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BOOK 1

CHAPTER ONE

The Yellow Line into Manhattan was crowded, as usual.  I was hemmed in by the mesh of ragged denim and football jackets, wrinkled tweed screaming for a dry cleaner, leather in both black and tan.  And the faces that glanced at me from those assorted combinations only me feel more trapped in that rolling, rickety, glorified boxcar.  Dead-eyed drones, lecherous teenagers, sneaky and snickering middle-aged men; not exactly the cream on the top of the Big Apple pie we made out of the minced remains of this former metropolis.

One fellow looked interesting, a handsome man of about thirty, with black hair and sharp, blue eyes.  He didn’t seem to notice me as he gazed out the grimy little window at the grimier big city beyond.  His attention was elsewhere, his eyes peering out with an intense focus, even as he seemed to be looking at nothing at all.  It seemed to me like he wasn’t looking out the window at all; he was looking inward.

My new iPhone rang in my Yves St. Lauren purse, a gift from my mother.  So it wasn’t much of a surprise to see her face on the phone’s screen, with her name underneath: Angela Isles.

“Mom,” I said to answer the phone.

“Emerald, darling, you in the city yet?  Just wanted to remind you about our lunch today.  Nobu at noon?”

“Um, noonish, I think.  I’ve got a meeting with the Mauros at eleven and it may go long.  I’ll get there as soon as I can.”

“Don’t you worry,” she said, “you’re doing very important work.  We’re both so proud of you, dear.”

I always found that such a hard thing to respond to.  If somebody says you’re attractive, it’s easy to say, It’s kind of you to share to share that with me.  It’s not that they’re simply being kind, either; at five-six, slim, with long, straight black hair and a light mocha complexion, I have a look a lot of guys think I am exotic.  And, frankly, a lot more think exotic is quite attractive.  But I’m never coy about it, because it really is kind of somebody to share with you that they think you’re attractive.  It also gets me off the hook and I don’t have to say what they want to hear, which is usually, You’re quite good looking too, and so on.

But what do you say to somebody who’s proud of you?  It’s kind of you to share that with me, just doesn’t work.  And saying, Thank you, just seems cloying.  I dunno, maybe it’s just me.

“Anyway,” my mother said in the lingering silence, “good luck with your meeting and we’ll see you whenever you can get there.”

“Um, we?”

But the call cut off.  

We, I repeated to myself.  That means Daddy’s coming to lunch.  That means they wanna have another talk, about another issue that’s concerning them; living in Brooklyn, not being able to find a proper man, my future; what will it be this time?

I slipped the phone into my purse, sighed, and took a look around the car.  That good-looking man gazing out the window had gone, but the train hadn’t stopped.  Must have gone to another car, I reasoned.  Too bad, he was the only half-way human face I’ve seen on this train in ages.

I didn’t give him much more thought after that.  The train stopped at Civic Center and I got off, pushing through with the prevailing tide of humans as we poured out of the train and then up the stairs and into the glare of the street.

Once on Chambers Street I didn’t stop to look around.  That’s what tourists do, and it’s like begging to have your purse snatched.  So I walked north toward Warren Street, enjoying the sliver of sunlight that managed to peak down from between the tops of the skyscrapers lining the boulevard.

Ten minutes later, I was almost in my private office at the NYC Administration for Children’s Services, when Cecelia Rauch’s gruff, gurgling voice sneaked up on me from behind.  “Ready for that meeting today, Emerald?”  She looked at me with that puckered face, her pale skin pink with too much blush, hairs once more growing out of that mole on her cheek.  “I hear your Mr. Mauro is absolutely pissing blood over that kid of his.”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.  Really, he’s the one who needs to get his act together, not the kid.”

“Don’t go in with an attitude, Emerald.  You’re still new to all this, you’re just out of school — hell, you’re practically just out of diapers!”

“And you’ve been at it five hundred years, so what?”

“So, you may know all the rules and all the latest theories, but in this job, you need a feel for people, how much they can take.”

“I think I’ve got a pretty good handle on my social skills, Ceil.  I do appreciate the input.”

“See, that’s just what I’m talkin’ about,” Ceil said, waving me off.  “You think a lot of things, but this job ain’t about thinkin’.  It’s about knowin’.  And darlin’, you’re too young to know jack squat about real people and the way they live.  Just remember that when you go into that meeting.”

I didn’t like to be bullied by Ceil, but she was my boss, and twenty-five years older than me, with nearly an entire professional lifetime in social work behind her; so it was pretty easy for me to nod and give her the benefit of all that experience.  Besides, I had bigger fish to fry, although now I had to do it with a considerably less-confident pan.

Once in my office, the door opened and Nathan Means poked his head in.  “The old lady giving you a hard time?” he asked with a snicker.  “She’s really a ball-buster, isn’t she?”  More sniveling laughter leaked out of his pressed smile, small black mustache clinging to his small, black face, itself not out of proportion to his small, black body.  He always seemed to feel that, as two African Americans in the office, we should stick together, that we had some kind of unspoken ethnic bond. The fact that I was only half African American never seemed to phase him in his quest to divide our office into us versus them.

“How are you today, Nathan?” I asked, having little choice.

“Very well, actually,” he said.  “There’s word of a commendation for me, for the Brunswick matter; y’know, the kids who brought the heroin to school.”

“Congratulations, Nathan, that’s ... you worked hard, you deserve the recognition.”

Nathan assumed a hardened expression, as if he were doing an impression of my father, although the two had never met (and wouldn’t ever meet, as far as I was ready to predict).  “We have to work harder for every little scrap, don’t we?”

Not willing to be drawn into his miniature melodrama, I said only, “Beg your pardon?”

Then he looked around, leaned forward and gave me a big, fat wink.  “Playin’ it cool, right.  Even the walls have ears, eh?  Keep it up, you’ll go far.”  With a reassuring little nod, he backed up and closed the door.

An hour later, portly Peter Mauro was sitting in my office, a few strands of long hair plastered over his bald pate.  He sat with his wife, Christine, who’s prolonged periods of quiet, along with the bags under eyes, made her seem much older than her mere thirty-five years.  On her other side sat their troubled teenage daughter, Isabella.

“Lilith,” she corrected her father every time he called her by her given name, sneering at him with her black lips, which seemed to hover over her pancake-white face.

“She takes the name of a demon!” Peter Mauro said to me, pleading, “my little angel!”

“I’m not your little angel,” Isabella shouts at him.

“Instead of defining yourself by what you’re not,” I suggest in a very kind voice, “why not define yourself by what you are?”

Isabelle looked at me, confusion on her goth-smeared face.  “What do you mean?”

“What do you mean?” her father Peter repeated to me, in a much louder and more insulted tone.

Ignoring him, I said to her, “How would you define yourself, Lilith?”

She looked around, at her parents, who looked back eagerly.  She just shrugged, eyes rolling.  “This is stupid.”

“Stupid?” Peter responded, “that’s all you’ve got to say?  You know how much trouble we’re in that we had to come all the way down here for this?  Stupid?  They’re gonna put you into a foster
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