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Chapter 1
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Susan was just sitting there minding her own business, lost in the newest release by Patricia Cornwell, her favorite author.  In her ears, she was rocking out to Foo Fighters while the early morning sunlight filtered through the trees, flashing on her book like a spotlight.  Her soul was at peace, then it happened.  She heard the screech of the tires, the horns, then crash!

Horrified by what she was hearing, she jumped up and screamed.  Feeling helpless as she realized a blue minivan had crashed into the side of the city bus and there was nothing she could do to stop it.  Debris was flying everywhere, and she ducked just in time as a piece of molding off the van whizzed by her head.

Her first reaction was anger, that could have hit her, and it would have hurt, but then her mind registered what she was seeing.  Her ears were still partly deafened by the loud crash and it looked like the scene from a movie.  Debris scattered across the road and all around the park where she was sitting.  Then she realized there was movement in the van and in her mind, a minivan usually meant children.  She raced over to the scene, along with half the park it seemed, and tried getting close to the van but there was smoke filling the intersection.

As she coughed and tried to duck out of the way of the smoke, she took a hesitant look in what was once the windows.  The glass had all shattered out upon impact so where there was just an opening where glass once was visible.  She didn’t stop to think, prepared herself to see something horrific and peered in.  In the back seat was a young girl in her seatbelt crying.  She thought, well if she’s crying, she’s alive and breathing.  Then she looked in the front seats, or what was left of them, and realized there was no way those people are still breathing.  She told herself not to look too closely and focused on the crying girl in the back seat.

“You okay in there?”

“No, I’m scared, I want out and I want my mommy.”

“I can imagine you’re scared, that was scary, but I hear sirens coming, which means help is on the way and you’ll be out soon.  Can you tell me your name?”

“It’s Felicia. Can you get my mom?”

“Hi Felicia, I’m Susan.  We will call whoever you want as soon as we get you out.  Is that okay?”

“I guess so” gulp, cough “the smoke is bugging my eyes.”

“I know it is honey.” Susan pulled her scarf off and gave it to Felicia. “Put this over your mouth and nose and try to breathe through it while I see if there’s a way I can get you out.”

“Please hurry, I’m scared”, as Felicia starts crying again.

“Come on Felicia, you can do this and be a big girl.  It is scary, but you have to trust me, we will get you to safety, okay?”

“I’ll try.” Sniff

Susan scrambled around trying to get a door to open but it was too crushed in the crash.  Another man was trying to pry the sliding door with his hands and his bike lock, but it still wouldn’t budge.

Then the firefighters showed up with the proper tools and had the door pried open in no time.  Felicia started to cry when the firefighter took her out of her seat, “I want Susan.”

The firefighter asked if Susan was her mother, she replied, “No Susan is the nice lady that promised someone would help me.”

“Hi, I’m Susan, Felicia let the fireman find out if you’re hurt okay?  They are just wanting to make sure you’re alright before they let you go.”

“Okay, I will.”

Susan watched as the paramedics checked Felicia over, who seemed fine other than a couple of scrapes and cuts.  And being traumatized of course.  Felicia never asked if the people in the van were okay, which seemed strange to Susan, but she put it down to the shock Felicia had just experienced.

An officer walked up to Susan while Felicia was being checked out, “Excuse me ma’am, my name is Officer Ramirez, are you injured?”

“No, what?  No, no I wasn’t in the crash.”  Then Susan looked down and saw a scrape on her arm with fresh blood.  “I think I did that when I leaned into the broken window to talk to Felicia.”  Susan nodded towards the pale little girl laying on the gurney and listening to what the paramedics were saying to her.

“Can I please get your name for the record?  And, speaking of Felicia, how do you know her?  Are you a relative?”

“My name is Susan Parks, and I’ve never met Felicia before that van hit the bus.  Are there people hurt on the bus too?”

“Thank you, Ms. Parks, I don’t know the status of the people on the bus, my partner is dealing with that on the other side.  So, you and this little girl had no contact before today, is that right?”

“Please call me Susan, you are right.  I heard the crash, and realized it was a minivan and potentially kids in there, so I ran up to help with a bunch of other people.  When I heard Felicia crying, I started talking to her to calm her down.  She was really scared.”

“Then I take it you don’t know the people in the front of the van?”

“I didn’t want to look, but no, I don’t believe so.  They didn’t make it did they?”

Officer Ramirez looked around “It doesn’t look good as you had gathered.  Probably best not to look.  Stay close, I may have more questions for you, and we will have to get your contact information for the report.”

“Is it okay if I go and stay with Felicia while I wait?”

“I don’t think there’ll be a problem with that.  And it’s probably best she be with someone she feels comfortable with.  I’ll know where to find you then.”

“Thank you, Officer Ramirez.”

Susan went over to where the paramedics were talking to Felicia.  Other than being a little pale and some cuts from the breaking glass, Felicia looked like she was ok.  When she saw Susan, her whole face lit up.

“Susan!  This is Pete, he’s a paramedic and he says I’ve been brave!”

“Wow I think Pete is a smart man, yes you have been very brave!  How are you feeling?”

Felicia’s voice trembled as she said, “I’m okay, just a little scared.  Do you think I’ll be able to see my mommy soon?”

“I’m not sure Felicia, maybe we would be best to wait until Officer Ramirez or his partner comes and talks to you.  They’ll be able to get a hold of your mom.”

Pete stood up, “We need to take her in to be checked, but she wouldn’t leave until you were done with the officer.  We are taking her to Children’s Hospital if you’d like to meet us there.”

“Thanks Pete.  I’d like to, I just have to check in with Officer Ramirez and see if he’s ready to take my information yet.  I’ll be at Children’s as soon as I can.”

“Can’t you come with me Susan?” Felicia started to cry.

“No honey, there’s no room.  Pete needs to keep an eye on you so he’s going to keep you company for your exciting ride.  Once I finish up with the police officer, I will come see you, okay?”

“Ok Susan, but do you promise?”

“Yes honey, I will be there.”
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Once Susan had finished at the crash scene, she headed for home to get her car, and felt it was probably smart to change quickly out of the bloodstained shirt.  She didn’t want Felicia to see anything that might traumatize her further.

Susan was concerned that she wouldn’t be able to get in to see Felicia once she got to the hospital.  With tightened security measures these days, it was hard to find out if a patient was even at the hospital, let alone where in the hospital a patient would be.

As Susan entered the main doors and was approaching reception, she heard her name, “Susan! I’m over here.”

“Felicia!  I thought they’d still be checking you out, how are you doing?”

“I’m doing ok.  Still a little shaky, but the doctor said that it was going to happen for a little while.  I don’t like it though.”

“I don’t imagine you do.  Did someone get a hold of your mother?”

“This is Chelsea, she’s from the Child Protective Services, and she’s trying call my mom for me.”  Sniff, sniff

“That’s great news!  Wait, why are you crying?  Isn’t that a good thing?”

The lady who was sitting with Felicia spoke up.

“Hi Susan, it turns out this situation is a little more complicated than we thought.  We are going to try to find a suitable foster home in the interim, as she’s healthy enough to leave the hospital.  Felicia asked that we wait to see you before we left.”

Susan pulled out some loose change and crouched down next to Felicia. “Felicia, here is some change, can you please go to that vending machine and find me a good chocolate bar?”

“Sure Susan, I mean, is it ok that I do that?” Felicia asked Chelsea.

“Of course, Felicia, just make sure we can still see you ok?”

As Felicia set off for the vending machine, Susan asked Chelsea, “What do you mean by complicated?  Where is Felicia’s mother?”

“After the call, we always run the name through the missing person’s database, just in case. Nothing came up locally, so we are going to expand our search across country.  We have requested the police psychologist to sit in when we do our proper interview of Felicia, because of the delicate situation we could be dealing with.”

“So, Felicia has to go stay with strangers while she’s going through all of this?”

“Unfortunately, that’s how the system works.  If we are unable to find any living relatives willing to take Felicia in, she will be placed in a foster home.  We are hoping that this is temporary and not to worry, we vet out our foster families very carefully.”

“Is there any way Felicia can stay with me?  I have a spare room she can have to herself, and my work schedule is flexible.  She wouldn’t be alone, and she knows me.”

“We have foster homes ready to go to take Felicia in.  There is an approval process that every applicant must go through before we can leave a child in someone’s care.  I’m sure you can understand that.”

Susan suddenly remembered, “Last year, while my sister was fighting ovarian cancer, she appointed me temporary guardianship of her two young children, my niece Gabriella who is five, and my nephew Joshua who is seven.  The kids lived with me while Jenna was having treatments, Jenna’s husband took off just after Joshua was born so she was on her own.  To ensure there wouldn’t be issues in case the guardianship became permanent, Child Protective Services came and did a home inspection and a complete background check on me.  Would that qualify me to foster Felicia?”

“Oh wow, that certainly changes things.  Yes, it certainly would.  But I need to know if you are still caring for those two young children, can you handle the care of three?  Do you have enough space in your home?”

“We were blessed, Jenna fought the cancer and is back on her feet.  It was a long road, but she did it.  Now the kids are back home with her, so I have more than enough space for Felicia.  Also, having two young children living with me for six months, I know what I’m getting myself into.  Chelsea, for some strange reason Fate, or whatever you want to call it, brought Felicia and I together today, and we bonded instantly.  If I can help that little girl until her parents or relatives are found, count me in. “

“Let me go call my office and verify a few things.  Here comes Felicia, please don’t say anything to her about this until I get back, she’s been through enough for one day.  I’ll let the officer who has been watching our every move know what’s happening.  There was a concern because Felicia wasn’t with a parent, and we haven’t yet identified who was with her.  Just in case, we felt the officer’s presence was needed.”

“Felicia, Susan is going to sit with you for a few minutes while I go call my office.  Is that okay with you?”

“Alright, I can do that, here’s your chocolate bar Susan, I got you my favorite because I don’t know what kind you like.”  Felicia handed Susan the chocolate bar.

“It’s like you read my mind, that’s my favorite too.  Hey, why don’t we split it in half, then we can both enjoy it together.”

“You’re a really nice lady.”  Felicia put her head down and looked at her chocolate bar.

“What’s wrong Felicia, why do you look so sad?”

“Everything has been really mixed up, I really just want to see my mom.  My mom used to share her chocolate bars with me too, and it made me miss her a little.  Thank you for sharing though.”

Susan put her arm around Felicia’s shoulders and Felicia curled right in.  “Anytime Felicia.  Let’s enjoy our chocolate together, do you want to play I Spy while we eat?”

“Sure!  Can I go first?”

Felicia’s sadness was gone from her eyes.  “Yes you can, but remember, we both have to be able to see whatever you spy, or I can’t guess it.”

After several rounds of I Spy, Chelsea returned to the waiting room.

“Well, it seems everything is in order and just as you stated.  We will need some forms filled out to update our files, and we will come by later today to see how she is settling in.  You do know you will be subject to random home inspections and required to bring Felicia to all appointments.”

“Awesome news!  Yes, we did that while I was taking care of my niece and nephew, in the event her ex-husband came back into the picture and tried to cause issues.  Can I tell her?”

“From the grin on her face, I think she’s figured it out.  You know for five Felicia, you are on the ball.  More so than most kids your age.”

“So, do I get to go stay with you now Susan?”

“Yes, you do.  And while you’re staying with me, Chelsea and the police department are going to work on finding your family.  Does that sound like a good plan?”

“Yes, I didn’t want to leave without you Susan, and now I don’t have to.”  Felicia said with a big chocolaty smile and threw her sticky hands around Susan’s neck.  Susan didn’t care about the chocolate at all.  That face, that smile, and that hug was all she needed or cared about.

Chelsea then said, “Officer Ramirez and the police psychologist will want to meet with you this afternoon, do you feel up to it, Felicia?”

“Can Susan come too?”

“Of course, if that will make you feel better.”

Felicia looked at Susan, “Then I feel up to it.”
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Susan’s spare room had a bed, a dresser, and a massive number of books spread out over the entire room.  Susan then realized that perhaps her book addiction had gotten a little bit out of control.  She looked at Felicia apologetically and said, “I’m sorry, just give me a minute to clean this up.  I’ll get you a snack first, you must be hungry.”

“I am a little, I only got a boiled egg today because I was bad and talked back.  I promise not to be bad to you though Susan.  Oh, and I had the yummy chocolate bar too.  Thank you for sharing.”

The social worker had given Susan strict instructions not to push Felicia for information, and to document anything she says regarding where she has been.  The appointment and interview with the child psychologist was scheduled for 3:00 that afternoon.  That way Felicia could get the information to the police, while things were still fresh in her mind.

“How does a peanut butter and jam sandwich sound?”

“Those are my favorite!”

“My sister is going to bring some clothes for you, and you will have the chance meet my niece and nephew.  They are great kids and even stayed with me for awhile while my sister was getting better from being sick.  My sister’s name is Jenna. Plus, you’re going to get to meet my niece and nephew as well. I think you are going to like them all.”

Felicia looked down at the floral t-shirt the hospital gave her from the lost and found.  

“This t-shirt smells like onions.  I like onions, but I don’t like this t-shirt.”

Susan chuckled, “Okay, that’s fair.”

Once Felicia had her sandwich, and the room was cleared of books, the two new friends sat watching a cartoon.  Felicia’s eyes started to close, so Susan put Felicia into the spare room bed.  She sat with Felicia for awhile, just watching her.  Wondering what this child had been dealing with.  The comment about only getting a boiled egg because she was bad, really concerned Susan.  She wrote in her journal, so that she would be able to tell the officers when they had their interview.

It seemed like Felicia was settled in comfortably, then a short time later, Susan was startled by a horrific scream.  She closed her laptop and ran to the spare room.  Felicia was sitting straight up in her floral t-shirt, white as a ghost, crying.  Susan put her arms around Felicia and held her tight until her sobs started to subside. 

“Felicia it’s ok, I’m here for you honey, you’re not alone.”

“Susan” sniff, sniff “I dreamed I was in the van and I could hear glass breaking everywhere, and I thought I could feel all the glass in my eyes, so I screamed.  I’m sorry I bothered you” sniff “please don’t make me sleep on the floor, please!”

“Felicia I’d never make you sleep on the floor.  You poor girl, you certainly have had a rough day.  Tell you what, how about just for tonight, you crawl in with me.”

“My mommy used to let me sleep with her when I had a bad dream, you remind me a lot of my mom.  I miss her a lot.”

“I’m sure you do.  Hopefully, we can get some answers from the police officers this afternoon. It is time to get ready to go and see Officer Ramirez and the child psychologist though.”

Felicia answered “Okay”.

After they were both freshened up, Susan and Felicia set out for the psychologist appointment.  Felicia was suddenly scared about getting into the vehicle.

“Susan, do we have to go in the car?”

“I’m afraid we do Felicia, it’s too far to walk.  Are you okay?”

“I’m scared.”

“I promise you I’m a good driver, I’ve never even been in an accident and I will drive slower than the speed limit, how does that sound?”

“Will you sing while you drive?  My mom used to sing, she’s not very good, but it used to make the long drives go by faster.”

“I can try Felicia, but I’m probably worse than your mom is at singing, so be warned.”

“That’s ok.” Felicia giggled.
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Once Susan and Felicia arrived at the police psychologist office, Felicia was whisked in for her interview.  While Susan waited, her cell phone rang and she stepped out to take the call, not wanting to disturb the interview in the next room.

“Hello”

“Hi Susan, this is Officer Ramirez, I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time.  Is there any way you can come and talk to me, while Felicia is in with the psychologist?” 

“Yes of course, Felicia is in now, where did you want to talk?”

“You guys are just around the corner, can you meet me in the atrium on the second floor of the building, and we can find a bench to talk.”

“Uh sure, I’ll just let them know where I’ll be.  See you in about five minutes then.”  Susan hung up a little perplexed, wondering why the officer wanted to talk to her, let the receptionist know where she was going, then headed downstairs.

Susan saw Officer Ramirez sitting at a table in the open atrium.  He waved her over when she saw him.  As she walked over, he stood up.

“I wasn’t sure what you took, so I had them put the milk and sugar on the side.” Officer Ramirez said as he handed Susan a coffee cup.

“Black is good and thank you, I didn’t have a chance to grab one earlier.”

They sat down. “So, this is not going to be easy, but you need to hear this.  We think Felicia was taken buy a Mexican group who has been trading young children across the border.  The identification came back on the two driving the mini van Felicia was found in, both were from Mexico and had known ties to gangs.  That accident may have actually saved Felicia’s life.”

“Holy smokes!  What has that poor girl been through?  So, where has she been?  Where are her parents?”

“Those are the magic questions we are working hard to get the answers to.  For now, the psychologist has been briefed and knows what to ask Felicia without stressing her too much or bringing up more questions for her.  We have to let Felicia come up with some of the information on her own, if we push too hard, she may shut down, at least that’s what the psychologist had mentioned when I spoke to her before she met with Felicia today. We have been trying to find her parents or relatives who may have more information, but so far we’ve just hit brick walls.”

“Poor Felicia, well she can stay with me as long as she needs.  I’m a freelance writer and have some flexibility with my time.  So, as long as Felicia needs a place to stay, I’m more than happy to accommodate her.”

“We are very relieved to hear you say that.  After speaking to the psychologist, that kind of stability can only help her.  I just wish more people were like you.....in stepping up like that, I mean.”

“Of course, Felicia is an absolute sweetheart, and you’d never know she’s been through any trauma.”

“Is it okay if I come by after supper this evening and talk to Felicia a little?  I’d like to hear what she has to say about where she’s been, and I don’t want to drag her into the station to do it with what’s happened to her today.”

“Yes, of course, no problem, would it be better if I left while you did that?  I’m not sure what the protocol is here.”

“No having you there will probably help actually.  Does seven o’clock work for you?”

“Yes, it does, and I will put on a fresh pot of coffee just before.”

“Even better, I’ll bring dessert.”

“Oh, they are texting, Felicia is done, now it’s my turn to have a meeting with the psychologist.  Do you have time to sit with Felicia while I do that?  I don’t want to leave her by herself.”

“You bet, lead the way.”

“Thank you for coming to talk with us Ms. Parks, I know this was all thrown into your lap.”

“No problem, and please call me Susan.”

“Ok Susan, you have a very special little girl on your hands there.  Felicia is wise beyond her years and seems well adjusted considering all she’s been through.  The detectives asked me to try to
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