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      Isana Thomas adjusted the focus on the Leica M-A Rangefinder, peering through the viewfinder at the glistening drop of water clinging to the cherry blossom petal. Fog swirled around her, creating an atmosphere much like the ones evoked in the 1940s noir films she loved. Blowing out a breath, she depressed the shutter, then lined up another shot. Thirty minutes later, satisfied she’d captured the photos she envisioned, she lowered her camera. The fog had intensified, shrouding the cherry trees in a thick, soupy mist as it rolled off the Potomac River and into the Tidal Basin.

      Footsteps echoed, the weather shrouding their exact location. A bicyclist buzzed by on the paved pathway circling the basin, the bike’s taillight blinking rapidly. Isana shook her head at the folly of biking in this weather with its low visibility. She sure wouldn’t risk a tumble into the cold, dark Potomac. A car door slammed, then an engine started. Voices drifted in her direction, and she caught a glimpse of a pair of joggers moving through the fog, headlamps illuminating the predawn darkness. Something brushed against her sleeve. She stumbled back, her heel sliding on the wet grass and sending her careening into a cherry tree.

      Wrapping her hand around one of its damp branches, Isana stood very still, sucking in deep breaths to calm her racing heart as panic clawed at her like a monster from a B movie. Get a hold of yourself. Don’t let your imagination run away with you. Not for the first time, she vowed to stop watching suspenseful movies before bed. No doubt last night’s viewing of the 1945 film “Escape in the Fog” contributed to her sense of unease this morning. Probably should have stayed in her nice, safe apartment rather than venturing out to take photos of the early cherry blossoms in the mist. But she’d awakened with a jolt at four and couldn’t chance a return to slumber—and the vivid dream that had haunted her since childhood.

      A quick glance at her phone revealed she needed to pack up and head home to change for work. Her camera snug in its case, she slung it over her shoulder and paused to get her bearings in the thickening fog. She should walk to the right to catch a bus at the West Basin stop. Her Next Bus app showed the incoming bus would be going in the direction of her apartment and arrive at six-twelve. Five-fifty-eight. Plenty of time to make the short walk. Flipping up her jacket hood against the drizzle, she set out.

      She’d only taken a few steps when the sound of an old-fashioned ringing telephone sent her heartrate back into the stratosphere. Her hand on her chest, she cocked her head as the ringing continued, then stopped. She strained to hear the voice of whoever answered the phone, but only the faint rustling of something in a nearby tree reached her ears. Shaking her head to clear it of fanciful imaginings, she turned, but the return of the ringing halted her progress. This time, the sound was louder, more insistent. After six rings, the sound ceased only to immediately start again.

      Someone must have lost their cell. Turning on her phone’s flashlight, she shone the beam onto the pathway around her feet as the ringing continued. Nothing there. To the left, the Potomac slapped against the retaining wall of the Tidal Basin. No phone there. To the right, a line of stately cherry trees, their budding blossoms blobs of white in the mist. For once, the arborists had timed Washington, DC’s Cherry Blossom Festival perfectly. When the events kicked off in three days, the trees would be in full bloom.

      The ringing persisted. The Next Bus app buzzed, reminding her the bus would arrive in five minutes. Drat. She’d miss it because she couldn’t abandon the phone. She’d lost hers once and had been so grateful when a Good Samaritan had recovered it. Stepping off the path, she directed the flashlight to the ground. No phone. The fog swirled, and the beam reflected off something shiny. There! She reached down and plucked the still trilling phone from the ground. The device immediately went quiet. Using the sleeve of her jacket, she wiped the muddied and cracked screen, nearly dropping the phone as it rang again in her hand. Hoping she could answer without unlocking the screen, she hit the accept button and raised the phone to her ear underneath the jacket hood.

      “Hello?”

      Silence, then a male voice said, “I’m sorry, I must have dialed the wrong number.”

      “Wait!” She listened hard, hoping he hadn’t hung up. “Have you been calling this number over and over this morning?”

      Another pause, then the man answered. “Yes. What’s going on?”

      Isana shifted as the coolness of the late March morning sank into her bones. “I found the phone by a cherry tree.”

      “Cherry tree?”

      “By the Tidal Basin.” She frowned. Something about the man’s voice sounded familiar.

      “Where exactly?”

      “Near the Japanese Lantern.”

      “And no one’s near?” The fear in the man’s voice registered.

      “I don’t think so. I had been looking for it because it wouldn’t stop ringing.” She glanced around, using her phone’s flashlight to pierce the mist near where the other device had been.

      “It’s my mother’s,” the man said, his voice catching. “I’ve just returned from being out of town and have been trying to reach her.”

      “And you’re worried.” She ducked under a low-hanging branch to peer deeper into the stand of trees between the Tidal Basin and Independence Avenue.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not finding anything or anyone in the vicinity of where I found the phone.” She turned back to the path, holding a tree branch out of her way as she passed.

      “I should probably introduce myself. I’m—”

      Isana sensed someone near her seconds before being shoved hard. The phone flew out of her hand as her knees hit the ground. She tried to get purchase on the wet grass, but something walloped her on the head, and she sank down into the fog.
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        * * *

      

      Cyrus Hillam nearly dropped his phone when the woman grunted. He gripped his cell tighter. “What’s going on?”

      The only answer was . . . nothing. His concern ratcheted up to nuclear when she didn’t speak. “Hello?”

      The phone disconnected. Cy grabbed his car keys and hustled out the door. Little traffic clogged the roads as he drove from Arlington, Virginia, over the Roosevelt Bridge into DC. If only his mother hadn’t refused to activate the Find My Phone app on her device, he would have been able to locate her and her phone.

      Turning onto the Rock Creek and Potomac Parkway, he slowed as thick fog blanketed the road. Flicking his hazard lights on, he checked that the crossover vehicle’s fog lights were on. As he inched his way slowly down the parkway at below the posted 25 mph speed limit, he again berated himself for going out of town for a bachelor party weekend with his former college roommate. His mom had insisted he go on the trip, even though his instincts said to stay. The anniversary of his father’s death had happened over the weekend, but Lillian Hillam had always determined to not let her grief interfere with her only child’s life.

      When he hadn’t been able to reach his mother by phone upon his arrival back home yesterday evening, he’d driven to the small house in Falls Church she and his father had purchased on their return to the states from their final overseas assignment with the State Department. But the house had been empty, no sign of Mom and no clue as to her whereabouts. Her Mini Cooper sat in the garage. An empty bowl evidence she’d fed the cat that morning, which indicated she hadn’t been away from home long. Her purse and phone were the only things he could tell were missing.

      He should have continued to live with her instead of getting his own condo in Clarendon. In the three months since he’d moved out, he had relished the independence. While he could have afforded his own place years ago, he’d stayed because his mother had appeared too fragile emotionally to survive without him. Only lately, she’d been more assertive and had actively encouraged him to move out, telling him thirty-five was much too old to be living with his mother.

      His GPS directed him to turn onto Ohio Drive SW. Just past West Basin Drive SW, he swung into an empty parking space and cut the engine. Pocketing his keys, he crossed Ohio and jogged up West Basin Drive before leaving the road to cut through the cherry trees to reach the path circling the Tidal Basin. The woman on the phone had indicated she was near the Japanese Lantern. A jogger’s headlamp nearly blinded him as the man ran by. Using his phone’s flashlight, he slowed as he neared the location where he’d last spoken with the woman.

      “Hello?” Cy stepped off the path and almost tripped over a tree root. “Ma’am? Are you okay?”

      Silence greeted his questions. Moving deeper into the stand of cherry trees, the fog swirled around his body like a dancer. The unease hugging his shoulders now encased him like a straitjacket. His finger trembled so much it took him three tries to hit the right button to redial his mother’s phone. A ringing phone echoed around him. Lowering his own phone, he cautiously stepped forward until he spotted the device lying against a tree trunk.

      He picked it up, his heart dropping to his stomach as he recognized his mother’s case, bright gold with the outline of a black cat. Dear God, let her be okay. The fog pressed around him tighter, disorienting him. Where was the woman who had answered his call? And more worrying, where was his mother?

      Cy turned in a circle, shining his light around him, but could see nothing except the trunks and limbs of cherry trees. Moving at a snail’s pace, he headed back toward the path, his eyes downcast to avoid falling over the uneven ground. Then his foot bumped into something pliable. His pulse jumped as the beam revealed a figure lying on the ground.
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      Cy dropped to his knees beside the fallen person, illuminating the scene with his flashlight. The shape resolved into a woman lying on her side wearing leggings, sturdy hiking boots, and a jacket. The woman’s head angled away from him, the jacket’s hood obscuring her features. Relief coursed through him as he studied the slim figure. Not his mother. This was the body of a younger woman.

      The woman moaned.

      “Hey,” he said softly. “Are you okay?”

      At the sound of his voice, her shoulders tensed.

      “I’m not going to hurt you. I think you were talking to me on a phone you found when something happened.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “May I help you up?”

      Without answering directly, the woman pushed her upper body off the ground, gathering her legs underneath her. Cy assisted her to rise to a seated position, her back braced against a trunk. A light drizzle joined the mist, creating a soupy mess that coated them quickly and lowered visibility.

      Her hand touched her hair as a groan escaped her lips. “My head hurts.”

      Her soft voice told him she had been the woman on the other end of the phone. “Do you remember what happened?”

      She grasped her temples with both hands, rocking a little bit forward. “I think I’m going to be sick.” Then she leaned away from him and vomited in the grass, her body heaving.

      Concern inched up his spine. While a small part of him wanted to continue grilling her about finding the phone, she needed medical attention stat. He phoned 911 but when he gave his location, the dispatcher informed him it would be at least thirty or more minutes before an ambulance could arrive due to a massive traffic accident. He relayed the info to the woman, then added, “We should get you to a hospital.”

      The woman didn’t acknowledge his statement. She stayed hunched over, her hands on the ground.

      He calculated the distance between their location and his vehicle. While he could move it a little bit closer on West Basin Drive, he wouldn’t be able to get it near enough to load her in easily. “Do you think you could walk if I helped you? My car is a little distance away.”

      The woman slowly reverted to her seated position. “I don’t know. The world is spinning right now. I think if I move, I might throw up again.”

      It was a chance he’d have to take. She needed medical help. He rose and secured both his and his mother’s phone, zipping his coat pocket to ensure he didn’t lose one along the way. The woman had a small backpack still looped over her shoulders. A quick scan of the area with his flashlight showed a second device a few feet away. “I found your phone.” He tucked it in the outside pocket of the woman’s backpack. “Come on.”

      Cy held out a hand toward the woman, who took it, her cold fingers curling around his. Gently, he tugged her to her feet. She staggered against him, then she twisted away as she heaved again off to the side. He slipped an arm around her waist to keep her upright as she dry-heaved. She must have hit her head, given the symptoms. He’d experienced a concussion once during a pickup football game, and the nausea had been terrible right after it happened.

      “Did you fall and hit your head?” He kept his arm around her middle when she straightened.

      “No.” She tried to take a step and nearly collapsed against him.

      “Steady.” Cy hugged her closer. “Put your arm around my waist.”

      She did as instructed, tucking her body closer to his. “Someone  . . .  pushed me  . . .  hit me  . . .  on the head.”

      Her words, spoken softly, at first didn’t make sense to Cy. “Someone attacked you?”

      “Yes.”

      They made it to the pathway, and he turned to the right, matching his steps to her faltering ones. He didn’t grill her further as he concentrated on keeping to the path in the heavy mist. The drizzle had morphed into a light, steady rain. Then out of the mist, he spotted the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial with its large chiseled depiction of the Civil Rights icon in an airy setting. “We’re at the MLK memorial.”

      Cy took more of her weight as her strength flagged. She wouldn’t make it to his vehicle, and much as he liked to think he was in good shape, there was no way he could sweep her in his arms and carry her the rest of the way. “You’re tired, and my car’s down along Ohio Drive. Would you be okay for a few minutes resting on one of the benches by the memorial while I get the car?”

      “If  . . .  I  . . .  can sit  . . .  down,  . . . yes.” She sagged against him, her head flopping on his shoulder.

      He supported her to one of the backless slabs that functioned as seats, now wet with rain. She immediately laid down on the wet marble, her eyes sliding shut.

      Touching her shoulder, he said, “I’ll be back as quick as I can.” He took off at a jog, praying God would protect both his mom and this young woman.
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        * * *

      

      Isana shivered as she lay on the cold marble slab on the perimeter of the memorial. Driving rain pummeled her body. Her head ached. If she opened her eyes, the nausea returned. Better to keep them closed so she could inhabit the dream that had sustained her ever since the man had touched her shoulder.

      It had been his voice she’d heard, even though she knew it couldn’t possibly be true. Had to be a distortion of the fog or perhaps her head injury making her think so. She allowed herself the luxury of pretending it was. It had been easy enough to avoid looking directly at his face since every movement of her head brought a wave of nausea. Pretending the man was her secret office crush, Cyrus Hillam, gave her the strength to walk beside him, tucked close to his warm body. She put her hand at her waist where his had supported her.

      His voice had been so kind and gentle, urging her onward, telling her it would be okay. Worry for his mother lent an urgency to his actions, leading him to find Isana. Who knows what might have happened had he not come along.

      Isana breathed deeply, trying to stall the pounding in her head. Other memories banged on the door of her mind, but the padlock she’d put there years ago held steady. Better to think about Cyrus, the new public relations and marketing director at The Heritage. Cy, as he preferred to be called, had only been at the private museum for a few months but already had all the single—and some married—women’s hearts aflutter with his blond good looks. If his lean, six-foot-one height and green eyes weren’t enough to make him the museum’s most eligible bachelor, the hint of a tattoo on his upper bicep sealed the deal. With her job as a researcher and authenticator for the museum’s acquisitions of twentieth century objects, she had very little interaction with the public face of The Heritage, and so had ample opportunities to gaze at Cy from afar.

      Late last year, the museum had received a substantial donation to expand its mission of interpreting the major and minor events of the 1900s, leading it to acquire a larger building near the National Mall in downtown DC and hire a new marketing and PR director. Already, Cy had endeared himself to both the museum staff and its board with his innovative ideas on generating both publicity and paying customers.

      But it had been the kindness in his eyes that had caught Isana’s attention. Usually, she kept her head down at work. Interpersonal interactions made her so nervous, she sometimes broke out in hives. Her job required limited speaking to her coworkers, which suited her just fine. She sensed they thought her quiet and a little strange, but mostly they left her alone in the museum’s basement, where she had a spacious office and few interruptions.

      A crack of thunder brought her back to the present with a jolt. The rain increased its temper. Had the man simply left her here? Panic seized her heart and squeezed. Surely he wouldn’t leave her to freeze to death at the memorial. Maybe she could make it to the bus stop. She still wore her backpack, into which the man had tucked her phone, plus a backup SmartTrip card just in case her phone app decided not to work. But where was her camera case?

      Her heartrate accelerated like a plane’s jet engine during takeoff. Please God, let my rescuer have it. No way she was leaving without it. She’d just have to retrace their steps until she found the camera.

      Placing her hand on the slippery marble, she eased to a sitting position with her eyes closed. While her head ached something fierce, the dizziness had passed. She counted to three, then opened her eyes. Nausea swept over her, but she resisted the urge to close her eyes and lay back down. Several slow, deep breaths countered the feeling. Glancing around to get her bearings, her heart stuttered when she caught a glimpse of a figure standing slightly behind one of the stone walls.

      She blinked rain out of her eyes. The figure vanished. It couldn’t be the man who’d rescued her, as he was getting the car. Maybe it was whoever had attacked her. Every fiber in her wanted to head back to the Tidal Basin path to search for her missing camera, but to do so would mean moving past where the person had gone. Indecision kept her frozen to the bench for a long, shivering moment. Which way to go—forward or backward? That was the story of her life, her inability to make decisions about her future because she kept looking to her past. But this was one decision she could make. She would go back for her camera.

      Isana rose, her legs nearly giving out. Was this a smart idea? Bracing a hand against the slab, she managed to keep her feet. She would need to pass the statute to get to the Tidal Basin. She could do this. Walk purposefully like you know where you were going, her self-defense instructor had said. Squaring her shoulders, she took her first step, grateful her legs held steady. Half a dozen steps led her to the center of the memorial. Her breathing hitched, and she paused to rest her cheek against the cooler stone of the upright slabs. No time to rest. She mustn’t stop but keep her momentum going forward. She ignored the voice in her head telling her she should have stayed put.

      Time to get moving. Isana took another step. A bit of stone struck her cheek. A whizzing sound sent another small chunk of King’s statute flying inches from her head. Her heart squeezed inside her chest as a third bullet hit the slab to her right. Someone was shooting at her!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Cy pulled the SUV to the curb in front of the Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial entrance and hit the hazards button. The rain had intensified during his short drive up West Basin Drive. The early morning hour and the weather kept other drivers away, easing his conscience about illegally parking at the curb. After turning off the engine, he dashed into the wetness, chirping the vehicle locked as he jogged to the towering stone pillars marking the memorial entrance. The cold rain increased the fog, making it difficult to see clearly. By the foot of the stone statute of King, he spotted a figure wearing a familiar blue jacket. Why was the woman there and not on the wall bench where he’d left her?

      Something whizzed by his head, thunking into the pillar over his left shoulder. Instinctively, he dropped to a crouch as another bullet buried itself into the stone. His mind registered someone was shooting at them, but he couldn’t believe it. This kind of thing only happened on crime shows or superhero movies, not to a PR professional for a private museum. A siren pierced the rain and fog, bright lights flashing by on nearby Ohio Drive. Once the emergency vehicles had passed, Cy counted to sixty. No more bullets were fired. Perhaps the sirens had scared off the shooter.

      The woman had collapsed against the statue. He shot God a fervent a prayer for safety and darted across the open expanse, flattening himself against the stone in front of the woman. “Hey, are you okay?”

      “Someone was shooting at me.” She raised her head, a rivet of blood mixing with the rain on her cheek.

      “You’re hurt!” He used the edge of his jacket sleeve to wipe away the blood. “Were you shot?”

      She shook her head. “A piece of stone hit me in the face.” A shiver rocked her body. He needed to get her out of the rain and to a hospital pronto. He’d call 911 to report the incident once he got her in his SUV, but given the rainy conditions and the fact emergency vehicles had zoomed past with lights flashing a while ago, he would stick to his earlier decision to transport her himself rather than wait for an ambulance.

      “I thought you weren’t coming back for me.”

      Her lack of faith in him cut to the quick, but he ignored the hurt. Not a time to focus on himself. “I’m sorry it took a little longer to fetch my car than I thought. I’m parked at the curb.” He glanced around but saw no one else. “I think the shooter’s gone. Can you stand?”

      With a nod, she rose, using the statue as a guide. He got to his own feet and steadied her, once again tucking her close under his arm with a hand at her waist. He moved as quickly as he could, praying the shooter had vanished. Their progress to the SUV was unhindered by any additional shots. He unlocked the doors and eased her inside the vehicle, buckling her in as if she were a child.

      Hurrying around to the driver’s side, he slid into the seat and pushed the ignition button, turning the heat on full blast. “How are you feeling?”

      “My head hurts. I’m so cold.” Her body shook.

      “Let’s get you to the ER.”

      “No!”

      Her vehement response startled him.

      “My camera’s missing.” Despite her bedraggled appearance, the determination came through loud and clear. “We have to go back and look for it.”

      “You need to see a doctor. I don’t want hypothermia to set in.” Cy put the car into gear and pulled away from the curb.

      The woman placed a trembling hand in his shoulder. “Please, I need my camera. It’s in a case. It was around my neck when I was on the phone with you.”

      He ignored her pleas and headed toward George Washington University Hospital. “You need medical attention first.”

      She slumped into the seat beside him, her arms hugging her small frame. He didn’t pepper her with questions during the short drive to the hospital, as the lifting fog and continuing rain made traffic conditions less than ideal.

      He found a parking spot close to the ER entrance and helped the woman from his car and into the brightly lit waiting room. After lowering her into a chair close to the check-in counter, he approached the desk.

      The lone male at the desk made eye contact as he stepped forward. “May I help you?”

      “Yes, this woman was hit over the head by the Tidal Basin and got caught in the rain,” he began. “She threw up at the scene, and I think she might have a concussion.”

      The employee pushed his glasses further up his nose, then signaled a young man wearing a maroon blazer. “This woman needs a wheelchair and a thermal blanket. Then get her back to cubicle fourteen.”

      Cy returned to the woman and updated her on what was happening. Within minutes, the young man had the chair next to Isana. Cy assisted him in helping to transfer her. Snapping open the silver blanket, the hospital employee tucked it around Isana before wheeling her through the double doors. Cy followed, not wanting to lose this link to his mother and out of concern about the young woman’s health.

      In the cubicle, a nurse who introduced herself as Kayleigh assisted the woman into a bed, wrapping a second blanket around her and checking her vitals. That completed, the nurse shooed Cy into a chair, then addressed her patient. “Let’s get some info from you. Name and date of birth?”

      “Isana Thomas.”

      The name rang a faint bell in Cy’s mind, but he couldn’t immediately place her. The woman continued to shiver as her body slowly warmed. Kayleigh asked Isana more questions.

      Cy tried to tune out into her answers, not wanting to eavesdrop on sensitive information, but when the nurse asked where she worked, he thought he heard Isana say, “The Heritage Museum.”

      “Where?” The question burst out of him before he could stop himself.

      Isana raised her gaze to lock with his. “The Heritage Museum.”

      “That’s where I work.” He studied her pale, wet face for any clue he knew her.

      An emotion he couldn’t label flashed across her face before she dropped her gaze. “We’ve only met once, during an all-staff meeting.”

      Kayleigh cleared her throat. “So you’re not related to Ms. Thomas?”

      Cy shook his head.

      “Then you’ll need to leave.”

      “Please let him stay.” Isana’s voice trembled. “He saved my life.”

      Kayleigh eyed Cy. “Only if he doesn’t get in the way.”

      “I won’t.”

      Isana relaxed against the bed. Her voice still shook slightly, but she answered the remaining handful of questions as she clutched the silver blankets.

      After Kayleigh left the cubicle, Cy tugged the plastic chair closer to the bed. “I’m so sorry I didn’t recognize you. I’m Cy Hillam.”

      “I know.” A faint blush added a touch of color to her cheeks. “No need for an apology. I work in the basement, so don’t mingle with the public or other staff much.”

      Cy frowned, trying to recall what happened in the basement of the museum from his brief tour after starting six months ago. “Forgive me, but I’m still putting together all the pieces of what goes on at the museum. What exactly do you do?”

      “I’m a researcher and authenticator for the donations and objects the museum acquires.” She tucked the blanket tighter around her legs. “I make sure everything we display has been properly documented and its provenance established.”

      “Ah, I see.” He smiled. “You have the most important job in the entire museum.”

      Surprise flickered in her eyes for an instant, bringing out gold flecks among the green. Eyes like that could mesmerize a man. Then she dropped her head. “No, I don’t.”

      Cy leaned toward her. “Not the way I see it. If the museum didn’t have you, we wouldn’t have anything to display.”

      “Then it’s a good thing there’s a few of us in the department.”

      “Isana Thomas?” A woman with white coat and tablet in hand stepped into the cubicle. “I’m Dr. Zenner. What’s going on?”

      “I’ll go to the waiting room.” Cy gave Isana a reassuring smile as the doctor approached the bed, then slipped out of the room.

      He found a seat and pulled out his phone. For a moment, he held the device as he tried to think of what to do. Now that Isana was safe, his next step would be to see if he could file a missing person’s report on his mother.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s a Leica M-A Rangefinder film camera in a hard cover carrying case.” Isana added to the description of her missing camera as DC Metro Police Officer Jenson jotted down the particulars. She held a Styrofoam cup of steaming black coffee in her hands as she sat on the edge of a bed in an ER cubicle. A CT scan showed no fractures on her skull, and the doctor had determined she hadn’t suffered from a concussion, although she had been prescribed rest for the remainder of the day and over-the-counter pain relievers for the headache.

      “You think your attacker took the camera?” Officer Jenson huffed the question, as if he couldn’t wait to get back to real policing instead of taking notes about an ordinary mugging.

      “I don’t know who else it could have been. The strap was around my neck.” She’d already been over the events of the morning several times with both the ER doctor and Jenson. “Has anyone checked the scene for my camera?”

      Jenson snapped his notebook closed. “We have a team going over the memorial to recover any bullets from the shooting. I’ll stop by to see if they’re also searching along the path for the first attack.” He extracted a business card from a pocket on his uniform. “In the meantime, if you think of anything else, please give me a call.”

      She accepted the card. “I will.”

      He moved toward the curtain.

      “Office Jenson?”

      The officer turned back, tapping his fingers lightly against his thigh.

      She swallowed as butterflies took flight in her stomach. She hated to assert herself. A lifetime spent adhering to her mother’s adage to not bother people was hard to overcome. But she desperately wanted the camera back, so she ploughed on. “The camera was a gift from my late grandfather, so it’s rather special to me. I really appreciate your help in finding it.”

      His features relaxed into the first genuine smile she’d seen during the fifteen-minute interview. “Sure thing. I’ll be in touch as soon as we have any news.”

      After he’d gone, she battled the urge to sink onto the bed and close her eyes. Her symptoms of hypothermia had subsided as her body warmed under blankets and a dry set of scrubs, and she felt nearly human again.

      The wall clock ticked to eight-thirty-nine. Technically, she wasn’t late for work until nine, but since she always arrived a little after eight, she should let HR know about her absence. Quickly, she made the call, saying she’d been in an accident and wouldn’t be coming into work today, grateful to get Faith Gibbons’s voicemail and not the woman herself. Then she waited for the nurse to bring her discharge papers and wondered how she’d get home.

      The nurse bustled in with a sheaf of papers and a tablet. Isana signed her name on the electronic forms, nodding as the nurse reviewed the diagnosis and prescription.

      “Let me check on your ride.” The nurse switched the curtain back to reveal Cy standing a foot away, his hands jammed into the front pocket of his jeans. “She’s all yours.”

      Isana’s cheeks warmed at the words, hoping Cy hadn’t noticed the wink the nurse gave her as she exited the cubicle.

      “Ready?”

      She slid off the bed, wobbling a bit as her sock feet hit the floor. “Yes.” She shoved her feet into hospital slippers, the thin material not much of a barrier against the cold tile.

      Cy picked up the clear plastic bag containing her wet clothes while she shouldered her backpack. “Do you want a wheelchair?”

      She bit her lip, not wanting to ride but unsure of walking on her own.

      “Maybe if I provide some assistance?” He cocked his elbow toward her as if about to escort her to a ball.

      Slipping her arm through his, she mumbled her thanks. This was going to be a very long walk to his vehicle, one she would relive over and over in her mind later. For now, she would bask in the fantasy that a handsome man desired her company.
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      Lillian Hillam lay still, keeping her eyes closed as she gathered all possible intel about where she was. Her head ached, leading her to surmise she’d been conked out with a heavy object. How long she’d been unconscious was something she’d try to discern later. First up was an inventory of her body.

      With as little movement as possible—she didn’t want to tip off anyone watching about her being awake—she ascertained her hands were bound behind her, but her legs and ankles were not secured. A blindfold covered her eyes, but the scratchy fabric felt loose. Other than the fierce headache and her shoulders because of how her arms were positioned, nothing else hurt. She moved her head against the floor to push the blindfold up enough that by casting her eyes down, she could catch a glimpse of the room without removing the entire covering.

      By moving her head slowly, then pausing for several minutes, she was able to check out the room. Concrete floor splattered with old paint. No artificial lights on, but there must be a window, as the room wasn’t bathed in darkness. Listening hard, she heard nothing but the sound of her own breathing and the pitter-patter of rain. After waiting a while, she decided to remove more of the blindfold and maneuvered the cloth toward her forehead on the right side, allowing her more visual of the room. The bright grayness of the light told her dawn had broken but the sun was hiding behind clouds. A crack of thunder affirmed her conclusion.

      Lillian closed her eyes to recall how she’d arrived at this place. Yesterday—assuming she had only been unconscious for twenty-four hours or less—had been the anniversary of her beloved husband’s death. The date always hit her hard, especially because Greg had shot himself in their home where she would be sure to find him. The horror of coming in from grocery shopping and seeing him sprawled over the kitchen table still haunted her. Lillian forced her thoughts away from the question that would plague her the rest of her life and refocused on mentally retracing her steps.

      She’d visited his grave in the predawn hours, having woken at three and been unable to return to sleep. Despite the late March chill, she’d sat on the dew-covered ground for hours, talking to her dead husband about Cyrus and her worries he wouldn’t find love because of the tragedy of his father’s demise thirty years ago. Then she’d gone home, taken a hot bath, and brewed a cup of tea before tackling the next item on her annual pilgrimage through the past. She’d spent the rest of the morning pouring through photo albums and talking out loud as if Greg were merely in the other room and not six feet under the ground. Those reminiscences ended like they always did—with her sobbing into a pillow on the couch, one of Greg’s old cardigans wrapped around her like his arms used to do. She’d fallen asleep and awakened several hours later, cold and stiff.

      Washing her face, she’d stared at the middle-aged woman she’d become, her fingers tracing the tired lines of her once flawless complexion. The words of her counselor during their final session several days earlier drifted across her mind. Only you can decide when you’ve had enough of the grief, enough of living in the past and the what-ifs and the maybes. You’ve been grieving for Greg half your life. Is this how you want to keep living? I can’t help you when you’re unwilling to move past the thing that’s holding you under.

      Had she really been mourning Greg for three decades? In some respects, it seemed like only yesterday when she’d met the handsome, self-assured man at a State Department orientation course for those going overseas for their first assignment. To her surprise, Greg had been attending as a student, not as an instructor as she had assumed. Something about him didn’t lend itself to being a first-time diplomat. But, as she later discovered, Greg’s friendly, outgoing demeanor hid the hard steel of the real man very well.

      Lillian shifted on the cold cement, her bones aching. She was no longer that starry-eyed college graduate who’d recklessly agreed to marry a near stranger and go off on the adventure of a lifetime. Greg hadn’t lied about that. They had done some good, had a lot of fun, and maybe even saved the world a time or two.

      The door hinge creaked, alerting her to someone else’s presence seconds before the person entered the room. For a moment, no other sound reached her ears except her own steady breathing. The door closed with a bang. Lillian couldn’t control her body’s jolt at the sudden noise.

      “I thought you were awake.” The man walked toward her, his shoes making only a whisper of sound.

      She tensed as he squatted next to her. He jerked off her blindfold in one, quick movement, sending her head crashing back to the cement before she had time to react. A single bulb dangled from the ceiling, casting yellow light into the small room. With the man’s back to the light, his features stayed in shadow, but she could see the smile curving his lips.

      “You’re still a beautiful woman, Lillian.” The man’s voice was almost a caress. “Here, let’s make you more comfortable.”

      As he turned her onto her side, she forced her body to stay limp and relaxed, even as her pulse accelerated at his compliment. He knew her, had known her. The man inserted a knife blade in between her bound writs and slit the plastic zip ties without nicking her skin. After he removed the pieces of plastic, he leaned back. Only then did she bring her arms to her front, her shoulders screaming with pain. She allowed her hair, which had escaped its tidy chignon at the base of her neck, to fall in front of her face, obscuring her reaction from his view. Slowly, she raised herself to a seated position, scooting backwards to rest against the cement block wall.

      “Better?”

      She nodded, not trusting her voice would sound steady if she spoke. Whoever this man was, they had history together. While she desperately wanted to know why she’d been taken, Lillian kept her mouth shut. Silence, she’d learned early in her diplomatic career, could unnerve even the strongest man.

      Her captor rose, pacing to the far side of the room. Lillian measured his stride. He wasn’t taking long steps, as one would when walking outside, for example. The average man’s step was thirty-one inches. It took him six steps to reach the opposite wall. She did the math in her head and calculated the room had a width of approximately 200 feet. Without moving her head too much, she estimated the length of the room to be roughly the same.

      “Do you know why you’re here?”

      “No.” Lillian snuck a look at the man as he pivoted at the far wall. Shorter than her husband but taller than her, maybe five-foot-eleven. A full beard covered the lower half of his face. Bushy eyebrows dominated his forehead. Something about the eyebrows puzzled her, almost as if they had been added as a distraction. Then she spotted the thin scar running from his left temple along the hairline.

      “You don’t remember me.”

      “No.” She could tell by the way the man’s shoulders tensed a fraction her answer hurt him, but his eyes, when they collided with hers, blazed with fury.

      “Funny you can’t recall the man whose life you ruined.” He crossed to her, his hand cracking across her face before she registered his intention.

      The blow whipped her head against the wall, but she suppressed the cry of pain banging at her lips to come out.

      “Du siehst den Wald vor lauter Bäumen nicht.” He spat inches from her foot, disgust written on the lines of his face.

      Even after all these years, the German translation effortlessly came to her mind. You can’t see the forest for the trees. She was missing the obvious connection. Then as if a logging company had cleared away the dead trees in a thick forest to allow more sunlight in, she knew. “Nathan Schmidt.”

      “Ah, so you do remember me.” Schmidt returned to crouch down in front of her.

      Lillian’s heart raced faster, but she met his gaze without flinching, even as memories of what this man was capable of flooded her mind. “We thought you were dead.”

      He snorted. “You and your husband betrayed me.”

      She shook her head. “No, it wasn’t like that.”

      “You told a Stasi agent who I was. I understand why, Frau Hillam. That was clear to me even back then. But I need the list.”

      Her stomach dropped to her toes. The list.

      “Greg was most convincing, even with a gun to his head, that he had no idea what I was talking about. I truly believed him, which was why I walked away after killing him.”

      Fury stampeded over fear, catapulting Lillian into action. She lunged up, cracking her head purposefully against Schmidt’s face. Warm blood spurted in the air between them, but she ignored the spray. Driving her shoulder into his, her movement toppled him over. He fell heavily onto the concrete on his back like an overbalanced turtle. Using his imbalance to her advantage, she straddled him. Her hands closed around his neck.

      Revenge for taking her beloved husband’s life coursed through her veins, leaving her with one thought only—to take his life for Greg’s. His eyes bulged.

      Then something pricked her arm. Schmidt’s face faded from view as Lillian slumped forward into darkness.
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        * * *

      

      “I last saw my mom on Thursday evening. We had dinner together.” Cy pinched the bridge of his nose, worry about his mother’s continued absence consuming his thoughts. He’d managed to get a little work done at the office after dropping Isana off at her apartment, but he’d left right at five to file a missing person report in person with the Arlington County Police Department.

      Officer Shattuck keyed in the info. “Was that also the last time you spoke with her?”

      Cy shook his head. “We spoke Saturday morning, and she texted me Sunday, but I didn’t get that text until my plane landed.” He explained why he was out of town over the weekend.

      “Nothing alarmed you in that final text?” The officer, a middle-aged woman with kind eyes, glanced up from her keyboard.

      “No. Here’s the text.” He brought up the short message and turned his phone for Shattuck to read the short missive.

      Hope your flight is smooth. Have news about dad. See you soon.

      The officer added the info to the form. “What about your father?”

      “He died when I was in kindergarten.” Even after all these years, sadness washed over him.

      “How did he die?”

      A natural question, but one Cy always hated answering. “He shot himself.” Memories of a family friend picking him up from school and taking him to stay with her and her loud, boisterous family for a few days. His mother stopping by at bedtime to tuck him in and tell him his father had died. The funeral with all those men in dark suits, and his mother crying softly at his side through the entire service. It wasn’t until middle school that he learned the truth about his father’s death from a classmate who taunted him with being the son of a suicide.

      She met his gaze. He steeled himself for pity but found only mild interest in her eyes. “What do you think she meant about your dad?”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “Since she took early retirement—she’d been an executive assistant to the CEO of a multi-million-dollar company for years—she’d been obsessed with finding out why he killed himself.”

      “He didn’t leave a note?”

      Cy shook his head. “No. She came home from running an errand and found him dead at the kitchen table.”

      “No work or financial troubles?”

      Again, he responded in the negative. “Once they ruled his death a suicide, they stopped investigating, so I don’t know how closely they looked into his work or finances.”

      “Where did he work?”

      “State Department. He and my mother both did at that time.”

      The officer’s fingers flew over the keyboard as she entered the information. “Anything troubling your mother of late?”

      “No.” Anger flared as Cy jumped ahead to the questions he thought the officer was leading up to. “And if you’re about to ask if she’d been despondent and perhaps gone off somewhere to kill herself, then that’s a hard no.” He drew in a breath to grab hold of his temper. No need to bite off Shattuck’s head. “My mom would never commit suicide, not after living with my father’s actions all these years. She always said how surprised she was that he had done such a thing.”

      “In my experience, the family is often the last to know of a loved one’s inner turmoil.”

      “I know. I’ve read all the books, listened to all the podcasts, visited a counselor myself for a time.” And it had helped him move on, but he could see his mother never really had. Which was why Lillian Hillam would never take her own life and leave him to live with the guilt and uncertainty like she had. “I think something’s happened to my mom. She wouldn’t leave without telling me.”

      “Is there any evidence someone else was involved with your mom’s disappearance?”

      Cy pulled out his mom’s phone. “All I have is her phone. Someone found it by the Tidal Basin early yesterday morning. Then she was attacked. A DC police officer took her statement at the hospital’s emergency department. Isana Thomas.”

      The officer clicked some keys. “I’ll request the report. Why don’t you grab some coffee?”

      She indicated an open break area with a Keurig as well as a more traditional coffeemaker with a half-full pot of java. He didn’t want a cup but wandered over anyway. After examining the available pods—nothing decaf, which didn’t surprise him, given police officers would want the full-strength stuff to power through their shifts—he made his way back to Shattuck’s desk.

      “Report just came through my email.”

      He waited while she read, trying not to let his hopes rise that this information would spur a full investigation into what happened to his mom.

      “Says here someone shot at the two of you in the MLK memorial park.”

      He nodded. “Officer Jenson indicated a team checked the park for evidence, but I haven’t heard whether they found anything.”

      She faced the computer screen. “The rain pretty much washed away anything left behind except for two bullets embedded in the stone. Those were extracted and sent to the forensics lab. No camera bag was recovered either.”

      Cy recalled Isana asking about her camera, but he hadn’t seen it near where he’d stumbled upon her in the grass. For Cy, the bullets and Isana’s injuries pointed to someone else involved in his mother’s disappearance. However, he could tell by the officer’s bland facial expression the police wouldn’t come to the same conclusion.

      The officer added something to the file, then lifted her fingers off the keyboard. “I’m going to be honest with you. There’s not a whole lot we can do without proof your mother met with foul play. We’ll add her to the missing persons database and circulate her description to our patrol officers. Beyond that . . . ” She shrugged. “I wish I could say more will be done.”

      “What about my mom’s phone?” He held out the device to the officer.

      Without accepting it, she said, “Have you checked the recent call list?”

      “It’s been cleared other than the calls I made trying to contact her. The only text messages are from people I know or myself. Nothing new from anyone the last three days.”

      “There’s not much else we’d do with her phone at this time, but keep it in a safe place.”

      Although Cy had anticipated this response, disappointment still crushed down on his shoulders. He stood, holding out his hand to Shattuck. “I appreciate your candor.”

      “If anything changes, if you hear from her or find evidence pointing to an abduction or foul play, please call me right away.” She handed him a business card. “This has my direct line on it.”

      He pocketed the card with thanks and threaded his way out of the police station and into the cool March air. Pointing his car toward the house he’d grown up in, he did the only thing he could do at that moment.

      Please, God. Keep Mom safe. Help me to find her.
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