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Chapter One




A tall, slender woman in a tank top, tight shorts, heels, and a silver wig sashayed past the parked SUV in Clayton, Connecticut on East Chestnut Street, making eye contact with the man behind the wheel. The model of the car, a Lexus LX, indicated wealth—a doctor or lawyer. Dentist, maybe. The late June sun had just set, but sufficient ambient light remained to allow her to make out the driver’s key features: white, middle-aged, well-dressed, and probably lonely. With any luck, she’d found a hard-up suburban dude, prowling for Friday night action after a long work week, who didn’t know how much this business transaction should cost.

Perfect.

She stopped, jutted out her skinny little hip, and smiled at the man. He smiled back and nodded. Bingo. Time to negotiate the specifics and close the deal. She sauntered over to the driver’s side and leaned into the open window, in a pose that maximized the exposure of cleavage. Cool air washed over her, providing welcome relief from the relentless late June humidity. “Wanna party?” she said, smiling.

“I heard this is the party district,” he said, returning her smile. Up close, he looked a little older—don’t they all?—and not as wealthy. A businessman, not a lawyer or dentist. Balding, a bit out of shape. Nice suit, tie, tan lines around a missing wedding ring. “I was hoping we could hang out together. Privately?”

“Sounds great. I know a good place.” She wiggled an eyebrow and sashayed around the car to the passenger side. He clicked it open. She slid in and reached across to grab his leg. “Whatcha in the mood for tonight, honey?”

“I…I’m new at this,” he said. “I’m not clear on how this all works. Do I pay now, or—”

“We’ll get to that,” she said. “First we work out what you want. While you drive. Take us to 16th and Fir Street.”

He started the car, then placed his hand on hers—still on his leg. It remained there when she slid her hand up and squeezed his crotch. Already hard. This one might not take ten minutes. He leaned over and tried to kiss her.

“Whoa! Baby, wait a minute,” she said. “No kissing, okay? Come on, don’t be so nervous. Drive.”

He nodded, said “Sorry sorry sorry,” and put the car in gear. Pulled away from the curb. “So, is there like a standard package, a price list? I mean, that’s how we do it in my business. Home security stuff, you know? You want alarms, it’s X, automatic alerts is Y—”

“Sure, sure,” she said. “You tell me what you want, I tell you what it costs. Don’t worry, you’ll love what I can do for you.”

He nodded. “I bet. My ex-wife, she doesn’t do anything other than the, uh, ‘standard’ stuff. Religious and all, you know? So, half the stuff, I don’t even know what to call it. What do you call when you, uh, when I, um…when it’s not regular front-to-front, but kind of front-to-back…?” Sweat rolled off his scalp, dripping onto his expensive suit. “You know…up the bum?”

“Anal?” She laughed. “Sure, sure. But that’s extra.” Dollar signs floated in front of her eyes. He might not last past applying the lube.

“You do? Oh, great. How much would…and I assume it’s all cash…?”

She laughed. “You’re not trying to pay with Bitcoin, are you, honey?”

He laughed too, a nervous titter. “No, no, of course not,” he said. “Don’t worry, I have cash. So, how much should I…”

She sighed. Her pimp told her always, always make them ask for the service first. But with this guy, that might take all night. He was so ready to pop, he might take longer to pay her than screw her.

And he was so desperate, he might pay anything.

“Six bills,” she said. “Touching my titties or anything else is extra. And you wear a condom or it’s double.”

“Six?” He gulped. “Okay, I might be a few bucks short. But my ATM is right up here.” He pulled the car over to the curb and unbuckled his belt. “I’ll only be a second.”

“Dude, hurry,” she said. “You’re on the clock.”

“I sure am,” he said, smiling.

She gazed at him, puzzled, for a moment. Then realization struck. She scrambled to find the door handle. Pulled it. Nothing. Tried to unlock the door. Nothing. Turned back and saw his face…in duplicate. The second one being on the Clayton Police Department ID he’d shoved into her face.

“You’re under arrest,” said Police Detective Robert Grimes, “for prostitution. You have the right to remain silent…”

***

Valorie Dawes opened the passenger door to the Lexus and pulled the young woman by the arm onto the sidewalk. She flashed her badge and ID, then slipped them into the back pocket of her jeans. “Hands on the roof,” she said. “Spread ’em. Come on, you know the drill.”

The woman complied, cursing but not resisting. Val cuffed and searched her. Not that she could hide much under that skimpy outfit.

“You’ve Mirandized her?” Val said to her partner, Bobby Grimes, still sitting behind the wheel.

“Of course,” he said. “I ain’t the rookie here, you are.” He stepped out of the car and circled around, taking his sweet time. So typical. The women do the work and bear the risks, the men take the money and the glory. In some ways, Val’s situation and the girl’s weren’t dissimilar.

She spun the woman around, for the first time getting a look at her face. It looked familiar. Slender nose, pointy chin, dark brown eyes. Pale skin stretched thin over bony cheeks. Makeup almost covering faint bruises along her jaw and a scar above her left eyebrow.

“Destiny?” Val said when recognition dawned.

The woman’s eyes grew wide, and she cowered a bit. “Do I know you?”

“Another of your high school classmates?” Grimes wisecracked, opening the back of the SUV. “At the rate we’re going, you might have to have your next reunion at city lockup.”

“No. Hold on a sec.” She kicked the door shut and lifted the suspect’s chin with two fingers. Tears wet the woman’s face. “Destiny Mathers? It is you, isn’t it?”

“What is this, the fucking Masked Singer?” The woman spat onto the pavement. “You want my name, check my ID.”

Val cursed and stared off into the darkening sky for a moment. A few months before on patrol, she’d stopped a man from beating Destiny to a pulp in her apartment building. She bent close and gazed into Destiny’s face. “How the hell did you end up here?”

“The fuck you care,” Destiny said. “Come on, let’s go get this over with. I gotta make my one phone call.”

Val re-opened the back door, pushed her inside, then slid in next to her. The SUV, repossessed from a drug raid, lacked the usual security features of a departmental cruiser, so procedure required that one of them ride in back with the suspect. “You heard her, Bobby,” she said to Grimes. “Let’s go.”

***

Val booked Destiny at Clayton Police Headquarters and met Grimes on the fourth floor in the Women’s Anti-Violence Emergency Squad Office. Mayor Megan Iverson had established the WAVE Squad three months before to stamp out crimes against women. The police chief put Sergeant Brenda Petroni in charge, who recruited Val to the group on day one. 

In recent weeks, with violent crime rates dipping, the chief had requested WAVE’s help in addressing a spike in prostitution in the city. They focused their efforts on the troubled “Alphabet Soup” District, so-called because the street names progressed in alphabetical order, each for a tree species that no longer graced the district’s decaying urban core.

“Another newbie,” Grimes told Petroni, a solidly built forty-something woman with short brown curls. “No priors. Dawes says she was an assault victim a few months back, unrelated to her profession.”

“So far as I know,” Val said. “No indications arose then that she turned tricks for a living. In fact, her attacker’s been living in Clayton Cottage for two months.”

Petroni smiled at Val’s use of the term Clayton cops used for city lockup. “All that means is, he wasn’t, or isn’t, her pimp. But I get your point. It seems everyone we haul in from the Soup District is new to the game. It makes me wonder if something bigger’s going on.”

“One thing that’s different about this Destiny chick,” Grimes said, “is her age. She’s twenty. Most of the others have been teenagers—some as young as fourteen.”

“Destiny looks younger than her age,” Val said. When Grimes scoffed, she added, “At least, she did when I met her.”

“Okay, let’s look into it,” Petroni said. “Dawes, you have a history with her. Think she’ll talk to you, or did busting her poison that well?”

Val cast a glance at Grimes, who made a face of disgust, but said nothing.

“It’s worth a shot,” Val said.

***

Val joined Destiny in a tiny cement-block interrogation room. The chamber reeked in equal measures of sweat and disinfectant, and warm air flowed from a noisy vent near the ceiling. Flickering overhead lights seemed to make the room even hotter.

A tall, uniformed African American cop named Damari Price stood at silent attention by the door. Young, clean-shaven, and fit, with dark eyes always on alert, Price’s foreboding appearance often got him tagged with suspect-guarding duty.

“How’s she doing, Damari?” Val asked in a low voice.

After a one-shoulder shrug, Price muttered, “A little scared, I think. Like most first-timers.”

Price exited to stand guard outside, and Val glanced at the one-way mirror that lined the far wall of the hot, stuffy room. Grimes would observe their interview from another tiny room behind the glass. 

“So, Destiny,” Val said, taking a seat across a small table from her. “I didn’t expect to meet up with you again like this.”

“Yeah, well, I must’ve missed all those party invites,” Destiny said with a sneer.

Val sighed. “Okay. I guess I deserve that. How’ve you been doing since we last saw each other?”

“Fucking peachy, as you can tell,” Destiny said, glancing down at her skimpy attire.

“What was that, a month ago or two, in court?” Val asked.

Destiny shrugged. “You say so.”

Val waited, and when no more words came, she leaned back in her seat. “Come on, girl. Help me out. How did you get from there to here in such a short time?”

Destiny shot her a sharp, questioning stare. “It’s not like ‘there’ was such a hot place to be, Officer.”

In spite of herself, Val smirked. The woman had a sense of humor. “Were you turning tricks back then?”

“Who’s turning tricks?” Destiny said, snarling. “Fucking hell. I ain’t talking without no lawyer.”

Val nodded. “That’s your right, of course. Listen, I’m not here to get you to talk about what you did tonight. I’m interested in your story. How this all started. You had a job when I last saw you. What happened?”

“I lost it, obv.”

“Okay. And then?”

“Then I fucking got hungry, okay?” Destiny glanced around her as if hoping someone would rescue her from the Idiot Brigade. “I have bills to pay. Rent. The state said I can’t get unemployment because I was fired, and that’s bullshit, anyway. What options does that leave a girl like me? I ain’t a user, so dealing’s out. What’s left?”

Val took a deep breath. “So, it’s just a money thing?”

Destiny scoffed. “You think it’s about changing the world or some shit?”

“No, I guess not.” Val tapped a pencil on the table, thinking. Somehow, she had to break through to this kid.

She stopped herself at that thought. Kid. The woman, three years younger than Val, clearly hadn’t enjoyed the benefits of a college education or police academy training. Val, still a rookie uniformed cop, lacked the masterful interrogation skills of her partner, Grimes, or their boss, Sergeant Petroni. But they’d trusted her to tap into something, to somehow relate to this woman. Shared age and gender, perhaps? Intuition? Empathy?

She searched her memory for everything she knew about Destiny, anything that would connect them. Such as the first time they’d met, after her assault.

“You still living at Merrybrook Apartments?” Val asked her.

Destiny made a sour face. “That was Rafe’s place.” Her attacker and mother’s ex-boyfriend.

“So, where will you stay tonight?”

Destiny shook her head in disgust. “I hadn’t planned on sleeping. I was planning on working.”

“Right. But that’s out. So, where will you go?”

Destiny gazed at her in amusement. “Back to the Bar and Grill, is my guess.”

Val chuckled. Cops had their pet name for lockup, perps had theirs. “What if I said you had other options?”

Laughter. “I’d say you’re a liar.”

“I’m serious.”

“Yeah, so’m I. We done?” Destiny rattled the cuffs still binding her wrists.

“Who’s coming to get you? Anyone?”

Destiny said nothing, just shook her head.

“Your Man isn’t upset that you’re off the clock, not earning him his eighty percent?”

Destiny locked eyes with her, new respect showing there. “In here, he can’t kick my ass. You hear what I’m saying?”

Val nodded, reappraising Destiny’s appearance. Her pale skin, almost translucent where the makeup had smudged off, stretched thin over her bony jaw and cheeks. Her eyes appeared hollow and tired. She looked emaciated.

“You hungry?” Val asked her.

Destiny’s eyes lit up, her posture straightening. “Always.”

“Let me get you some food.” Val stood and rapped twice on the door. Price opened it. “Grab her a sandwich and a drink from the machines,” she said, handing him some cash. Price nodded and closed the door.

“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Destiny said.

“That you will,” Val said.

Sure enough, Price returned a few minutes later with a tuna sandwich, Coke, and a bag of chips. He stood guard inside the room while Val unshackled one of Destiny’s wrists, locking the other to the arm of the chair. “Eat,” she said. “That’s yours.”

Destiny blinked, then tore the wrapper off the sandwich and ate half of it in four bites. She sucked down half the soda in one gulp and shoved fistfuls of chips into her mouth.

“Feel better?” Val asked her.

“I ain’t doing nothing for that,” Destiny said. When Val shot her a questioning glance, Destiny mimed a humping motion. Price laughed.

Reddening, Val waved her off. “On the house,” she said.

Destiny offered her unshackled wrist to Val. “You gonna tie me back up?”

Val shook her head. “I trust you.”

The woman’s eyebrows rose, her eyes blinking.

“Does your pimp feed you when you’re out of funds?” Val asked.

“He likes me to call him my Manager.”

“Okay. Does he?”

A wry smile. “Not anymore.”

“He used to? When?”

“At first. Like, three, four weeks ago. Says dudes like girls with a little meat on their ass.”

“No doubt. I get that a lot, too.” Val indicated her own wiry frame, recalled the unkind names boys taunted her with back in high school: Titless Wonder. Broomstick. Lolita. Val-gay-jay.

In a softer voice, she asked, “So, what does he do for you, then? Your manager, I mean.”

“Customers.”

“Seems like he takes more than he gives on that front. Did I get his cut right? Eighty percent?”

Destiny nodded, thought a moment. “Protection.”

“From whom?”

“From…” Destiny fought for words. “Bad dudes.”

“The customers he’s so proud of sending you?”

No response.

“If he’s supplying clients, why do you have to walk the streets?” Val asked.

“It’s just…he’s got other girls, too, you know.”

“Right.” Val huffed. “You don’t have to repeat what he tells you. It’s bullshit, anyway.”

“You don’t know.” She looked away, a sour expression on her face.

“Yeah, I do know, Destiny.” Val kept her voice soft. “And you know I know. Don’t you?”

She squirmed in her seat, biting her lip. Finally, she gazed back up at Val. “Any chance I could squeeze another sandwich out of you?”

Val waited a moment before answering. “If it means we get to talk some more.”

Destiny lowered her eyes, folded her hands in her lap. “We could talk some,” she said after a while. 

“Better get more,” Val said to Price.

He returned moments later. This time, ham and cheese replaced the tuna, with popcorn instead of chips.

“Figured I’d mix it up some,” Price said with a smile. He waved off Val’s cash. “On me this time.”

Again, the food disappeared in under two minutes.

“Feeling talkative now?” Val said.

Destiny glanced at Val for a moment, then at Price. “Aight. Alone, if that’s all right.”

Price exited, showing respect on his face for Val.

“Okay,” Val said, “it’s just us girls now. What do you want to tell me?”
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Chapter Two




Val shoved the last box of her belongings into the passenger seat of her trusty 2005 Honda Civic. The door wouldn’t shut, though—too much stuff. Or had something rusted after sitting idle for five years in Dad’s garage? She slammed her hip into it to get it to latch and hoped it wouldn’t pop open on the drive to her father’s house.

She wiped her brow, a near-pointless exercise in the late June humidity. Only noon, and the temperature had already climbed into the 80s. Sweat soaked her long-sleeve cotton T-shirt and the elastic waistband of her running shorts, the last of her semi-clean clothes until she unpacked. One silver lining of moving into her father’s house: at least he had air conditioning.

She hated having to move back in with him. At 23 years old, the idea of living with her parents—or, in her case, parent, since her mother left without a trace almost a decade before—grated on her nerves. She had a good job she loved with a steady paycheck, had lived on her own for five years (counting two years in UConn dorms), and enjoyed the independence all of that brought her. But her recent rift with Beth, her longtime roommate and her oldest and dearest friend, was bringing that independent era to a close. Over a silly little thing like almost getting her killed by a psychopath Val had been pursuing. Some people had no sense of humor.

Val got in and turned the key in the ignition, relieved, as always, that the old Honda started on the first try. At least some things were reliable. She glanced up at the street-facing window of their living room, as if to say goodbye...except that she still needed to return with Dad’s SUV to get her bed. 

He’d suggested she sleep in her old one. No way. Not in a million years. Too many terrible memories.

One, to be exact.

She also needed to come back to clean. Beth had offered to help, but Val turned her down. She’d rather avoid the thick tension and the inevitable messy goodbyes. Besides, Beth insisted this wasn’t goodbye—just a new chapter of their friendship.

Yeah, right.

On the drive to Dad’s, she reviewed her alternatives one last time. She’d tried to find an affordable place on her own, but those didn’t exist in Clayton. Not in any neighborhood safe enough for a single woman to live in—even a cop with martial arts skills.

She also considered finding another roommate. For about five seconds. The fact that she had damn near no other friends outside of work—and damn few at work, for that matter—meant living with a stranger, which she refused to do. She barely trusted the people she knew, for God’s sake.

The most attractive alternative to living with Dad—moving in with Gil Kryzinski, her former partner/boss and now boyfriend of six weeks—scared her even more than any of the serial killers, gang members, and drug dealers she’d faced in her nine months as a Clayton police officer. Scared her enough that neither of them mentioned it, even once. Gil and Val had agreed not to rush things, which for her meant not even sleeping together yet. As in, not even sleeping—sharing a bed overnight. Even though he’d almost completely recovered from the gunshot wound that shattered his hip, which meant he didn’t take up 90 percent of the bed anymore. So he claimed.

Still. Too soon for her.

Pulling up in front of her father’s house, a modest two-story Cape Cod on Clayton’s west side, reminded her of the most compelling reason to move back into Dad’s home: Michael David Dawes. AKA, Dad.

Not that she harbored any illusions about patching up their strained relationship. She and her dad fought almost every time they spoke. Which wasn’t often. Nor did Val harbor any nostalgia over moving back into the home in which she’d grown up. The opposite, in fact. She hated the place, especially her old upstairs bedroom. A little over ten years before, a family “friend” had raped her in that room, weeks before Val’s thirteenth birthday. In her own bed. Which nobody seemed willing to believe, other than her big brother Chad and her Uncle Val. Not her parents, the King and Queen of Denial.

No, the reason to move back home, other than pure economics, was to make sure that her father didn’t drink himself to death. Which he’d been well on the path to doing until he re-entered rehab six months before, shocked into it by Val’s own near-death experience at the hands of serial rapist Richard Harkins.

However, Chad, her only sibling and the only one who’d always had her back, had pleaded with her. “Dad’s slipping back into the darkness,” he’d said. “I don’t know what triggered it this time, but unless one of us does something, there won’t be a next time.”

Probably true. Certainly true that, between the two of them, Val had to be the one to step in. She lived closer and wasn’t married with two kids. Plus, Val’s skills at self-defense and, perhaps, Dad’s “never hit a girl” latent sexism—meant he wouldn’t, in one of his drunken rages, beat her with his fists the way he once tried to do to Chad.

They hoped. At least, it hadn’t happened yet.

Dad’s SUV sat in the driveway, meaning he’d be home to greet her. Hopefully sober. 174 days and counting. Every day, a risk that the count would reset to zero.

She weighed her options again. Driving away and never coming back seemed so much more attractive.

Fucking family responsibility!

She heaved a deep breath and began unloading the car.

***

A shrill bell rang—or rattled, more like it—emanating from the cheap plastic cordless phone on the pressboard desk at the end of the lumpy motel bed. Maggie McCloskey’s eyes creaked open, and she lay under the musty covers a few more moments, weighing her options. Almost nobody knew she was there, and she didn’t feel compelled to answer the call of the few that did. Sooner or later, they’d give up, and she could resume her fitful sleep.

She let it ring five, six more times, and, as expected, the clanging stopped. She let her eyes droop shut again, but the bright sunlight leaking in around the edges of the blinds in the room’s double windows cast a red glow through her eyelids. She looked around for her sleep mask. It must have fallen to the floor. She rolled to one side to scan the room, and nearly fell out of bed when the stupid phone rang again.

The digital clock blinked the time at her: 11:30. Almost noon, then. She had checked in well after midnight and hadn’t hit the sack until nearly 4:00 a.m. Whoever demanded her attention this morning clearly was unfamiliar with her night owl ways. At fifty years old, she couldn’t get by without at least eight hours sleep any more.

But they’d called twice now, which meant they’d call again, and again. Might as well get this over with.

“Yeah, what is it?” She sat up in bed, slid a cigarette between her lips, and readied her lighter, then remembered that she hadn’t yet disabled the smoke alarm. Dammit.

“Hey. It’s Tanner. Change of plans.” His oily voice rasped on the ancient phone’s terrible speaker.

But the words perked her up, better than coffee. “Next week’s plans? You’re calling things off? Why?”

“Not calling things off.” He chuckled, a humorless laugh, as forced as any kindness that ever emerged from him. “A shift of gears. We need you in Connecticut, ASAP.”

Maggie heaved a deep, frustrated breath, letting it fill Tanner’s ears all the way down to Florida. “What about Cleveland? I’m supposed to help them set up shop. They’re expecting me tomorrow.” She left unspoken that she really needed a day off. Today, in fact.

“Clayton’s more important.”

“Clayton!” The word spit out of her and launched her unlit cigarette onto the filthy carpet. “I’d rather eat glass than go there.”

Another mirthless chuckle. “Hope you’re stocked up on empty beer bottles, then. C’mon, Maggie. Clayton’s the linchpin of this whole op. We need our best person there, and that’s you.”

“Flattery,” she said, leaning over the edge of the bed to retrieve her now-broken cigarette, “will get you nowhere, and it sure as hell won’t get me back to that hell-hole.” She grunted and sat back up on the bed. A stray coil in the mattress poked her ass. How the hell do they expect people to sleep on shit like this?

“That’s why we pay you the big bucks,” Tanner said, with no apparent irony. “Listen, Maggie. The op there is going to shit. I got word that one of our girls got busted last night…someone not on the books.”

Maggie snapped back to attention. “Not on the books? Meaning…?”

“They’re running side jobs,” Tanner finished for her. “Which means, A, we can’t trust them. And B, they’re getting sloppy. We can’t afford either situation.”

Maggie slid her feet into worn, comfy slippers and paced the room, sucking on the broken cigarette. “That’s not exactly selling me on this grand opportunity, Tanner.” A flat-out lie, for negotiation’s sake. Maggie loved swooping in and fixing operations gone bad. In another life, she’d have been a top corporate raider, downsizing companies drowning in debt and bloated, old-school management.

“Listen, this job is perfect for you,” Tanner pleaded. “The infrastructure is there, but it needs new leadership. You know the area, you can work your old connections, get things back on track.”

“My connections there aren’t just old,” Maggie said. “They’re petrified. It’s been almost ten years, Tanner. Anyone I knew then would have jetted out of there long ago.” Well, almost anyone. She knew a few people had hung around.

A long silence. Maggie wondered if Tanner had hung up. Finally, he continued with an edge to his voice. “Put it this way,” Tanner said. “If Clayton flops, there’s no need for you in Cleveland. Or anywhere else, for that matter.”

Maggie stopped pacing and bit clean through her cigarette’s gummy filter. “Are you saying if I don’t take Clayton, I’m fired?”

He sighed. “I’m saying, if you don’t go revive our Clayton ops, we might as well just shut down. The money dries up. Not just for you. For me, for Mac, for everyone.”

Maggie spit out the last bits of cigarette and sat on the bed again. She’d thought—hoped—that she’d seen the last of that ratty-ass town in her rear-view mirror a decade before. After working behind the scenes for years for reform of the town’s stubborn political correctness, she’d left, hoping that fresh opportunities awaited in greener pastures. Where no one knew her or her well-positioned husband, whose corporate success and family harmony would not be threatened by her politics.

Away from those constraints, she’d gained a deeper understanding of the ingrained moral corrosiveness of not just the left, but the so-called “moderates” and the “CINOs”—conservatives in name only, who compromised and frittered away golden opportunities for change. She’d grown to appreciate the value of bypassing conventional, “safe” routes such as elections, which changed nothing, in favor of direct action. Actions that, when successful, convinced the immoral left to cower and the once-quiet majority to rise up against immoral trends such as gay marriage and legalizing drugs.

Returning to the constraining environment of Clayton felt risky. But perhaps she could limit her visibility long enough to fix the local problems and get out. Barring that, maybe enough time had passed. Maybe enough bridges had burned…and maybe, just enough of them remained to build something new out of the ashes.

And maybe, just maybe, she might succeed in repairing a few of those burned bridges. Tap into a few of those old relations. Let the distance of years salve the ancient wounds. Start fresh. Maybe even bring those old relations over to her side.

“Okay,” she said, flipping open her suitcase on the bed and stuffing her belongings inside. “I’ll be there by nightfall.”



















Chapter Three




“Let me help you with that,” Val’s father said, propping the front storm door open with a broomstick. The closer had broken weeks ago. Dad had never been much of a handyman.

His face appeared flushed against his long shock of mussed white hair. His round, stooped form, sweating in a loose-fitting T-shirt and baggy gym shorts, looked ready to collapse. He took the box from her arms, grunting at the weight of it. “Damn,” he said. “What’s in here, your rock collection?”

“Rocks, hell,” Val said, deadpan. “Those are bullets...my little ones.”

Dad blanched, and she worried that he’d drop the box. “Kidding!” she said, taking it back from him. “I’ll get this. Can you grab some of my clothes out of the back?”

“Don’t even kid about that,” he said. “You know how I feel about guns in the house. And you promised.”

“No guns, no bombs, no ammo, I swear.” Val bit back an angrier retort, pushed past him, and headed up the stairs. She didn’t dare look around. Cleaning Dad’s house would be chore number three, right after moving and cleaning her own place.

“Leave that down here for now,” he said before she got halfway up. “I, uh, didn’t quite finish getting the room ready.”

Val stopped, closed her eyes, clenched her teeth, and counted to ten. Twenty.

“Dad. You had a month.”

“Sorry. I only need another day or two. I’ll be right back.” He shuffled outside.

Val trudged back down the stairs. This time, she couldn’t avoid taking stock of the living room. As usual, he’d left it a wreck. His old recliner, the leather ripping in strategic locations in the arms and seat, now sat about three feet from the large, flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Stacks of newspapers, True Crime magazines, and unopened mail lined the walls. Takeout containers half-filled with cold Chinese, Thai, and Mexican food covered the coffee table, interspersed with empty soda cans and used plastic flatware. The place smelled like a garbage scow. No doubt the kitchen was worse. She didn’t even want to think about the condition of his bedroom. He’d moved into the first-floor guest room after she went off to college, because, she assumed, he didn’t want to risk using the stairs in his often-inebriated condition.

He’d promised to clean out the master bedroom upstairs that he’d once shared with Mom. Val had suggested Chad’s old room instead, but no go. Dad had converted that into an office after his alcoholism got him “medically retired” from his executive position at Ashford Machine and Dye. After a few years of working from home as a consultant, he quit that, too. Since then he’d filled it with too much junk to even attempt to clean it out. And her old room...no. Just, no.

Which left only one alternative: the garage.

Not a bad option, in the scheme of things. In high school, Val converted it into a private gym, and slept out there more often than in her own bed. It had electricity, heat, and hot and cold water. She even installed a portable shower hose, which Dad never had the gumption to remove. The garage would make a fine apartment once again.

Val tiptoed through the miscellaneous crap littering the floor to the garage doorway, careful not to step on anything, dead or alive, that wasn’t carpet or hardwood. She had her hip pressed against the lever of the door handle when Dad reappeared at the front door with boxes stacked high in front of his face.

“A little help?” he called from the steps.

Val sighed. “One second.” She pushed her way into the garage. The space remained as empty as when she’d left it earlier that morning. But she’d have to park the Honda on the street from now on. She set down the box of books and hurried back to the front door.

“I’ll get the room ready this afternoon, I promise,” Dad said, edging sideways through the doorway. “Tomorrow, the latest.”

“It’s okay, Dad. I’ll set up in the garage again.” She took the top box from him and kicked a path through the debris in the living room. No more messing around.

“No, honey, listen,” he said, trailing behind her. “Give me a few more hours. It’s just hard, you know?”

Going through Mom’s stuff, he meant.

“It’s okay. Take your time.” She led the way out to the garage and stacked the fresh box on top of the old one.

“You can’t live out here in this drafty old place. It’s full of old oil cans and crap, and—”

“There’s plenty of room. I like it out here, remember?”

Sadness crawled over Dad’s face, and he slumped against the wall. No words.

He remembered.

***

Val unloaded the rest of her stuff while Dad disappeared upstairs, presumably to get the bedroom ready despite her protests. Then she gathered up the takeout containers, old newspapers, and miscellaneous garbage strewn about the living room. One glance at the kitchen told her the ominous task of tackling that area would have to wait.

After loading up her father’s SUV with a bucket of cleaning supplies, she drove it to her apartment. She hauled the bed out and tied it to the roof—one small virtue of twin-sized mattresses—then got to work cleaning the place. Beth had come by after all and taken care of the kitchen and bathroom, bless her, and her own bedroom. That left only the living room and Val’s bedroom. Piece of cake. She opened the hall closet to grab the upright vacuum, one of the few adult possessions Val had contributed to their living arrangement.

Taped to the handle, Val found a note on letter-sized paper, addressed to her, in Beth’s handwriting. She sat on the floor and opened it.

Dear Val,

Honestly, I don’t know where to begin. We’ve been best friends for literally half my life…Where would I be without you?

I’m sorry about the way things ended between us as roommates. I didn’t handle it very well. I wanted to sit down and talk with you a hundred times over the past six weeks, but it never felt like the right time.

But deep down I know that timing wasn’t really the problem. I’ve been avoiding you, because I didn’t know what to say. You’ve been going through a lot, and I haven’t been there for you. Again, I’m sorry.

The truth is, we’ve grown apart over the past few years. College changed us. Life changed us. Becoming a cop changed you. But I still love you so, so much—that will never change. And different doesn’t mean bad—it means we’re going in different directions.

I’m going to miss you. Not that we’ll never see each other—we will, a LOT, I promise! But the random, unplanned conversations, the all-nighters, the spontaneous time…we’ll lose that, and that sucks.

So how about let’s have a drink soon and have some girl talk again, okay?

Love 4ever,

Beth

Val set down the note, leaned against the wall, and let the tears flow.

***

Back at Dad’s a few hours later, Val set up her bed in the garage and fashioned a makeshift closet out of a four-foot length of galvanized pipe, some wire, and a couple of hooks she screwed into the ceiling. She even found the old holes in the gypsum she’d used seven or eight years before, the last time she’d transformed the space for full-time living. She arranged her boxes of folded clothes for easy access and even set up her make-up table—something she started using now and again since getting together with Gil. Then, as if summoned, he called her.

“I hope I called late enough for my offer to help to be rendered moot,” he said, his voice on the edge of laughter.

“Are you kidding? I waited on all the heavy stuff, just for you,” she said in mock irritation. “And you’d better bring dinner. Dad and I are hungry.”

“That part, I have under control,” he said. “Except my chauffeur appears to be preoccupied with cleaning and organizing. Which means dinner is Chez Kryzinski tonight. When might you be able to bring said father over for some quality grub?”

“Ooh, quality grub. Your salesmanship is off the charts today. How about seven o’clock? That’ll give me time to sandblast the sweat and grit off my skin.”

“Don’t you dare. I want visual proof that you’ve been working hard. Seven’s fine. Um, I take it, since Dad’s coming, no wine tonight?”

“Best not to. Thanks for remembering.”

“How can I not? I think of you constantly. I’m counting the seconds, my dear.”

“Liar. How many?”

A pause. “Fourteen thousand, three hun—”

“No fair using your calculator,” she said, laughing.

“Damn, you should have gone into law. You’d make an amazing prosecutor.”

Val blushed, glad he couldn’t see her face reddening. “But then I’d have never met the great Chef Kryzinski.”

“Touché. See you in...fourteen thousand, three hundred and seventy-five seconds. Seventy-four...”

“Dork.”

“Love you too,” he said, laughing, and broke the connection.

Val set her phone down, and only then noticed Dad standing in the doorway, holding another box in his arms.

“Um, some ground rules?” she said. “Like, knock before entering my room?”

“This isn’t your room, it’s my garage.” He set the box down on the floor. “I told you, your real room will be ready by tonight.”

“You said this afternoon.”

Dad crossed his arms. “I’m doing the best I can.”

Val bit back a retort that would have escalated the tension more. “Whenever it’s ready is fine. I’m comfortable here.”

“I’m not comfortable with you here. It isn’t right.” He pushed out a loud breath of air. “I have a few more boxes to bring down, then I’ll be back to work at it. You can use Chad’s old queen bed if that’s all right with you?”

“That’s fine. Listen, it’s been a long day. Let’s take a break and have some dinner. Gil invited us over—he’s an excellent cook.”

Dad shook his head and waved her off. “I’ll grab a sandwich. You go on ahead.”

“Dad, Gil wants to get to know you. You guys have barely met, and he’s an important part of my life now. As are you.”

He shook his head again, emphatic. “Not tonight. I’m not up for it.”

Val’s body sagged. “Please? It’d mean a lot to me.” She folded her hands under her chin, pleading.

He gazed at her and took another quick, heavy breath. “We’ll see. Come find me in an hour. Make sure I haven’t fallen in.” He laughed. Val wondered what he found so funny.

Two hours later, she ventured upstairs. She discovered him sitting rock-still on the floor of the master bedroom, staring at a photograph. Without looking, she knew which picture had upset him. She sat next to him and put an arm around his shoulders.

“You two look so happy in that picture,” Val said.

“Happiest day of my life,” he said, his voice raspy.

“Hers too,” Val said. “So she often said.”

“Pah.” He tossed the photo to the floor. “Her happiest day was the day she left. And the next day, and the day after that.”

“You don’t know that,” Val said, shaking his shoulders a little. “I bet she was miserable.”

“Then why didn’t she come back?” His voice took on a steely edge, the hurt slashing the air like a fiery blade. “No, Val. I drove her away.”

“No, I did,” Val said. “I made you both crazy with my…my problems.” She inhaled a deep, solemn breath.

“You were just a kid,” he said. “It wasn’t your fault. No, she left because of my drinking. So she said.”

“She drank, too,” Val said in a soft voice. “And smoked. And it’s not like she was the warmest person I’d ever met.”

He shot her a wry smile. “Don’t talk like that about your mother.”

Val sighed again and pointed at the piles of memorabilia all around them. “Maybe you should get rid of some of this stuff.”

“I’ve tried. It’s hard.” His face wrinkled into a deep, sad frown. “It’s all I have left of her, Valorie. Of that part of my life.” He wrapped an arm around Val. “Well. I still have you kids, of course.”

“Dad.” Despite the tension, she surrendered a weak smile. “This is the first time in ten years we’ve spoken without trying to kill each other.”

“Isn’t it terrific? I love this.”

Val smiled and wiggled out of their embrace. “Me too. So, let’s ride this momentum and get cleaned up for dinner. Gil’s making—”

“No, no, I can’t,” Dad said. “I’m nowhere near done, and I promised.”

“Michael Dawes, for heaven’s sake,” Val said. “The garage is fine for as long as it takes. Okay?”

His smile showed more sadness than mirth. “Careful about lowering your expectations too much,” he said.

She bit back her reflexive reply: I’m used to it.



















Chapter Four




Val stepped out of the shower and towel-dried her short brown hair, hoping the search for her hair dryer wouldn’t take as long as it had taken to locate her favorite jeans among her boxes of possessions. Why they’d ended up in the “kitchen stuff” mystified her. By that logic, she’d probably find the hair dryer in the book bin.

Normally she wouldn’t care how her hair looked, but tonight, a Saturday night with Gil, might be special. Her father wouldn’t budge on his refusal to attend. So much for the family-bonding scheme she’d envisioned. But the silver lining—a romantic dinner alone with the man who loved her—sounded better anyway.

Her phone buzzed. Grimes. Dammit. She considered letting it go to voice-mail. The man had to learn some boundaries.

She reconsidered, though. He’d never called on a weekend night before. 2:00 a.m. on a Wednesday, sure, but not on a rare Saturday night off.

Val pulled on her jeans and cradled the phone to her ear. “What’s up, Bobby?”

“Need you downtown,” Grimes said. “Major break in the case. We need all hands, ASAP.”

“On a prostitution sting?” Val exhaled loud enough for him to hear. Perhaps loud enough for someone in China to hear. “Why? Did someone keep your hundred-dollar bill this time?”

“Funny funny, ha ha. Get down here. I’ll explain when you get here.”

“Grimes,” Val said, pulling on a blouse and pushing her way into the garage. “Tonight’s my night off. I have plans.”

“Make new plans. Be here in an hour.” He hung up.

Val swore and tossed her wet towel to the floor, then stomped on it and kicked it for good measure. That son of a bitch! At least he should explain why she had to cancel what might have been the best night of her life. She slipped out of her blouse, grabbed something far less sexy off her makeshift closet rod, and found a pair of slip-on flats. The change of clothes helped reverse her mood, from light and hopeful to serious and pissed off. Perfect for work.

She phoned Gil while buttoning her shirt. “Bad news.”

“Work?”

“How’d you know?” Val glanced in the mirror. Shit, her hair. Still soaking wet.

“We have the same job, remember?” Gil sighed. “All right. I can save it for tomorrow. Maybe then your father will change his mind and join us.”

“You’re being far too reasonable.” But his light-hearted response lifted her mood. “Call you later?”

“You’d better.”

She hung up, texted him a heart emoji, and opened the nearest random box, labeled “Food.”

Right on top. The fucking hair dryer.

***

About to leave the garage to head to her car, Val stumbled over the box Dad had set by the door. Without intending to, she read the label scribbled on top: “Recycle/Donate.” Underneath, he’d scratched through a name. “Rita.”

Mom.

Val froze, wondering what possessions of her mother’s Dad had relegated to the donation bin. Certainly nothing of great sentimental or monetary value.

She realized she would pass the donation center on the way to work. Might as well help Dad out. She lifted the box—or tried to. Instead, the removable lid flew up into the air, and the box stuck, for some reason, to the concrete floor.

She started to put the lid back on the box, but the contents caught her eye. The top layer consisted of some old women’s clothes and scarves that went out of style decades before. Which, of course, could come back into style any minute now. Might be worth saving. She set the scarves on her bed, looked at a blouse, decided against keeping it. Set it aside. Glanced back into the box.

Lying on top, no longer hidden by the dated blouse, sat piles of unopened mail, in familiar handwriting, strapped together with rubber bands. Val picked up the first wad. The envelopes on top and bottom of the bundle faced in—no address visible. She considered reading one, decided against it. Too much like prying. She dropped it into the box.

On impact, the rubber bands, stiff and inelastic with age, crumbled into bits, and the letters fanned out across the top of the box. The one on top was addressed to her father, with no return address. Unopened.

Despite having not seen it in ten years, she recognized the handwriting as her mother’s.

For a long minute, she could do nothing except stare, trying to convince herself that they couldn’t be what they seemed: letters from her mother to her father. Letters she’d never seen or known anything about.

Val shook out of her stupor and checked the postmark: “Prescott, AZ,” dated May 23, 2013. Six years ago.

She pawed through the burst bundle, a few dozen letters in all. All addressed to Michael Dawes in the same hand, mailed from cities all over the United States. The date marks spanned nine years, declining in frequency over time—about every other month in the early years, and only one in 2018. None so far in 2019. Only a few of the ones prior to 2016 had been opened.

She glanced around, made sure Dad hadn’t sneaked into the room, and pulled the last opened letter out of its envelope, dated September 29, 2015.

Mike,

When are you going to write back? You promised to keep me up to date on Chad and Valorie. Did Chad go to law school? What did Valorie decide about college? She did go, right? You know how I feel about that.

I enclosed a picture of us. I understand if you don’t want to share it with the kids, but I hope you do. They should know what’s going on with the rest of the family.

Write to me?

Rita

Val checked the envelope. No picture. She shook it upside-down to make sure. Nothing fell out. Nothing stuck to the inside.

She shoved the letter back into the envelope, tossed it in the box, and sat on the floor, numb. For nine years, Dad had told her and Chad that he’d never heard from their mother—never once. That once she walked out that door, she’d turned her back on them forever. Because she didn’t care about the family anymore. Didn’t love them. The last time Val asked about her, Dad insinuated that he didn’t even know whether she was still alive.

Val now had proof that she was very much alive—and had written multiple times to inquire about them. It didn’t make her a good mother, but at least she’d shown some interest in their welfare.

Val got to her knees and scooped all the letters out of the box. She scooted across the garage floor to her own piles of boxes and unstacked the tallest pile. She shoved the letters inside the bottom box, resealed it with packing tape, and stacked the others on top.

She’d need to discuss this with Dad, and soon. At the moment, she needed to get to work.

***

Val arrived at the dull slab of concrete known as Clayton Police Headquarters twenty minutes later, parking her Honda in a visitor spot on the side of the building. She’d need a parking sticker for the employee lot, now that driving to work seemed a certainty for the foreseeable future. She’d miss the short bus commute from her old apartment, where she’d catch up on news and email. Driving sucked, especially in cities like Clayton, designed for the days when only the rich could afford to ride their horse and carriage through the narrow streets.

Always preferring exercise over convenience, Val hustled up the stairs to the fourth-floor WAVE Squad office. When she entered the main area, a rectangular open-air bullpen jammed with clusters of desks, computers, and generations-old mismatched tables and chairs, the animated busyness of over a dozen sworn officers surprised her.

“Dawes! Why aren’t you in uniform?” Sergeant Petroni cast her a cross look, interrupting a stand-up briefing to a small team of plainclothes detectives. “I assume you keep one down in your locker. Everybody flies the flag tonight. Come on, hustle. We need to be on the street in under an hour.”

“Of course.” Val’s ears burned. Grimes never mentioned that. Speaking of whom... “Where’s Bobby?”

“Down the hall, Interrogation Room B,” Petroni said. “He can fill you in when he’s done, which ought to be soon. Go change. And wear a vest.” She returned to her informal briefing.

Val’s heart rate jumped up a notch. Petroni’s advice to wear Kevlar—which she did anyway for patrol or street work—meant that whatever operation she had planned, the situation could get dicey.

“What’s up, you guys?” Val asked a group of men seated at a table nearby. “Why all the excitement?”

“Some sort of sting,” a uniformed officer replied, a stocky, graying veteran named Hodges. An insignia pin portraying a knife and automatic rifle crisscrossed over an eagle identified him as a member of the Special Weapons and Tactics Unit, also known as the SWAT team. Three chevrons revealed his rank as sergeant—a squad leader. “Whores and pimps and money men,” he continued. “Something like that. Grimes is gonna fill us all in soon.”

“No, right now,” Grimes announced, entering the room. “Gather round, people. I’ve got news.”

Val took a seat with the uniformed cops. She didn’t know most of them, other than Price, who smiled and arched his eyebrows at her. He seemed pleased, as did Grimes, who bounced on the balls of his feet while waiting for everyone to settle in for his speech.

“Early Friday morning, Dawes and I busted a sex worker named Destiny Mathers. Destiny gave up the name and whereabouts of her pimp, a small-time operator who goes by Rodney Kingman. No relation to the guy in LA.” He chuckled and seemed disappointed when no one else got his lame joke.

“Turns out,” Grimes continued, “Kingman’s rap sheet meant another bust could land him some serious hard time in a place where he already has enemies. We put the fear of God and prison in him, and he talked like a three-year-old. Today, the Vice Squad—thank you, gentlemen,” and here Grimes nodded to the plainclothes guys standing near Petroni, “rounded up a handful of Kingman’s teammates, so to speak. Other pimps, all of whom share one thing in common: a boss.”

“Mob?” Hodges asked.

“Bigger than the mob,” Grimes said. “A sex trafficking ring, extending from DC to Boston, maybe farther. These guys lure in underage girls and move them to another city, often across state lines. They’ve recently moved into Clayton. Tonight we want to push them back out—hopefully, shut them down. At least locally.”

“Isn’t this FBI territory?” Price asked. “Since it’s interstate, and kids, and—”

“We’re coordinating with the feds,” Petroni said, stepping next to Grimes. “Their operations personnel can’t get here tonight, and we need to move fast. We’ll read them in as resources come available. For now, the show’s ours.”

“Which means they’ll stop by tomorrow and take all the credit,” Hodges muttered. “Typical gold-brickers.”

“The operation will take place at this warehouse on Albany Street.” Grimes set a blown-up street map of downtown on an easel. A red square indicated the site, a building abandoned years before by a now-defunct shipping company. “As you can see, it’s a standalone facility, which means we can surround the entire property. Uniformed officers from Downtown Precinct under the command of Captain Feeley will secure the perimeter. WAVE Squad teams will enter here,” and he pointed to the entrance on Albany, “and here,” indicating a rear entrance. “SWAT team staff will accompany teams at both entrances.”

Grimes covered the map with a building schematic printed on a piece of foam board about three feet wide. “Once inside, we’ll work toward the middle, cutting off any means of escape. Dawes, come with me and SWAT Team A, through the front. O’Reilly and Price, you’ll take the rear with SWAT Team B. Our informants tell us that our targets are in the office, located on the loft level, here.” He pointed to a dotted rectangle off to one side near the center of the old warehouse building.

“Weapons?” Price asked.

Grimes nodded. “They’ll be armed. The principals carry concealed handguns. Armed guards will possess rifles, possibly semis. SWAT units will steam ’em out with gas, then we swoop in, wearing masks if need be.”

“How many?” another officer asked.

Grimes shrugged. “Best guess? Two to four with handguns, four to six more with rifles.”

Hodges whistled. “This could get ugly.”

Grimes spread his arms wide. “We’ll have them out-gunned and out-numbered, at least three to one, and we’ll have the element of surprise. It’ll be uglier for them than for us.”

Val’s heart pounded in her chest, and she recognized the look of fear on the faces of the deputies around her. Sure, they enjoyed a numerical and tactical advantage. A fat lot of good that would do for any officer who took a bullet in this raid.

The image of Gil lying on the ground, blood pouring from his shattered hip, sprang to mind. As did the memory of her uncle Valentin, who died a decade before in a shopping mall shootout. The idea that any of the officers in that room—possibly her—could join them among the ranks of the fallen spooked her into somber silence.

“If there are no more questions,” Grimes said, ignoring the hands rising in the back, “let’s go.”

Val pushed her heavy body up onto her feet. She met the gaze of Hodges, then Price, and nodded at each man. I have your back, each said to the other with their eyes. I hope you have mine.

“Val?” said a woman’s voice behind her. She turned. Shannon O’Reilly, her partner when she’d started on WAVE a few months before, extended her hand. “I just wanted to let you know. I asked for you tonight. No offense, Damari,” she said, turning to Price.

“None taken,” her partner said.

Val swallowed hard and shook her hand. Shannon had once been Val’s mentor, partner, and friend, one of the few she’d made on the force. They’d fallen out over Val’s outspoken, somewhat brash approach to nabbing the Schoolgirl Slayer six weeks before, and hadn’t spoken much since. “Thanks, Shannon. Good luck tonight.”

Shannon offered a weak smile. “We’ll have something better than luck tonight. We’ll have you.”

“Thanks.” Val wished she could return the compliment, but Shannon’s cautious approach often frustrated her. “Stay safe tonight.”

“You too.” Shannon bowed her head and stepped back, then sat down to talk to Price.

Val took the stairs to the basement level at a slow pace, her mind burdened by the prospect of danger, and distracted by the odd timing of Shannon’s attempt to make up with her. Did O’Reilly fear her own mortality, wanting to make amends in case something happened to either of them?

That brought her father to mind. A number of issues festered between them that they’d never been able to discuss, much less resolve. She considered calling him, then thought better of it. He worried enough already. A call would only send him over the edge—perhaps back to the bottle. Best to keep him out of it.

On the other hand...

She tapped out a quick “Thinking of you” text to Gil and sent it. She didn’t mind if he worried a little bit.









Chapter Five


The sun had set, but plenty of ambient light remained, washing the evening sky with a mix of pinks and blues behind the silhouettes of the abandoned industrial buildings on Albany Street. Police in dark blue uniforms and helmets took position on the perimeter of the property, fenced on three sides with weathered chain-link that looked weak enough to knock down with a good, stiff push. Val and Grimes crouched beside their squad car, Grimes on his radio, giving last-minute instructions in a low voice.

Val checked her gear one more time. Sidearm loaded, safety on. Spare ammo, ready. Taser, charged. Club, check. Cuffs, secure. Gas mask ready to wear. Radio on, earbuds in. No one would give away their location through an errant blast of static or voice communication.

“Ready, Dawes?” Grimes said at last. She nodded. He pointed to the warehouse, a two-story rectangle of sheet metal, painted blue fifty years before and now flecked with silver and black. A wide, metallic front door marked the official business entrance, next to a garage-style roll-up unit for loading and unloading. A white rectangle hanging over the door had long ago displayed a corporate logo, lit up during business hours. All that remained now were shards of plastic and a few loose wires.

“Follow me,” Grimes said. He followed up with a terse “Moving in” to the rest of the team by radio and led Val in a crouched trot toward the warehouse. A half-dozen SWAT team members
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