happenings outside their small town than anyone else. He once went all the way to Mexico City to try his luck at acting. And why not? He had the looks. He reminded everyone of a young Antonio Banderas from the movie Desperado, with his soft voice, seductive smile, shoulder-length black hair, and deep, piercing eyes. Though he had the looks, his acting wasn’t worth a hoot, and it wasn’t long before he returned home.

			Later that day, Verónica pulled Lucia aside. “My child,” Abuela said, “I’ve just got off the phone with your cousin, Antonio. He’ll be over in a few minutes. He may have the solution to our problem. But, listen to me, sweetie, you must stay in the house today. For your safety, you must stay in the closet and make no sound. Lucia, my love, do you understand? No one must see you, and I mean no one, especially the Monstruos.” For the first time in her life, Lucia Torres was terrified.

			“I’m not sure I can do it,” Verónica pleaded after Antonio had told her his recommendation for Lucia. “She’s just a child, a baby, Antonio. How can you expect me to send her off by herself?”

			“If you’re concerned, then go with her, Verónica,” Antonio scoffed, losing his patience.

			“Damn it, Antonio, you know I can’t. Who would take care of Abuelo? Since his stroke, he can’t take care of himself. He can barely get out of bed in the mornings. Antonio, I can’t see Lucia traveling by herself.”

			“She would not be traveling by herself. There would be others with her.”

			“And all of them babies,” Verónica snapped.

			“Verónica, children, not babies, are going to America, alone, they stand a better chance of staying if caught. Think it through. If Homeland Security does catch them, where would they send them? They will have no papers, and the Americans wouldn’t know if they were from Mexico, Central America, or the Caribbean. Besides, experienced handlers would be guiding them all along the way.”

			“What happens once they’re in America?”

			“We’ve been through this already.”

			“I know, but I want, no, need to hear it again,” petitioned Verónica.

			“They will be placed with Hispanic families throughout the U.S. Once they’ve been there a while, they can start working on getting their citizenship.”

			“Antonio, I’m not sure.”

			“Verónica, you need to decide. You know, I’ve done this before. (Verónica nodded) Listen, a truck leaves for the border around two in the morning. She could be in America in a few days. If you wait, they will find her.” Verónica knew who “they” were.

			“Oh, Antonio, I know, but what if I’m wrong? I’m not sure letting her go to the U.S. is best for her.”

			“You know for sure what will happen if she stays here,” Antonio assured her. “This is not the first time the truck has made this journey. Lucia will have food, water, and a sleeping bag. It’s almost Christmas, and the weather won’t be as hot, so the inside of the truck won’t feel like the inside of an oven… Remember, there’ll be other young girls. Verónica, Lucia is strong. She’ll be fine… They have room for her on this run, if you have the money. You do have the money, don’t you?”

			“Yes, just barely.”

			“Very good. Then, I can tell them she’s going?”

			“Yes, I guess. Will she ever be able to contact me?”

			“Once she gets settled, she can write to you.”

			Several hours later, a blue farm truck pulled into the small courtyard. Verónica knew it was a farm truck, for written on its side was the word GRANJA which means “farm.” The odd part was that the “J” in Granja was reversed, like the person who painted the letters put the “J” stencil on backward. The driver gave Verónica a wave.

			I know you, Verónica thought. You’re the mayor’s son, José García. 

			It was then the notion of Lucia leaving became a sad reality. 

			Verónica gave her granddaughter a long hug and a kiss on the forehead. The dark storm clouds had passed, but a drizzle still lingered.

			“Abuela, I’m frightened,” Lucia said with tears flowing from her eyes, like raindrops dripping from the eaves.

			“As am I, my baby, but you must go to be safe in America. And, once you get settled in, Antonio says you can write to me.”

			“Really?”

			“Si. This is not the first time he has helped other girls cross the border.”

			“But ‒”

			“Lucia, if there was any other way, we would do it. But, there is no other. Look around you. Several girls you know are going. Maybe, you’ll meet others, and they, too, will become friends.”

			Lucia looked around and what she saw saddened her even more. There were three other girls, and Lucia knew each by name. They used to play by the village well, making mudpies and corn husk dolls. Each was crying, each holding fast to a parent or grandparent, who was also crying.

			“Lucia,” her grandmother whispered through tears of her own. “I will pray to Our Lady of Guadalupe every day until I hear from you. Put your trust in her.”

			Lucia forced a smile and climbed into the back of the truck along with the others. The rear canvas flap was pulled down, and it got pitch-black. As if to set the mood, the rain returned and above the raindrops beating against the canvas top, Lucia could hear a few soft sobs from the vehicle’s interior. It wasn’t long before all the girls were sobbing, including Lucia.

			Antonio patted the lump the money made in his pants pocket and smiled. Easy money and the promise of more coming in a few days, when the truck arrived at its final destination. Nodding to the driver, the truck pulled away. 

			“Go with God,” Verónica whispered to herself, as she turned back to her home.

			“Goodbye, little flowers,” Antonio whispered to himself, as the truck disappeared.

			A week later, Verónica realized she’d made a mistake. She should not have sent Lucia off to America by herself. No, she should have gone with her. Maybe, there was still time. Maybe, there was still hope. Maybe she could find her. Maybe, Lucia would forgive her. That was a lot of maybes. 

			The following morning, Verónica took Abuelo to his brother’s house. She promised once she and Lucia settled in America, they would send for him. 

			“Don’t take long,” Abuelo’s brother said, as he counted the money Verónica gave him to watch over his brother. “I’m not sure this will be enough.”

			“I’ll send more money when I can,” Verónica promised.

			“Be sure you do.”

			It was raining the day Verónica pointed the rusting 65’ Dodge Dart toward the Rio Grande and America. She prayed the car would be able to make the long journey. Then, it dawned on her. It was raining, just like this the day Lucia left.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The Present

			“Ray, you know mom. She didn’t die from an overdose,” Betty said, fastening her airplane seatbelt. “There’s no way.”

			“Tell me again,” Ray said, adjusting his belt. “What did the Santa Monica police tell you?” 

			“First class is awesome,” FJ said, interrupting from the window seat in the row behind them. “Thank you, Betty, for going first-class, and remind me to thank Tom for buying first-class tickets for Ray and me when we get home.”

			“You’re welcome, Dad. I would have felt bad sitting here in first class, and you and Ray sittingin coach.”

			“You could have sat in coach with us,” Ray stated.

			“Yeah, right,” Betty laughed.

			“When do they serve the free drinks I hear so much about?” FJ asked, trying to see Betty in the seat in front of him.

			“The flight attendant will be around before we take off, to get your order,” Betty replied. “Ray,” Betty said, trying to continue her conversation, “the police said  ̶  they found her body under the Santa Monica Pier, and she died from a drug overdose.”

			“And they know for sure it’s Zoe?” Ray asked.

			“They said her body had been in the water so long, facial recognition was impossible.”

			“When do we get hot nuts?” FJ asked, searching behind them for a flight attendant.

			“After we take off,” Ray replied. “Betty, if she’s unrecognizable, why do the police think it’s Zoe?”

			“The deceased had mom’s driver’s license and credit cards; she even had a picture of Innocence, the one I gave mom after the funeral. They guessed the woman was about mom’s height and build. All of this they got from mom’s driver’s license. So, Ray, it has to be her, doesn’t it?” Betty asked, starting to choke up.

			“All that proves is the dead woman had your mom’s stuff. That’s all. Hell, she could have been a thief, a pickpocket. Betty, all of this doesn’t prove ‒ it was your mom.”

			Betty smiled a sad smile, but it was still a smile. “If she’s not mom, who is she, and where is mom?”

			“I find it strange Tom didn’t come with us,” Ray said, changing the subject.

			“He wanted to, but I told him we could handle this. I mean, how many people does it take to bring a body home?” Betty turned and stared out the window. Ray said nothing, letting her work through it. A minute passed before Betty cleared her throat and continued. “You know, there’s already a couple interested in buying the house, so Tom and I feel  ̶  he needs to be there to take care of all that stuff.”

			“You and Tom doing okay?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“A death can put a strain on a marriage.”

			“We’re okay, Ray. Honest, we are. It was hard at first getting Tom to understand how I felt about the house. He knows now. I can’t live there anymore. Everything in the house reminds me of Innocence in one way or another. I know that sounds weird. But, Ray, Tom has been wonderful. He says moving would give him a chance to build a bigger woodworking shop. I know; he was trying to be funny.” Betty turned and stared out the window again. 

			Another minute passed before Betty turned back to Ray. “You know what’s funny?”

			“What’s that, Betty?”

			“That Mike, Stephanie, Charlotte, and Margaret aren’t on this trip. The six of you go everywhere together.”

			“Margaret wanted to come, but there’s really no reason. The rest understood, as well. We’ll only be gone a couple of days. Besides, this is not a vacation. There will be no Hand and Foot.”

			While coach loaded, Ray leaned back, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes. FJ busied himself by messing with the headsets, trying to figure out where to plug them in. As people passed, there were hushed whispers from some of the passengers, and Ray could barely make out some of the words. But he already knew the subject of their conversations. It was FJ. He reminded them of someone. Oh yeah, Peter Dinklage from HBO’s Game of Thrones. Ray was surprised no one had asked for an autograph.

			Ray looked over at Betty, who was busy scrolling through her Facebook account before she had to switch to airplane mode. Ray was so proud of her, for he knew the strain of her daughter’s death had almost been too much for Betty. Even now, Betty couldn’t go into her daughter’s bedroom. Once, she told him the smell of her daughter’s shampoo still lingered in the air. That’s the main reason she wanted to sell the home. No, house. It would never be home again.

			While coach continued loading, the flight attendant stopped by. “Would you like something to drink?” she asked Betty and Ray, not taking her eyes off FJ in the next row.

			“I’d like a screwdriver, please,” Betty answered. Ray gave Betty a look. “It’s orange juice, Ray.”

			“Orange juice with vodka,” Ray whispered to himself. 

			“I would like a breakfast drink as well,” FJ said, leaning over Betty’s seat. “I’d like a Gin and Tonic.” 

			Ray and Betty laughed. The flight attendant nodded and smiled.

			“Coffee. Coffee with cream and two Sweet-and-Lows, please,” Ray said, staring hard at FJ over his right shoulder. “That’s a proper breakfast drink.”

			“What?” FJ asked. “Tonic water is good for your digestion.”

			The flight attendant continued through first class, taking orders, and then returned to the forward galley to prepare their drinks. Ray noticed her talking with another attendant, who kept staring in their direction.

			  Here it comes, Ray thought.  Better nip it in the bud right away.

			“Can I ask you a question?” the second flight attendant asked, leaning in toward FJ.

			“No, he’s not Peter Dinklage,” Ray interrupted. “I know, Frederic looks like Peter Dinklage; Frederic is a dwarf and all, like Peter Dinklage. Frederic does wear his hair and beard as Mr. Dinklage did on HBO’s Game of Thrones. Frederic does that on purpose. He will sign an autograph, ‘Peter Dinklage,’ but he’s not Peter Dinklage. If the real Peter Dinklage ever found out, someone would probably get an ass-kicking, and I don’t mean the actor.” Ray said the last part looking over the seat at FJ.

			“I’m sorry,” the attendant said. “But, I was going to ask the gentleman what brand of gin he wanted in his drink.”

			“Oops, now I’m the one who’s sorry,” Ray said, embarrassed.

			 The attendant smiled. FJ and Betty chuckled.

			“Bombay Sapphire, if you have it,” FJ said, trying to help Ray out of his hole.

			“Bombay Sapphire it is,” the attendant nodded.

			FJ watched her as she returned to the front of the cabin.

			“You’re such a Killjoy, Ray,” FJ whispered sarcastically.

			“Why does it matter?” Ray asked.

			“You never heard of the Mile High Club?” FJ asked.

			“Yes. And you think you and her are ‒”

			“I can always dream.” 

			“A dream is all it would be. Don’t kid yourself, FJ. It’s not going to happen, and you know it.”

			A few minutes later, the second flight attendant returned with a tray full of drinks. FJ noticed something written on the napkin placed before him. It was a message from the first flight attendant. “You’re cuter than Peter Dinklage.”

			  “Ray, what if we can’t I.D. her?” Betty asked, taking a sip of her “breakfast” drink. “Are we going to give up and say it’s mom based on the stuff they found on her?”

			“Betty, we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Let’s wait and see what happens in L.A.” 

			Betty nodded.

			“Betty, you could always run a DNA test,” FJ said, stirring his Gin and Tonic with a swizzle stick. “If they had that test back when you were born, that would have settled a big question.”

			Shocked, Betty looked over her seatback and down at her dad. FJ sat there, fumbling with his headset, looking all serious. Then he looked up at her and smiled.

			“You’re so full of shit,” she laughed.

			“He’s full of it alright, but he’s got a point,” Ray stated. “You could run a DNA test just to make sure.”

			“Ray?” Betty hissed.

			“I don’t mean FJ being your dad, but if the deceased is your mom.”

			“Who just said we’re getting ahead of ourselves?” Betty asked jokingly. It might not be a bad idea.

			Once above twenty-thousand feet, the pilot turned off the seatbelt sign.

			“Excuse me,” FJ said, as he made his way past Ray and Betty’s row.

			“Where are you going?” Ray asked.

			“I need to go to the toilet,” FJ replied, staring hard at the two flight attendants who were staring back at him. “This might take a while.” 

			Leaning in close to Ray’s ear, he whispered. “If the plane starts to shake, don’t worry. It’s probably just turbulence.” 

			Ray rolled his eyes because he knew what FJ meant. Betty knew as well and laughed.

			“Why are you laughing?” Ray asked. “He’s your dad.”

			“I know,” Betty replied, shaking her head. “Don’t you just love him?”

			Ray chuckled.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			“When was the last time either of you saw Erik?” Ray asked, as they waited for their luggage at the baggage claim.

			“It’s been a couple of years,” Betty replied.

			“Same here,” FJ chimed in.

			“You think he’ll recognize us?” Betty asked. Ray shrugged his shoulder. Three young women strolled past, staring at FJ, who smiled and was about to wave when Ray leg-bumped him on the shoulder. “Don’t get them going,” Ray warned. Ray thought he heard FJ whisper, “Asshole.” Ray also thought he heard someone call his name. 

			Looking around the luggage carousel, Ray didn’t recognize anyone, so he turned his attention back to searching for his bag in the luggage haystack. “Ray,” the voice called again, this time a bit louder, this time from the direction of the exit to the baggage claim. Ray turned and saw a man waving at him. Erik, Stephanie and Mike’s youngest son, moved to L.A. fourteen years ago. For Erik, Franklin, Kentucky, was too laidback and slow for his taste. He loved big cities, the hustle and bustle, the fast pace, and the lifestyle.

			Having received a free ride to the University of Kentucky in Computer Engineering, Erik started working for a subsidiary of 3M in Lexington while in school. It wasn’t long after graduating that the home office offered him a job in L.A. And, from the amount of money they offered, it was an offer that couldn’t be refused. Not only was Erik living his dream, he was getting well-paid for it. Another fringe benefit was traveling to exotic places like China, Europe, and Minneapolis.

			Being single, Erik considered himself a free spirit. He could take off at a moment’s notice and go anywhere. On a whim, he and his friends would take off for Las Vegas for a weekend of gambling. If the urge hit him, he’d book a week’s vacation in Thailand.

			“How’s it going, Erik,” Ray asked, shaking Erik’s hand. Erik hadn’t changed much in the last two years, maybe a little thicker around the waist, but it looked good on him. He had always been a little too thin in Ray’s opinion. His blond hair, which he always wore short because of curls, was starting to thin. Premature? Ray wondered.

			“Great, Ray. And you?”

			Ray, you’re getting old, Erik thought sadly. But aren’t we all? 

			At seventy-five, Ray was slowing down and walking a little more bent over these days. To Erik, Ray had lost some weight. Not thin, mind you, but thinner, as was his hair, which was pure white. He still wore his Fu Manchu mustache. Erik noticed Ray walked bow-legged, like some old cowboy out of a silent B-movie. The thing that hadn’t changed was Ray’s smile. 

			“Can’t complain,” Ray replied. “Erik, you haven’t changed much since I last saw you.”

			“Thanks, Ray.”

			“How old are you now?”

			“Forty-one. Why?”

			“Oh, no reason.” As I thought, premature balding.

			Erik took Betty’s luggage. “I’m sorry to hear about your mom,” he whispered.

			“Thanks, Erik, but we’re not sure it’s mom.”

			Erik smiled and nodded his head.

			“Erik, my man,” FJ said, offering his fist.

			“Fred,” Erik said, returning the fist bump, “you haven’t changed much either.” Erik said this to FJ but was looking at Ray. Then, looking back at FJ, Erik continued, “I see you’re still doing the Peter Dinklage thing?”

			“When I can get away with it,” FJ replied, looking at Ray. “Erik, you look a little thin since the last time I saw you.”

			Thin? Ray thought.

			“Been watching what I eat and walking Amy.”

			“Amy?” FJ questioned.

			“She’s my Cockapoo. She’s miserable today. It’s the itchy season, and she has to wear the ‘cone of shame.’”

			“I had a date with a kinky, Puerto Rican girl once,” FJ stated, “who wanted me to wear one of those things when we made ‒”

			“Stop, Dad!” Betty exclaimed. “Already, my mind is flooded with images that will never be erased.”

			Everyone laughed.

			“What do you do with Amy when you’re traveling?” Betty asked.

			“The lady next door takes care of her when I’m out of town.”

			“Poor Amy,” Betty said. “I don’t mean about your neighbor, but the ‘cone of shame.’ (All laughed again) Well, I think you’re looking good.”

			“How’s Roy?” Erik asked, speaking of Ray’s dog.

			“He’s fine. He’s on Doggie Prozac for separation anxiety. But enough with the chit-chat,” Ray said. “We can talk on the way to the hotel. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be rude, but God, I hate fricking airports.”

			Erik loaded their luggage in the back of his Cadillac Escalade. People, especially young college-aged women, stopped on the sidewalk and pointed as FJ climbed into the back seat. Ray shooed them off with a wave of his hand. Some frowned. Some tried to ignore Ray and get FJ’s attention, to which Ray said sternly, “Seriously, people, you need to move on.”

			“That was awkward,” Erik said, climbing behind the steering wheel.

			“Ain’t it the truth,” Ray said, taking the front passenger’s seat.

			“It happens all the time,” FJ said proudly. “They can’t get enough of me.”

			“I was talking about how Ray was acting,” Erik said, laughing. Everyone laughed, including Ray.

			Once everyone was seated and buckled in, they made their way out of the airport to the 105 and headed east. From there, it was north on the I-405, then west on I-10 toward Santa Monica and the Pacific.

			“Mom said you were staying at the Shutters on the Beach,” Erik said, looking at Betty through the rearview mirror. “It’s a five-star. Probably the best hotel to stay at, in Santa Monica for sure.”

			“Tom, Innocence, and I stayed there last year when we came out on vacation. Innocence wanted to see Hollywood.” Betty’s thoughts returned to that trip. 

			Innocence had been so happy. They had all been happy. They did all the touristy stuff. They took selfies in front of Grauman’s Chinese Theatre, now known as the TCL Chinese Theatre. They strolled the Hollywood Walk of Fame, looking at all the actors’ stars embedded in the sidewalk. Innocence flirted, as did all the other young girls, with Superman and Captain Jack Sparrow on the sidewalk outside the Kodak Theatre. They window-shopped the stores along Rodeo Drive. They ate lunch at Westime, a restaurant across the street from the Beverly Wilshire Hotel, where Pretty Woman had been filmed. Innocence said it was one of the best vacations she had ever been on. Sadly, it was the last vacation Innocence would ever go on. Betty’s eyes welled up. Clearing her throat, Betty continued, “Tom booked us a suite with three bedrooms and three baths. Erik, if I remember correctly, the hotel’s right by the pier.”

			“You’re right,” Erik agreed. “We’ll get you checked in, then grab some lunch. Afterward, we can visit the police station.”

			“Erik, you don’t have to do all of this,” Ray said. “Just picking us up from the airport was enough.”

			“Do you know where the police station is?” Erik asked.

			“No, but I’m sure someone can point it out.”

			“I’m sure they can, but I know where it is.”

			“I take it you’ve spent some time there?” FJ asked.

			“No,” Erik laughed. “I googled it and put it in my Garmin.”

			“If it’s okay with everyone,” Betty said, “after we unpack, instead of going to the police station, I’d like to go down to the pier and see where they found her.”

			“We can, but I’m not sure if we’ll know the exact spot,” Erik confessed.

			“They use police tape in California, don’t they?” Ray asked.

			“Sure,” Erik replied, “I guess, but there’s no guarantee the tape will still be there. It’s been over a week since they found the body.”

			“I know,” Betty said, staring off into nowhere. “But, at least, it will be near where they found her.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			The 65’ Dodge Dart sputtered. The driver looked down at the fuel gauge, praying the gauge worked and the cause of the sputtering was the vehicle running on fumes and nothing more. Of course, you would never know until the rusting dinosaur gave up the ghost. 

			The hissing, oil-leaking engine wasn’t the only thing wrong with the car. Its epoxy-puttied body had been attacked, probably by hail, rocks, baseball bats, and goat hooves. Why? The driver didn’t know, because the vehicle had been a gift. The tires were so thin you could see the air within, and to make matters worse, there were no spares. If some TLC had been applied years before, today, the car would be considered a gas-guzzling classic instead of a tetanus-threatening death trap. 

			That the car had survived the sixteen hundred-mile trip from Mexico was, in itself, a miracle. Hang on a little longer, please ‒ until we find a gas station ‒ until we find the girls. Doing some quick math, the driver concluded there were only enough bills and loose coins for a couple more fill-ups and a few burgers and fries from McDonald’s. After that, who knows? Thieving? The driver had once been a pickpocket, but just for fun, of course.

			The kids had to be close. Everything indicated that Lucia and a few others were somehow associated with the circus, either within or ghosting it. The driver of the dodge often wanted to go to the police but was afraid the kidnappers would panic and something horrible would happen to the girls. No, Lucia and the others had to be found, before those responsible knew they were being pursued. 

			Many nights the driver snuck between the circus’s sleeping RVs, listening, searching, and on several occasions, almost being discovered. Some circus folks who wanted a late-night snack or a midnight stroll said they saw someone or something creeping among the tents and vehicles. The patrolling watchmen swore they also noticed something odd, but they couldn’t describe what they saw out of the corner of their eyes, only that it cast a long shadow. In the beginning, those who said they saw the apparition were made fun of; as the sightings increased, more and more began to believe, and within a few days, a legend began to grow, a legend of a shadow among shadows. The shadow was even given a name ‒ the Phantom of the Circus. 

			***

			Erik parked the Escalade in the Santa Monica State Beach parking lot next to the pier. From this vantage point, they would have access to the pier without having to fight the crowd swarming the cross-over bridge from Ocean Avenue.

			Dodging the hefty crowd of beachcombers, the four made their way through the sand to the pier’s wooden pylons. The air was full of the gentle sound of waves lapping the beach mixed with the sun worshipers’ laughter. Carnival music saturated everything. Merriment poured from the pier’s mini-amusement park with its ferris wheel, the small roller coaster, and the other small kiddie rides. Carnival barkers enticed and teased guys with girls on their arms, to try and win their loved one a stuffed doll, a Teddy Bear, or a toy puppy dog. 

			“Throw the ball and knock over the cans,” someone yelled. “Pop the balloons with a dart and win a prize,” another cried, trying to be heard above his neighbor. The smell of buttered popcorn, deep-fried funnel cakes, and cotton candy hung thick. This was the place to have fun and get away for a few hours to forget your worries, but not this day, and not for these four.

			A double roll of yellow police tape was stretched around four wooden pylons, only this and nothing more. “The waves must have washed away any evidence of a body,” Erik said, inspecting the sand in and around the taped-off area.

			“This has to be the spot,” Ray said, looking at the other wooden columns. “I figured there wouldn’t be much to see. But, Betty, what did you hope to find?”

			“I don’t know, Ray. Something. Anything.”

			“Why is the tape way up here, and the water is way down there on the beach?” FJ asked.

			“I would guess this is where the body was found,” Ray commented. “Probably washed in here during high tide.”

			Betty walked down to the water’s edge and stood there, staring out to sea. The incoming wave stopped short, gently licking at her
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