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Prologue

May 2020

“TELL ME ABOUT THE WEATHER.” 

Michael Diaz sat, phone to his ear, at a bare table in a small bare room in a New York correctional facility. A guard stood at the door. 

Diaz had twice the intellect of his late brother Edward, with none of his charm. Eyes pale blue in an unrevealing face, he listened as his son Joachim described the weather in Colombia. 

“What’s it like there, Dad?” 

The room was windowless, but his cell had a narrow window high up on a wall. He could see the sky, but little else. “Sunny, today. Nice.” 

The briefing continued. The decline in earnings at his casinos was shocking: down nearly 90 percent from the first quarter, which itself had been poor due to the pandemic. He kept an eye on the wall clock. His fifteen minutes were nearly up. 

“How’s it affecting our people?” 

“It’s very bad in New York. And in Arizona.” Joachim’s voice remained uninflected, but Diaz listened intently for any variation. Arizona was where Yolande’s brother lived. “I don’t know of any illness or death among our people, or those near us. But I put the word out, Dad. Any change, I want to know.”

Back in his cell, Diaz replayed the conversation in his mind. Three key witnesses would probably determine his fate, and Yolande, Edward’s maid, was one of them. She had been put into witness protection along with his young nephew, Marius, and Joachim had a team watching her brother.


1-Wake Up Call

July 2020

EDWARD WAS RUNNING AT HER, he raised his gun, he was going to shoot her and she couldn’t shoot back, she—the gun became a phone and he raised it to his ear and it kept ringing and kept ringing—why didn’t he answer it?—and she shot upright and reached for the phone on the bedside table. The number was unknown and she only answered because it might be Ledge, which would excuse the time.

“Miss?”

Now completely disoriented—Why is Edward’s son calling?—she stared at the phone.

“Miss? It’s—”

“Marius?” She rubbed her eyes. “Hi, Marius. What’s up?” She added, mechanically, “Call me Erin, why don’t you.”

“Miss, Yolande’s dead.” The ten-year-old voice trembled.

“Oh, honey,” she tried to think. “What happened?”

“It’s the Covid. She got it at the hospital.”

“Why was she at the hospital, Marius?”

“That’s where she works. And now she’s dead.” His voice broke and he began to sob.

Erin threw back the duvet and swung her legs to the floor, a tall athletic dark-haired woman of twenty-five. Yolande and Marius were in the Federal Witness Protection Program, also known as WITSEC. Due to testify at Michael Diaz’s trial for drug trafficking, Yolande was the only mother Marius had ever known and now the loving boy Erin remembered was crying his heart out. 

“Marius, listen to me.” She waited patiently until his sobbing broke up. “Where are you?”

“Fort Morgan.” He sniffed.

“Where’s that?” Erin put her phone on the desk and pressed the speaker button. She flipped open her laptop. 

“In Colorado.”

She found it. Near the border with Kansas. 

“Look Marius, is there a neighbor you can call? Or a friend?”

“The Hofstedts are visiting their son in Idaho. We don’t have any friends.”

Erin thought rapidly. They’d been there barely six months, probably not time enough to make friends. “Are you using Yolande’s phone, Marius?”

He was. She asked him to take a look in the Contacts, and he read out several names, all strange to Erin. One was his schoolteacher, he said. And there was a doctor. He’d tried both before calling Erin. Her name wasn’t listed, but Yolande had made him memorize it months ago, and told him it was a secret unless he had no one else he could call. He’d also tried another name, Joe Novak. “He’s the man who was in the program. The one who brought us here.”

“And did you reach him?”

“No. I left a message.”

“Okay, give me his number, Marius. We’re going to hang up and I’m going to get dressed and make a few calls myself.” He began to panic and she reassured him. “I’m going to help you, kiddo. Don’t worry. I’ve got your number and I want you to plug your phone into the charger, okay? We need to make sure we can reach each other.” She told him to get dressed and keep trying the teacher and doctor.

Her first call was to Ledge. Five in the morning here in Vancouver meant afternoon in Spain or Portugal, wherever he was. When she heard his voice, relief coursed through her, followed by longing. “I miss you,” she said.

“Me too,” said Ledge.

She knew he must be with someone, probably Ramirez and Dan. With Michael Diaz in prison, they were trying to break up his European network. “Yolande’s died. Marius just called. He’s in eastern Colorado.” She gave him what details she had. “I’m just going to try this WITSEC guy, Novak, to see if he can help.”

“I miss you too,” he said and from the background traffic noise she knew he must have gone outside for some privacy. “I might have known you couldn’t stay out of trouble for long.” His voice held a smile.

“It’s six months! I’ve been good, you ask Gran.” 

They discussed Marius’s situation for a moment and he said, “Look, I want to discuss this with the others. I’ll get back to you in ten or fifteen.”

She disconnected and tried Novak. His message ended with an alternative number, but it, too, went to voice mail. “Vacations are one thing,” she muttered. “This is ridiculous.”

She had a quick shower and looked up flights to Denver. You couldn’t drive to the US now: The border was closed. Air travel was still allowed and she found a flight out of Vancouver at lunch time, arriving late afternoon. She called Marius. He sounded subdued but not panicky and she learned he’d not been able to reach anyone. “Did Yolande call her brother, Marius?”

He wasn’t sure. “She said she was going to, then she said she didn’t need to because she was getting better.”

“How long ago was that?”

“A long time,” he said vaguely. 

Surely she would have told the boy if her brother were coming? “Is he listed in the Contacts?”

But he wasn’t, said Marius.

“Okay, I’m waiting to hear from Ledge, Marius. You sit tight, okay?”

“You mean, Barnaby?”

“That’s right.”

***

Jackie regarded her granddaughter. “I really wish you wouldn’t go, Erin.” They were eating breakfast in the house Jackie had rented in Vancouver.

“I know. But someone has to help him. I’ve been looking at the map. Depending on what the WITSEC people say, I think we’ll drive up to Montana and wait. There’s a two-week quarantine period.” 

Jackie stared. “And then what?” She leaned across the table. “Look, dear. I know you made a connection with this boy on the cruise. But he’s a ten-year-old, Erin. With issues. You have no experience with children. They can really cut into your free time.” 

“Very funny, Gran.” She spread honey on a piece of toast. “I hear what you’re saying, but I can’t not help him. He’s alone in that house with a dead woman. Yolande discouraged him from mixing with others, and he’s afraid to go out.” She took a bite of toast and smiled at Jackie. “I’ll be back soon. You go on house-hunting and we’ll talk on the phone.”

Jackie shook her head imperceptibly. “I think I’ll hold off.” She was considering moving from Toronto, so they could be nearer each other. Jackie was sixty-three, blonde and fit, and Erin was her only relative. Even so, it was a big move and she was feeling nowhere near decisive about it. 

She glanced at her granddaughter. Erin’s expression was cheerful but there was a tiredness about her. “Does this have anything to do with that nightmare?” One of the tiresome aspects of growing older was a tendency to wake up at useless times of night, like three in the morning. On two such occasions, getting up to use the bathroom, she had heard Erin cry out.

“Gran.” Erin had her determined look, one Jackie had seen many times. “I gave Yolande my number, and she gave it to Marius. ‘Call me if I can help,’ I told her. He called. I’m helping.” 

The two women separated after breakfast, meeting again late-morning to share a taxi to the airport. Jackie held out two items, a lightweight travel medical kit and a handheld laser thermometer. “Use them in good health,” she said drily. 

Erin was entranced with the thermometer. “I saw one of those in action yesterday,” she said, pointing it at her forehead. She studied the display. “Normal, what a surprise. And you can have it in Fahrenheit or Centigrade!” She leaned over and kissed Jackie. “Thanks, Gran, super going-away present.”

Jackie hugged her tightly before letting her go through the boarding gate. “Stay safe,” she said.

“Of course,” Erin replied. “Don’t you worry. I’ll be back before you know it.”

***

Ledge was in Madrid trailing a drug courier, one of Michael Diaz’s men. He was easy enough to track, even in the dark: The streets were deserted because the city, like most others in Europe, was in lockdown. Somewhere not too far ahead, Ledge’s partners Ramirez and Dan were watching the nightclub owner waiting to receive the drugs. 

The pandemic had brought drug trafficking to a near standstill. Gangs relied on casinos and nightclubs, on ordinary social interaction, to move their product from dealer to consumer. But casinos and nightclubs were closed, along with restaurants, racetracks and parks. Dealers’ stocks were drying up as well: Flights were too infrequent to make shipping by air safe. Two of Diaz’s drug subs, stripped down submersibles used to transport large quantities of drugs, had been intercepted by Ledge and his partners, off the coast of Portugal and the Canary Islands. Some product was still coming in, probably overland from Asia, and now they were hoping to intercept it.

The courier disappeared ahead and Ledge ran lightly, approaching the corner and sighting the man as he passed a streetlight. The next corner would bring him into the intersection. Ledge trailed him and turned the corner in time to see the courier and owner being stopped by Ramirez, who began to interrogate them while Dan searched the courier and came up with a two-pound bag of cocaine.

Ledge thought about that bag later while he stopped in at a grocery store. His conversation with Erin intruded. It was so like her to hop on a plane just to help out a small boy she hardly knew. But as she’d said on the phone, “I spent an afternoon in a pitch-black pantry with him, Ledge. We bonded.” He paused at the fruit counter and picked up a large bunch of bananas, taking them and his other purchases to the cashier. Only when he returned to the house they’d rented, unpacked his purchases, took a beer from the fridge and joined the others in the small living room, did it occur to him.

“They had bananas at the grocery store.”

In the act of raising his bottle and taking a swig of beer, Dan looked past Ledge at the bowl on the kitchen counter. There had been no bananas for a couple of weeks.

“Containers,” said Ledge. He looked at Ramirez and added, “You should have figured that out before now.” Dan concealed a grin: Ramirez was okay but found Ledge’s humor tiresome.

“Yeah,” said Dan. “You really should.” He reached for his laptop and began to search for container ports, while Ramirez called his contact in the Spanish Civil Guard, the police. Ledge took some personal time, answering a text from Kevin, the third of the five brothers. Ledge was the youngest, twenty-nine and well setup, with a studious look that made him easy to overlook. His mother had also texted, urging him to wear his mask. He smiled faintly: She wasn’t texting because of Covid but because yesterday had been the tenth anniversary of Cam’s death, Cam the math genius and lead guitarist who had died of an overdose. Cam, his best friend. Ledge’s family had helped him get over the loss all those years ago, and now he sent his mother a cheerful text about the weather and the empty streets, ending with love to both his parents. 

“Barcelona,” said Ramirez, disconnecting from his contact. “They’ve got it covered but they could use more eyes.”

***

The flight was only half-full, so Erin put her backpack on the seat next to her. She leaned forward to insert her passport into the zippered pocket in the back of her money belt. She had withdrawn $5,000 in US dollars this morning, mostly hundreds. Even though Michael Diaz might be in prison, he had vast resources and Erin wasn’t going to give him or his people a credit card trail, although she had brought her card as a last resort. At the bottom of the backpack, underneath her clothes, were two burner phones, just in case.

She relaxed and thought about Yolande, sad at the news that she had died. They had little in common, but the caregiver’s quiet courage made an impression on Erin. She had been shamefully abused by Edward Diaz and his brutal lieutenant, Luna. But she had never wavered in her love for Marius, and Erin wondered how the boy would cope without her. Michael Diaz disliked his nephew because he had an odd, lopsided look, and was neither athletic nor smart. Nevertheless he had made it clear through his lawyer that Edward’s boy belonged with him. 

Not if I can help it, thought Erin as the plane came in to land. Her heart lifted as she was processed through arrivals: This was unknown territory and she felt a thrill of anticipation. All she lacked was a car. She’d been tempted to rent one, but that would have meant ID. Instead she went out to the taxi ranks and asked the first cabbie what he’d charge to take her to Fort Morgan.

“Five hundred. Nine hundred both ways.”

The driver of the fourth cab quoted $375, half up front. She gave him two hundreds and sat in the back as they traveled away from the Rockies and the late-afternoon sun on a wide, straight highway. She had phoned Marius when she first arrived, and now, an hour and a half later, she found the house on the eastern outskirts of Fort Morgan, a town of about 11,000 people. It was a rancher, white with green trim that had seen better days, and a driveway ending in a separate garage. The house wore a deserted air. She paid the cabbie and asked him to park in the next block, took his number and said she’d let him know as soon as possible if she wanted a ride back. 

Climbing out with her backpack, she surveyed the street. Shrub-like trees and grass, going brown. Houses widely spaced on big lots. No one answered when she rang the front doorbell, nor when she knocked. She felt along the door frame and looked under the mat; no key. She had more success around the back, finding a swing seat, a couple of recliners, plastic chairs and a table, some action figures and a barbecue. Also a key under the back doormat. She knocked again then entered.

Still no answer when she called his name. She stood in the kitchen, a kitchen displaying the kind of mess a ten-year-old might leave during several days of fending for himself. The remains of an egg had dried on the surface of the range, a used frying pan to one side. On the counter, a saucepan had once held soup or sauce, and mold was beginning to show around the residue. The kitchen opened into a living room and an entranceway lay straight ahead. A hall led, on the left, to the front door, and on the right to closed doors. She opened the first: bathroom. At the end of the hall were two facing doors. She opened one. The room was dark and close, with a smell of death. Reluctantly, she stepped inside. 

Yolande lay in bed, on her back, one arm hanging down over the side. Erin had feared she might be lying in vomit or filth but she was quite clean. She walked over. “Hi, Yolande,” she said softly, “I’m so so sorry about this.” She put out two fingers to find a heartbeat, but the instant she touched the body she knew. Human beings couldn’t be that cold and live. 

Erin gazed down at the woman who had been Marius’s caregiver and the only mother he had ever known. Sorrow flowed through her and she tried not to give way to tears. Not right now. She stooped and lifted the arm, moving it under the sheet. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’ll see him right, that’s a promise.” She straightened and drew the sheet up over the dead woman’s face. “Goodbye, Yolande.” She turned away, opened a window to cool the room and walked out, closing the door behind her.

A single bed occupied the room opposite, unmade, with Han Solo sheets. The walls were pale blue covered in painted flowers and animals: deer, rabbits, a racoon, squirrels. It appeared to be empty. Erin opened the closet. Nothing but clothes and a backpack. She looked on the far side of the bed, close to the wall, and found nothing. Coming back to the door side, she crouched and peered under the bed. A rounded back, legs drawn up tight. In the silence she could just hear him breathing. She called softly, then louder, and louder still. 

He rolled over, his eyes large. “Oh Miss!” He scrambled out and threw his arms around her neck, still with the cowlick, the thick eyebrows and the same pink- and-brown complexion.

Erin laughed and extracted herself. “Wow, what a stinky boy! How about you go and shower, then we’ll have a hug?”

Marius backed away, his brown eyes apologetic, and began immediately to shed his clothes. “We learned about puberty at school.”

Erin spotted the phone, charging on a bedside table. “You did?”

“You get hair under your arms and everywhere.” The floodgates opened and he told her all about puberty as he flopped down and pulled off his sneakers. Erin scrolled through the Contacts list and checked the recent phone calls. None.

“Would you get as much hair as a bear? Like . . . everywhere?” He headed out the door and she raised her head as he glanced back. Some intuition told her this was a matter of concern.

“No way. Not nearly as much. You’ll get hair on your chest and legs, that’s all.” She smiled as he trotted off to the bathroom. 

The shower started as she tried Joe Novak, the U.S. Marshal listed in the Contacts. Still no answer. She got to her feet and returned to Yolande’s room. Other than the bed and a closet it held a large dresser and next to it, a small desk and chair. A laptop lay on the desk, and she wondered whether to take it. The topmost of the three side drawers held bills. In the second, were two passports and a manila envelope holding a will and other documents. She glanced at her watch and decided not to sort through everything, instead putting the envelope in a cloth shoulder bag she found hanging in the closet. The passports were made out to Rosa and Roberto Santos. She took the latter.

To the kitchen next, where the fridge held little except fruit and vegetables, both of which had seen better days, a large jar of peanut butter, a loaf of bread and some processed chicken. Also a twelve-pack of bottled water. She added the best of the fruit to the shoulder bag, and put it and the twelve-pack on the kitchen table, along with two boy’s jackets from the hall closet. 

When Marius came through, she was finishing up a batch of chicken and lettuce sandwiches, to go along with four of peanut butter and jam. He reached for one immediately.

“Hey, what about my hug?” Erin gave him a big smile and crouched down and he gave her a hug and a kiss. She studied him. “I’m very very sorry about Yolande, Marius.” She kissed him on the forehead. “She was a wonderful person.”

He pressed his lips together and nodded. She got to her feet and added, briskly, “So let’s get you packed up and ready to go.” She picked up the phone and he took a sandwich and followed her down the hall to his bedroom.

“Where?”

“I don’t know. We’ll talk about that. Say, who is Jessica Martin?”

“A friend of Yolande’s—Rosa’s—from the hospital.”

“Right, you had new identities. What’s your name?”

“Bobby. We were Rosa and Bobby Santos.” His eyes filled with tears. “I hate it. I want to be me again.” 

She calmed him. “I just need to know what name you go by before I call Jessica. Now tell me who these other people are.”

He went through the Contacts list with her, but only Jessica was worth a call. His teacher and the doctor hadn’t answered their phones, and except for the dentist and car dealership, the other numbers were work-related. “Do you like Jessica?” she asked.

“She’s okay. She has a big husband in a wheelchair, and lots of birds.” Canaries, it seemed, or budgies, or both.

He pulled out his backpack and began to fill it with the contents of his dresser. His judgment seemed a little suspect to Erin, and finally she stopped him. “We can’t take everything, kiddo.”

“What do I leave behind?” He looked teary again. 

“Let’s start with your favorite things, the ones you absolutely have to have with you.” He brightened and turned to the bottom drawer of the dresser. She upended the backpack and considered. He was wearing a tee-shirt and shorts and underpants. She sorted out three more sets, plus six pairs of socks and a sweater. Pajamas and swim trunks. The rest she pushed aside. “How about shoes?”

She turned to see him waiting, holding a shirt. She laughed. “You’ve still got that?”

He nodded. It was the green and white dolphin shirt Ledge had given him. It was far too big for him, but he wasn’t leaving that treasured possession behind. 

“Let’s put that in the bottom, where it’ll be safe.” He put on socks and shoes while she finished packing the backpack. “Anything else?”

Marius frowned, looking round the bedroom, then he dived under the bed and came back with a small, battered teddy bear. “I just like to keep him around,” he said casually and Erin agreed that your favorite teddy was good to have around even if you never needed him. She asked him to get his toothbrush and toothpaste and a towel from the bathroom, and added those things. 

“What are we going to do, Miss?”

They faced each other sitting cross-legged on the floor. “Here’s the problem, Marius. I have no standing.” He seemed puzzled, so she elaborated. “We’re not related. I’m just a friend. So if the police or the hospital or anyone find out that you have no family, they’ll want to put you in the system. Child services or whatever they have down here.”

He dropped his head. “No.”

She studied him. “What do you want?”

After a pause, he looked up at her from under his eyebrows. “To stay with you?”

She nodded. “Because you know me. So this is why we need to talk to Joe Novak. He’s aware of the whole situation. He’ll probably want to put you with another family. Relax,” she added, as his face showed alarm, “he’d prob- ably suggest you be with another witness protection family, so you wouldn’t have to lie to them.” She got to her feet. “Whatever he says, I won’t be leaving you until I know that you’re with people you can trust and be happy with.”

She took the phone and the backpack and he followed her back to the kitchen. “I’m just going to call Jessica,” she said. “You have another sandwich if you want one.” 

She dialed Jessica’s number. Marius went to a cupboard and pulled out a box of granola bars.

“Rosa? I’ve been so worried.” The voice was high, the concern genuine. “How are you?” Birds cheeped in the background.

“Hi, this isn’t Rosa.” Erin introduced herself. “I’m a friend of the family, and I’m so sorry to tell you that Rosa died earlier today.” She listened as Jessica expressed her sorrow then covered the phone and repeated the news. Erin could hear a deeper, male voice and Jessica came back on.

“How’s Bobby taking it?”

“He’s, well, he’s grieving, as we’d expect.”

“I’m sure he is, the darling boy. What can we do to help? We’d love to have Bobby to stay until his relatives arrive, but it’s difficult. My husband is recovering from surgery, so we’re nervous about Covid.”

“I’m sorry,” began Erin. 

“Rosa had hypertension, did you know? Maybe that puts you at greater risk, too. She thought she was getting over Covid but I guess it took another swipe at her.” Jessica paused, and her voice trembled, “She was a good person.” 

“I know,” said Erin. She reached over to take Marius’s hand while she explained that she wanted to get Bobby away from the house. “I don’t think it’s good for him to stay here any longer,” she explained, which was true. “I have quite a few people to contact,” she added, which was a shameless lie, “and I wondered if you could recommend an undertaker?”

“You should call Northrop’s, or I could call them for you? And Father Robles should know. Rosa really liked him. I could call both of them if you want. I’m not trying to be pushy.”

“You’re not being pushy, Jessica, and I really appreciate your help. Please do call them. I think I’m going to take Bobby and get us both settled somewhere. I’ll call you back if that’s okay?”

Jessica assured her that would be fine, amid a crescendo of bird chirps and cheeps and trills, and Erin said goodbye and disconnected.

She turned to find Marius staring stonily at her. 

“What?”

“We can’t leave.”

“We really must, Marius. First, because it’s not good for you—or me—to stay in this house. We don’t want to catch Covid, do we?”

“Don’t care.”

“What is it?”

“Yolande will be alone!”

Yolande was past caring, but Erin refrained from saying so. 

He seemed to know what she was thinking. “I don’t 

care. She’ll be all alone. She wouldn’t leave me. I’m not going anywhere. We have to bury her and that.”

Erin turned away. This was just wasting time. She hooked a finger through the twelve-pack of water bottles, picked up the jackets, and started for the front door. Marius came after her and yanked at her arm. “No!”

She reached out to open the front door just as a key scraped in the lock. The handle turned and the door opened. A Hispanic male of medium height and solid build took a step inside then turned his head. “What?” He was suddenly shoved forward into Erin and they both tumbled to the ground. Another man came through the door after him. With a gun.


2-The Sandwich

“RUN TO YOUR ROOM, MARIUS!” Erin stared at the man as she scrambled to her feet. The Hispanic male next to her rolled over and drove his boot into the knee of the man with the gun. The gunman crumpled as the Hispanic sprang upward. His fist drove into the other man, whose head snapped back. He fell against the door and the Hispanic followed him, hitting again and a third time. 

Standing behind Erin, Marius watched with round eyes, his fists clenched. The Hispanic man stood up and rolled the inert gunman onto his front. He removed the man’s belt and used it to strap his hands together behind his back, pulling on the belt with his foot on the hands, winding it around and through the bound hands before tying it off.

He turned and regarded his audience of two. “He must have followed me. Hijo de puta. Yolande told me to be careful.” When they remained motionless he added, “I’m her brother. Tony? Tony Garcia?” He had no particular accent, except American. 

Erin found her voice. “When did Yolande call you?”

Tony looked ashamed. “Two-three weeks ago.” He appealed to them. “My wife got sick with Covid. She has diabetes and it’s been rough. I couldn’t leave her.” He looked past Erin. “You’re Marius?”

Marius nodded.

“I’m Erin McLean. I met Yolande a few months ago. I just flew in from Vancouver today.”

“Has she passed?”

Erin nodded. “I’m so sorry.” She looked at the man on the floor. “How did he know to follow you?”

Tony shrugged. “Yolande called one of our cousins in Mexico City and he called me and told me to get a cell phone. When I did, and called him back, he texted Yolande’s number.” Tony allowed himself a tiny bit of pride at his grasp of tech lingo. “Maybe they tapped my real phone? I guess Diaz had people watching me.” He shrugged. “Only thing I can think of.” 

“There are sure to be others coming,” said Erin.

Tony wanted to see his sister, so Erin took the twelve-pack, jackets and Marius’s backpack out to the road and flagged the taxi. Two rental cars were parked in the drive. 

When she returned she found Tony, dropped to one knee, talking to Marius, who seemed calmer now. “I’ll take care of everything here,” he said. “You take the boy and go.”

Erin explained that the undertaker and pastor were probably on their way and Tony nodded. “She’ll have a proper funeral, as far as that’s possible these days, I’ll see to it.” He nodded at Marius. “But you need to get going before I call the police.”

“Why? Why can’t we stay?”

“I explained already,” said Erin impatiently, reminding Marius that she wouldn’t be able to help him once the police arrived. The others followed her to the kitchen. She searched for the plastic wrap.

“Who are you, exactly?” asked Tony.

Marius said, “She’s my friend. She killed my dad and she rescued Yolande and me.”

“Okay.” Tony’s wariness eased as Erin wrapped the sandwiches and put them and the box of granola bars in a bag. 

“Let’s go Marius,” she said and headed for the front door. 

“Aren’t we taking our car?” he said. 

“You have a car? Of course you have a car.” She thought quickly. This solved a lot of headaches. “Let’s take a look,” she said with a smile. Marius found the keys and they made their way out the kitchen door and over to the garage. 

Yolande owned a blue SUV, about five years old, looking in good shape. 

“I’ll check it out, Erin,” said Tony, “see if it’s reliable.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” She left them and made her way out to the taxi to explain the situation to the driver. The SUV appeared on the driveway beyond the visitors’ cars, backing slowly toward the road. It pulled in behind the second car, and stopped. They could hear the engine revving then idling. Tony popped the hood, scrutinized the inner workings, kicked the tires and gave Erin a thumbs up. The mileage was low, he said when he joined her, the tires were good and the engine sounded fine.

She gave the taxi driver a generous bonus for the trip home. Tony helped her transfer Marius’s belongings and her own to Yolande’s car, and the driver left with a wave.

Marius was sitting in the front seat, and didn’t meet her eyes. But the back passenger-side seat appeared more worn than the other, and so did the back of the front passenger seat, from the sort of marks a boy might make who wasn’t too careful where he put his feet.

“Where do you normally sit, Marius?”

“Here.”

She looked at him. “Where?”

His eyes dropped. Tony grinned. “Ah, chamaco.”

“I’d feel better if you sit in the back, Marius. I’m just a little worried about the airbag.” She was beginning to feel on edge at the sheer number of things you had to think about with a child.

He pushed out his lower lip and heaved a sigh. “That’s what Yolande said.” He climbed out and got in the back and she dropped the sandwiches in the front.

She and Tony exchanged phone numbers and he promised to keep his phone on and charged. Marius had tight hold of Yolande’s phone and Erin agreed he could keep it as long as he didn’t lose it. She copied Jessica’s number and the pastor’s. “I hope your wife will be okay,” she said, and Tony nodded. 

“The kids are looking after her.”

Marius piped up from the back seat. “Will you say a prayer for Yolande?”

“Many prayers, mijo. I loved her too. I wish I could have been here to help.”

***

As they approached the turn for the highway, a car came off the down ramp, a lone male at the wheel. He glanced at her as he passed and Erin’s lips tightened. The car retreated through her side mirror, a white Toyota with a rental logo on the trunk. The light changed and as she drove up the on ramp she dialed Tony’s number and warned him about it. Then she focused on the road and sped off, tuning out Marius’s questions.

Her original plan had been to get to Montana somehow, and wait there until the U.S. Marshals Service came to a decision. It still seemed a good plan: Turn off at Highway 34 to Greeley, then north on Highway 85 to Cheyenne, Wyoming. The sun had set and the sky was blue shot with orange, below puffy white and grey clouds. Erin estimated it would take them a couple of hours to get to Cheyenne, where they could find somewhere to spend the night.

“How’re you doing back there, Mr. Marius?”

Fine.” A measured response. She checked the rear view. He was looking outside.

“Talk to me! Tell me all about your life since the cruise.”

She jollied him along, asking questions, and slowly the chatty, cheerful boy she remembered began to emerge and he told her about his school and his classmates, about Sunday school, about Mrs. Patty, his teacher, and Mr. Grover, his other teacher, and Miss Schubert, the music teacher. As they talked, the
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