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Dedication

To Brad: much like Bob, you are ever so patient. I’m so glad you’re my forever love.
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Chapter 1
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Elizabeth Marino pressed her fingers to her eyes. Maybe she should have taken her mother-in-law up on her offer to pay for a maid. She tried to fan the smoke away from the smoke detector as she hurried past it to the baby’s room. Her sister was flying in that evening and she’d been cooking and cleaning while Baby Whitney napped.

“I’m coming, sweet girl!” she called out from the hallway in response to the six-month-old’s cries.

The smoke alarm continued to wail from downstairs. Elizabeth gritted her teeth. She’d been so focused on cleaning up the living room that she had forgotten she’d started browning the ground beef for the meat sauce. She was planning on making lasagna for dinner and wanted to get it assembled before she left for the airport. Her husband could put it in to bake while she picked up her sister. Whitney howled louder. She needed to comfort her baby and then she could get the alarm to reset. Maybe she needed to open a window. It was pretty cold outside, so that seemed like a last-ditch effort. She opened the nursery door and scooped up a distraught Whitney.

“You’re okay, baby. That’s right. Mommy’s here. Mommy’s here,” she repeated to her trembling baby.

The smoke alarm finally quit beeping when she was halfway down the stairs. No sooner did that noise stop than her cell phone burst out into song. Her sister’s ringtone. She’d kept it active so she wouldn’t miss any calls during her travel day.

“Rebecca! Did you make it to New York?” she asked as she returned with the baby to the kitchen.

Her sister’s image smiled back at her from the video call. “Yeah, it says my connection is on time too. I have a little less than an hour before the short flight to Cleveland. I can’t wait to meet Whitney!”

Whitney reached toward the phone in response to her name. “She’s excited to meet you too,” Elizabeth responded. 

The image bounced and then went dark as her sister bumped into another traveler. Elizabeth realized she must have dropped her phone, so they were staring at the floor.

“Oh! Sorry!” Rebecca exclaimed. Her face returned to the screen as she retrieved the device. “Uh, Elizabeth, I gotta use the restroom. I’ll check in with you later.”

Elizabeth started to respond, but the call had ended. She was surprised her sister had been so abrupt, but she didn’t have time to dwell on it. “Well, duty calls, Miss Whitney. We have a lot to do before Auntie Rebecca gets here.”

The baby’s lip started to quiver.

“Oh, silly me! I didn’t change you or feed you yet. Poor Whitney. Let’s fix that,” she said and turned around to the stairs. The dinner was already ruined. She could call her husband later and ask him to pick up something on his way home in place of the lasagna.

* * * * *
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DETECTIVE ALEX RUNIMOSS cleared his throat. “Tell me you aren’t looking at Stenoway’s accounts again,” he said with a sigh.

“Why does it bother you so much that I’m still working this case?” Detective Genevieve Viacorte asked as she entered the login information into the fields on the screen.

“Because there isn’t a case anymore. It’s closed!” he said and threw his hands up in the air. “You have to let it go. The FBI signed off. Grusky signed off. You. Signed. Off.”

“Because I had to. Besides. It only takes a minute of my time to look at his account every now and then,” she argued.

“Every now and then? More like three times a day,” Alex scoffed. “This isn’t healthy.”

“I know Stenoway didn’t act alone. He’s not an outdoorsy guy. He wears loafers and dress pants. I bet that night he ran from you was the first time he’d run in years,” she challenged him.

“Maybe so, but he confessed,” Alex reminded her. “And no one else has died—”

“Been killed,” she emphasized.

“Been killed,” he said with an eye roll. “We did a good job. We locked up the criminal, Gen.”

“Why is no money being spent?” she asked him for what felt like the one-hundredth time.

“They locked that account once they tied it to him,” Alex repeated his argument from their earlier discussions.

“What about his other accounts? He’s only spending money on his rent and utilities. He never paid the lawyer. Your argument is that the guy is on retainer. How come he never pays him?” she asked pointedly. “And who is paying him $2000 every month? You proposed that was the blackmail money, but it didn’t start until he was in prison.”

“I don’t know, Gen. Maybe we missed one of his accounts. Maybe he only pays the lawyer a yearly fee,” Alex hypothesized.

“Why does a low-level city employee have a high dollar attorney on retainer? Does that make any sense to you?” she asked.

“Clearly, he needs one,” Alex countered. “And how do you know he’s high dollar?”

“You saw the tailored suit and the Lexus, just like me.”

Alex shrugged.

She rolled her eyes. “Clearly, we’re not on the same page about this. I’m taking a personal day tomorrow. I’ll have my cell if you need to reach me.”

Alex spun his chair to face hers. “You never take personal days. You even work for free on the weekend. What are you up to?”

She squared her jaw. “I need to talk to a few people. We don’t have a case right now, so who cares?”

“Who are you talking to?” Alex pressed her.

“You said you didn’t want to be involved, so don’t be involved,” she told him flippantly. “And I take personal days sometimes. Like on Friday, I’m leaving early for Cari’s wedding rehearsal.”

“Yeah, that’s the same,” Alex said and sighed. “Be careful, Gen. Don’t get on the wrong side of the department. You’re a good detective, but you’ve got to color inside the lines.”

“Even if it means the wrong person is in jail for multiple murders?” she asked, her hazel eyes flaring.

“Stenoway isn’t innocent,” he reminded her.

“I never said he was,” she argued. “He’s not the guy, though, Alex. I know he isn’t.”

“And you’ve done a more than thorough job trying to find his accomplice. You’ve gone through his phone records, pored over his financials like a stalker for literally months, and nothing has turned up. It’s possible he acted alone,” Alex told her.

“He didn’t act alone. I’m certain of it. Just because his phone records didn’t implicate anyone else in this scheme doesn’t mean they aren’t out there. He probably used a burner,” Genevieve said and smoothed her dark hair back into place.

“We searched his house. The FBI searched his house. No one found a burner phone,” Alex repeated the argument he’d made multiple times over the last six months.

Genevieve held her ground. “Maybe he gave it to his lawyer to hide for him.”

Alex tossed his head back and rolled his eyes. She felt the same frustration. They were just not going to see eye to eye on this.

“At least tell me which hornet’s nest you’re going to be kicking tomorrow,” he asked in a gentler tone.

“I’m going to find Shelly. Maybe it’s a waste of time, but it’s an avenue I’ve ignored so far.”

* * * * *
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“I’M TAKING OFF FOR the airport!” Elizabeth called out to her husband.

He stepped into the family room. “Did Rebecca finally call you back? Did her flight land?”

“Uh, no, I didn’t hear from her again, but her flight landed. I’m sure she just got caught up with something or maybe her phone died before she could text about being on the next flight,” Elizabeth proposed. “I need to get going, though, or it’s going to be crazy late when we eat dinner. Have fun with our sweet baby while I’m gone. I love you, Tony.”

“Love you too, babe,” he said and waved goodbye.

She grabbed her keys and went out the front door. The brisk January air cut through her parka and she pulled the zipper up to her chin. She clicked the button on the door handle of the SUV and slid into the seat. The leather was cold against her jeans. She was definitely using the SUV’s seat warmers tonight. It was usually Tony’s work car, but the other car had the car seat in it. She didn’t want to move it and didn’t know how much luggage her sister was traveling with. She put the vehicle in reverse and backed out of the driveway.

The airport was less than twenty minutes away. Her GPS showed almost no traffic. She pulled up her contacts on the vehicle’s Bluetooth function. Her sister was one of her ‘favorite’ contacts. She selected Rebecca’s name and hit the button to place the call. The line rang once and then disconnected.

“Ugh, that stupid dead spot got me again,” she grumbled to herself and repeated the action to call Rebecca.

The call connected and rang once before someone picked up.

“This Rebecca. Leave me a message. Byeeee.”

“C’mon, Rebecca. Don’t send me to your voicemail. Talk to me,” she said and hit the redial button.

Again, the call connected, rang once and then played her voicemail message.

“Uh, rude. Call me when you’re off the plane. I’m on my way to pick you up,” Elizabeth said feigning annoyance.

Maybe Rebecca was getting off the plane and couldn’t talk at that moment. Elizabeth turned the radio on and started singing along. She tapped her thumbs on the steering wheel to the beat. This was the first time Rebecca would see their new house and meet Whitney. She was so excited for her visit and couldn’t wait to have her in the car. The two sisters were seven years apart, but had grown to be close when Elizabeth was in college. Rebecca had been a gracious older sister when they were growing up. Sure, she got annoyed with Elizabeth when she snooped in her room, but Rebecca had made space for Elizabeth in her life. She’d take her for ice cream if she had a bad day. She gave great advice and was such a good listener. An incoming call pulled Elizabeth from her thoughts. Mom?

“Hey, Mom. What’s up?” Elizabeth asked as she exited off the freeway for the airport.

“I saw Rebecca’s flight landed. Is she with you now?” her mom asked in an excited voice.

“Not yet. I’m almost to the airport now. Did she call you?” Elizabeth asked her mom.

“No, I’m just wishing I could be there with both of you,” she responded. “Give me a call once you’re together. Send me photos!”

Elizabeth laughed. “For sure, Mom. I’ll talk to you soon. I love you.”

“Love you too. Have the best time together.”

The call ended. Elizabeth decided to try to get Rebecca on the phone again. She highlighted her name from the list and hit the call button. The line rang twice and finally clicked.

“Hello?” a male voice said.

Elizabeth’s hand went to her mouth. Who was answering Rebecca’s phone? “Uh, who is this?”

“The JFK airport lost and found. Did you lose your phone?” the man asked.

“What? No, I’m trying to reach my sister. Her name is Rebecca Davenport. Can you page her or something?” Elizabeth asked. How could Rebecca lose her phone?

“Sure, what was the name again?” the man asked.

Elizabeth’s hands went cold. She was replaying the man’s earlier words. JFK airport?! “Did you say the JFK airport?”

“Yes, ma’am. We’re over by the baggage claim. What was the name you wanted me to page?” he repeated.

“Baggage claim? Where was the phone found?” Elizabeth asked, panic welling in her throat.

“The bathroom just down the way, also in baggage claim,” the man informed her.

“This must be a mistake. I must have somehow connected to the wrong phone or something. My sister had a connection at JFK. She wouldn’t have been in baggage claim. She would have stayed up at the gates. I talked to her earlier. Her flight was on time. She’s supposed to be in Cleveland,” Elizabeth explained.

“There are some cards in the back here. Want me to check the name on them?” he offered.

“Yes, please,” Elizabeth responded.

“Let’s see. Rebecca Davenport. Is that who you’re looking for?” he asked.

Elizabeth’s heart sank. “Yes, but why would her phone be there? Maybe she set it down and someone picked it up by mistake. I bet that’s it. That’s why she hasn’t called me to tell me where she is. How do we go about getting her phone back to her?”

“She can either come to the lost and found and retrieve it or I can send her a form to fill out and she can pay to have it shipped back to her,” he said.

“We’re going to need the form. Let me give you her email address,” Elizabeth replied. “It’s Rebecca Davenport at Gmail dot com.”

“All one word?” he asked.

“Yep. Thanks so much for your help. I need to go. I’m picking her up here in Cleveland. Without a phone, it’s going to be a bit more challenging,” Elizabeth told him.

“I understand. I’m sending her the form now,” he paused. “The Gmail icon just popped up on the phone, so it seems like it went through. Good luck finding your sister,” he said and ended the call.

“Thanks,” Elizabeth muttered.

She drove along the passenger pick-up line and scanned the people for her sister. About twenty people were waiting along the curb; most of them had a cell phone up to their ear. The only ones who didn’t were either children or the apparent spouse of someone else who did. She reached the end of the row without seeing Rebecca.

“I guess I’ll make another lap,” she said to herself.

Her phone rang again and she clicked the answer button. “Hey, Tony. I don’t have her yet. She seems to have lost her phone at the New York airport.”

Elizabeth could hear Whitney crying in the background. “Whitney was wondering if you’ll be home soon. She thinks parent number two is not cutting it.”

“Hopefully, soon. I’m making another lap through passenger pick-up,” she told him.

“Good luck,” her husband said. “We’ll be here, anxiously awaiting your return.”

The call ended. Elizabeth entered the pick-up line again and searched the crowds for Rebecca. She wasn’t there. Elizabeth felt the uneasiness start to creep back in.

Oh, maybe she went to the drop-off line instead. If she didn’t check a bag, she might have just walked straight outside. Elizabeth changed lanes and entered the drop-off line instead. It was mostly deserted. No one was waiting at the curb. One lonely vehicle was stopped. Two people got out and retrieved luggage from the trunk. Elizabeth bit her lip. Back to pick-up, I guess.

She made three more laps through the pick-up line. Rebecca was nowhere to be seen. Elizabeth parked in the parking garage and pulled on a pair of gloves. She didn’t know why her sister wasn’t coming outside. She braced herself for the cold air and locked her car doors. The wind had picked up and her face felt frozen as she crossed the walkway into the airport. She should have gone up a floor and used the enclosed catwalk instead.

Inside the airport, she looked at the overhead signs for directions to customer service. The line wasn’t too long. She hoped it would move quickly.

“Attention travelers from JFK. If you haven’t retrieved your bag from baggage claim, please come to the window for United to claim your luggage,” a voice said over the airport intercom. “We’re moving the unclaimed bags now.”

Elizabeth looked over her shoulder toward the baggage claim carousels. A worker was walking toward carousel three, where one bright orange suitcase was rotating. Her heart sank. That had to be Rebecca’s bag. She recognized it from their family trip about a year ago. She’d teased her that it was traffic cone orange.

“Excuse me, Miss?” a woman said.

Elizabeth turned back to the customer service line. The woman behind the desk was looking at her. “Oh, sorry! I didn’t expect the line to move so quickly.”

“How can we help you this evening?” she asked.

“I’m here to pick up my sister, but she somehow lost her phone at the connecting airport. I haven’t been able to find her,” Elizabeth told the woman.

“Name?” she asked.

“Rebecca Davenport. Do you need me to describe her?” Elizabeth asked.

The woman shook her head no and pressed a button on the microphone. “Rebecca Davenport. Please come to baggage claim to meet your party. Rebecca Davenport to baggage claim, please. Your party is waiting,” the woman said into the intercom microphone. The message repeated loudly across the airport.

“Anything else?” the woman asked Elizabeth.

“Uh, no. If she doesn’t come, what do I do?” Elizabeth asked uncertainly.

“I guess you keep waiting,” the woman said with a shrug.

Elizabeth stepped away from the counter and walked to the baggage claim carousels. The United window was near carousel three. She waved at the employee through the glass. He slid it open.

“Name?” he asked.

“Uh, Rebecca Davenport,” Elizabeth replied.

“I need to see the claim receipt or some ID,” he told her.

“Oh, um, huh. It’s my sister’s bag and I can’t find her,” Elizabeth replied.

“She’ll have to come get it herself,” the man said and started to close the window.

“No. You don’t understand. She’s not here. She’s supposed to be here, but I can’t find her. They just paged her, but she hasn’t come. Her flight landed forty-five minutes ago. Something isn’t right,” Elizabeth said frantically.

“She’s probably in the bathroom. Give her some time. She’ll come out,” the man said and slid the window closed.

Elizabeth took out her phone and called Tony. He answered immediately.

“Hey, I don’t want to jinx it, but we’re doing okay. How is Rebecca?” he asked.

“Tony, I can’t find her. I don’t think she’s here. She never claimed her bag. I asked them to page her and she didn’t come. I don’t know what to do,” Elizabeth said with tears in her eyes.

“Whoa. How long ago did they page her?” he asked calmly.

“I don’t know. Maybe three minutes ago,” Elizabeth told him.

“Maybe she’s in the bathroom?” he said, echoing the employee’s response.

“She’s not here,” Elizabeth said more emphatically. “Something’s wrong, Tony. Her phone is still in New York. I don’t think she got on the flight at all.”

“Give her a few more minutes to respond to the page, babe. Why would she have not gotten on the flight?” Tony asked her.

“I don’t know. I can just feel it. As soon as they told me her phone was in New York, I knew something was off. She never loses things. She’s incredibly responsible,” Elizabeth argued.

“Things happen. Why don’t you ask them to page her again? If she hasn’t shown up in ten minutes, then maybe something is wrong. Or maybe she just missed her flight and doesn’t have a way to contact you,” Tony said.

“You’re always so calm and rational. I’m losing my mind over here,” Elizabeth said, feeling somewhat ridiculous. Of course there were reasonable explanations for what was happening. “I’ll call you with an update soon.”

She got back in the customer service line. Three people were ahead of her. She kept checking the baggage claim area and the escalators for signs of Rebecca while she waited. The person ahead of her stepped up to the counter.

“I left my e-reader in the seatback pocket,” he explained. “How can I get it back?”

Elizabeth could see on the woman’s face she didn’t think he would. “Go talk to the baggage claim attendant for your airline. They might have found it, but don’t get your hopes up. It’s pretty rare to have those returned.”

The man’s shoulders slumped and he walked away. Elizabeth stepped up to the counter again.

“I take it you didn’t find who you were looking for?” the woman asked. “Let me page her again. What was the name?”

“Rebecca Davenport.”

The woman repeated the message from before into her microphone. Elizabeth waited for it to echo through the airport.

“What do I do if she doesn’t turn up?” Elizabeth asked with a tremble in her voice.

The woman grimaced. “Let’s hope you don’t need to worry about that.”

“Do I come back here? Or go to a security person?” Elizabeth asked.

“You’d need to request a flight manifest from the airline,” the woman told her. “Come back here and I’ll help you get connected with the right people. Next!”

Elizabeth backed away from the counter and turned in a circle. Rebecca wasn’t at baggage claim and she wasn’t on the escalator. Elizabeth gulped. Her sister was missing.
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Chapter 2
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Genevieve tapped her pencil impatiently on the desk. Randall Pierce was in a minimum-security facility. It shouldn’t take this long for them to bring him out for an interview. A few months ago, she and Alex had arrested Pierce for fraud. He’d intentionally put in low bids for landscaping jobs in the city in response to being blackmailed by Anderson Stenoway. His actions were connected to a convoluted scheme which led to the deaths of five people. The door finally opened and a guard escorted the man to the table. He pulled out a key.

“Ah, man. Do you really have to cuff me to the table?” Pierce whined.

Genevieve had forgotten how much she disliked this man. The guard ignored his protests and secured his handcuffs to the bar across the table. Pierce slumped as much as he could in the chair.

“Thanks,” Genevieve said to the guard before he left the room. “Now, Mr. Pierce—”

“I thought we agreed on Randy,” he interrupted.

“My apologies. Randy, I’ve been trying to track down your friend, Shelly,” she said as she pulled the photos from the envelope he’d given the police during his initial interview. “This is Shelly, correct?”

Pierce reddened and looked away from the photos. They were proof of an extramarital affair between him and the mysterious Shelly. “Do we have to do this?” he whined some more.

“You told us you first met ‘Shelly’ when she jogged past your job site. Then, wonder of wonders, she appeared a few days later at your favorite coffee shop. Which coffee shop, Randy?” Genevieve asked him as she shuffled through the photos to one of them sitting together drinking coffee.

“It’s on the way to the warehouse district. Forever Grounds or something like that,” Pierce told her.

Genevieve made a note. “And the hotel you frequented? None of the photos show any distinguishing characteristics, so I need your help with that too.”

“It’s down the street from the coffee place. It’s like the only dive over there. It’s a motel,” he said in embarrassment.

“Did you pay for the room, or did Miss...uh, Shelly?” Genevieve asked him.

Pierce reddened again. “Ugh. She paid for it. It was already paid for. I got the feeling she was living there, but I don’t know that for sure.”

“Did she drive there or ride with you?” Genevieve asked.

“Uh, she walked and I drove,” he said with more embarrassment.

Genevieve leaned forward. “You wouldn’t let her ride in the car with you?”

“That was her idea, so we wouldn’t be seen in the car together,” Pierce explained.

“After drinking coffee together in public, she was worried about being seen in the same vehicle? Or was it you who was worried about being seen in a car with her?” she asked in surprise.

“I never claimed that this was an intelligent time in my life,” Pierce grumbled. “I actually never saw her in a car. She was always jogging or walking. Again, it was her idea. Maybe she didn’t want to be seen in the car with me either.”

Genevieve felt a spark of adrenaline. Maybe she’d finally gotten a lead on the woman she could use: the coffee shop. She’d been tracking Anderson Stenoway’s financials for months, but nothing was convincing her superiors the case deserved a second look. She was certain Stenoway hadn’t acted alone. In fact, she didn’t think he was the mastermind at all. She stood up and pressed the button on the wall for the intercom.

“We’re finished in here,” she said quickly. “Thanks for the insight, Randy.”

The man’s head dropped to his chest. The guard returned and opened the door. Genevieve nodded her thanks and made her way to the exit to retrieve her belongings. She was anxious to look up the motel on her phone, but first she needed a full name. Pierce didn’t know anything more than ‘Shelly’ and Genevieve wasn’t going to get very far with that.

She grabbed her phone and signed out of the visitor log. She’d visited Pierce as a civilian rather than a law enforcement officer, so her badge and gun were in the glove compartment of her Expedition. Her visit wasn’t exactly sanctioned by her boss, Lieutenant Grusky. She’d gone to visit Pierce after her shift ended and was taking a personal day the following day in hopes of finding this mystery woman. Genevieve hurried out to the vehicle and unlocked it. She was going to talk to the coffee shop first. Hopefully, the barista would remember the woman and have some sort of record of her real name. She had a little over an hour’s drive back to her apartment.

* * * * *
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THE FITTING ROOM FELT claustrophobic to Cari. Her sister, Bea, was behind her lacing up the corset of Cari’s wedding dress. Cari’d found it in a bridal shop chain and it only needed a few alterations to fit her perfectly. The white, spaghetti-strap dress had small white flowers with pearl centers embroidered on the bodice. The long, full skirt fell within an inch of the floor and showed off her narrow waist. It had a train in the back with delicate lace overlaid onto the white silk. This was her final fitting before the wedding on Saturday. She stared at her reflection in the mirror. Her curls were a little frizzy within the ponytail she’d forced them into that morning. Her mom and her grandmother were in the sitting area with the tailor, waiting for her to come out.

“Do you need help with your shoes?” Bea asked her as she tightened the ribbons into a bow.

“No, I fastened them before I stepped into the dress, remember?” Cari replied.

“Okay, all set,” Bea said and took a step back. “Oh, Cari. It looks amazing on you! I’m not sure I’ll ever stop being jealous of your green eyes. Ready to show Grandmother and Mom?”

Cari smiled at her older sister. “Let’s do it. Thanks for your help.”

She twisted the doorknob and pulled the door open. She felt Bea lift the back of the gown so it wouldn’t drag on the floor. They walked down the corridor to the waiting area.

“Wow, Cari! Does putting the dress on make everything seem that much more real?” Grandmother asked with a big grin. “You are stunning. I’m so...so...”

Grandmother put her right hand up and then coughed into her elbow. “Sorry. Got a little choked up there seeing my youngest granddaughter in her wedding dress.”

“Do you think they hemmed it enough?” her mom asked. “It looks a little tight at the waist. Bea, did you pull the ribbon cording too much?”

“Mom, it’s just how it’s supposed to be,” Bea said waving her off.

The tailor cleared his throat. “I have to agree. I think this dress was made for you, Miss Turnlyle. How does it feel?”

Cari looked down at the dress. It felt like she was living in a dream. Was she really getting married in a few days? “Uh, it feels great. A little heavy. I don’t think I’ve ever worn a dress with this much fabric before.”

He smiled. “Well, I think it looks fantastic. If you’re happy, I’m happy.”

She returned the smile. “I’m happy. Thanks, Aiden.”

“Whenever you’re ready, you can change out of the dress and I’ll help you get it packaged up for Saturday,” Aiden told her. “Do we want any photos before our beautiful bride turns back into a journalist?”

“Yes!” Grandmother exclaimed and then coughed again.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Grandmother?” Cari asked with concern.

She cleared her throat. “I’m fine. Let’s get a photo together.”

Bea pulled out her cell phone and gave it to the tailor. Grandmother pushed herself out of her chair and joined Cari near the pedestal she’d stepped onto. She sounded winded and Cari started to ask if she was really okay again. Her grandmother grabbed her hand and squeezed it. It felt like a signal to just let her be, so she stayed silent. The four women posed for a photo.

“Perfect. What a lovely group of ladies,” he said and returned Bea’s phone.

“You’ll text those to the rest of us, right, Bea?” Grandmother asked.

“Doing it right now, Grandmother,” Bea replied.

The two older women took their seats and Bea followed Cari back to the fitting room. She unlaced the back while Cari went through her checklist.

“Okay, so we need to check in with the florist and make sure everything is set for pick up on Friday afternoon,” Cari reminded Bea.

“I called the bakery this morning. They assured me the cake would be ready for pick up on Saturday morning and that it was okay for Robby to get it,” Bea told her. “There you go. Ready to step out of it?”

Bea helped Cari out of the dress and then slipped it back onto the hanger. Cari grabbed her sweater and pulled it over her head. She heard a buzzing sound and looked at her watch. She accepted the call as she undid her shoes.

“Is this Cari Turnlyle?” a vaguely familiar voice said after Cari answered.

“Marjorie? I didn’t expect to hear from you ever again. How have you been?” Cari asked.

“Do you have a few minutes?” Marjorie asked. Cari could hear panic in her voice.

“What’s going on?” Cari asked as she pulled on her jeans.

Bea mouthed that she was going to take the dress out to Aiden. Cari nodded her understanding.

“I need your help. My cousin Rebecca has gone missing and we didn’t know who else to call,” Marjorie explained. “Can you meet me today? Like right now?”

Cari’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow, Marjorie. This sounds urgent; I’m not really an investigator. Shouldn’t you call the police?”

Marjorie sighed. “My cousin Elizabeth already did that...uh, Elizabeth is Rebecca’s sister. She doesn’t think they’re taking it seriously. Please, you have connections. Rebecca has two kids. They need their mom.”

Cari bit her lip. She felt completely inadequate at finding a missing person on her own. “Um, I’m actually right in the middle of my final fitting for my wedding on Saturday. Could I call you back in a bit? I might be able to ask—"

“Wedding. Oh. I mean, congratulations, of course. Forget I called. We’ll figure something out,” Marjorie said and the call ended.

“Wait!” Cari said too late.

She pulled on her boots and stuck her dress shoes into the shoe bag. Bea knocked slightly as she reentered the room.

“Who was that on the phone?” she asked.

“It was a college student I met a couple years ago. Her name is Marjorie. Do you remember the scandal at the university?” Cari asked.

“Oh, with the sports medicine guy and the athletes?” Bea asked.

“Yes. Well, Marjorie was key to figuring all of that out,” Cari explained.

Bea’s face saddened. “Wait, wasn’t she the girlfriend of the kid who died?”

Cari nodded. “Yeah, it was awful.”

“What did she want?” Bea asked.

“She said her cousin is missing. When I told her I was getting fitted for the wedding, she clammed up and ended the call,” Cari told her.

“What are you going to do?” Bea asked with wide eyes. “There’s so much going on this week.”

“I know, but I have to call her back. Maybe there’s just been a miscommunication,” Cari suggested.

“It’s never that easy, but suit yourself,” Bea said. “Aiden has your dress and is getting it bagged up. What else do you have planned today?”

“I need to pick up the programs from the printer, but other than that, I’m pretty free,” Cari replied.

Bea picked up Cari’s shoe bag and tucked it under her arm. “Ready to go?”

Cari looked around the changing room to make sure they had everything. “Yeah. Let’s go see if they’ve made a decision about dinner tonight.”

“Daddy was talking about barbecue. I told him it wasn’t the south, but he’s pretty insistent,” Bea said knowingly.

They walked down the corridor to the other two women. Grandmother smiled when she saw them.

“There they are. What’s next on our to-do list, girls?” Grandmother asked and then started coughing.

Cari’s mom grabbed a bottle of water off the table and twisted the lid off. “Here, drink this.”

Grandmother started to reach for the water, but another coughing fit came on first. Cari and Bea rushed to her side. Cari took the water from her mom.

“Here, Grandmother. Here’s the water,” she said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m fine,” Grandmother repeated. She took the water, but waved them away. “No need to hover.”

“Cari, why don’t Mom and I go get your programs and you take Grandmother back to the hotel? We can meet you there later,” Bea suggested.

“Sure, Mom knows where the hotel is, but I’ll text you the address just in case,” Cari said and pulled out her phone. “Done.”

“Got it. Everyone ready?” Bea asked the group.

Grandmother pushed herself to her feet. Cari grabbed her hand. “Let me just get the dress from Aiden and we can take it out to my car.”

Grandmother took a deep breath. “Sounds great, sweetheart.”

Cari looked down at her grandmother’s feet. The navy blue support shoes looked stretched and tight. She decided not to say anything. She could tell Grandmother was tired of them worrying over her. Maybe she would talk about it once they were back in her hotel room.

* * * * *
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GENEVIEVE REMOVED THE photo of Shelly and Pierce sharing coffee from the envelope. It had the clearest shot of both their faces. It was almost lunch time, so there wasn’t a line. She walked up to the counter. A young man whose nametag read “Ralph” smiled.

“What can we get for you today?” he asked.

Genevieve placed the photo on the counter. “I’m trying to locate this woman. Do you recognize her?”

Ralph picked up the photo and studied it. “Oh, right! She came here pretty often like a year or so ago. I haven’t seen her in forever. Is she okay?”

Genevieve shrugged. “As far as I know. I need to speak with her. Do you remember her name?”

Ralph gave her a big smile. “You’re probably going to think I’m crazy, but I do remember her name. You see, I’m a chemistry student at Onore University and she has a really unique name. I’d never seen it before...well, except in my chemistry classes.”

Genevieve tried to give him an encouraging smile that she hoped didn’t look like a grimace. She waited for him to continue.

“Anyway. Her last name is Palladium! Isn’t that crazy? Like, I’d never really seen that anywhere except the periodic table and then, wham! There it was on her credit card. I didn’t want to come off as a creeper, so I didn’t say anything, but man, that’s the coolest last name I’ve ever seen. Palladium,” he chuckled at the memory. “I told all my chem buddies about it.”

Genevieve gave him a real smile this time. “It’s been a while since I’ve taken chemistry. Does Palladium have two ls or one?”

Ralph grinned and bobbed his head. “Two. P-A-L-L-A-D-I-U-M. Palladium. It’s number forty-six on the table and it’s—”

“Thanks, but I don’t really need to know about the chemical,” Genevieve reminded him. “I appreciate it, Ralph.”

She turned to walk away and heard him mutter something about it being an element, not a chemical. 

The motel Pierce described was only a couple blocks away. Genevieve got back into her Expedition and drove to the motel. Pierce had called it a dive and he wasn’t lying. The stucco walls had cracks and vines running up and down them. The windows had a thin layer of dust coating them. It looked like it had been there for decades. Their roadside sign was missing the L and just read “MOTE” with the street number below it. She parked and exited her car.

The glass door to the office creaked loudly as she pulled it open. She wondered if it was more effective than the tingling bells connected to the structure. The clerk’s head popped up in response to her entrance. His long, shaggy hair covered some of the wording on his faded t-shirt. Genevieve tried not to flinch when she spotted the piercing in his eyebrow. She wondered how that didn’t constantly hurt.

“Good afternoon. Welcome to the no-tell-motel,” he said with a grin. “My name’s Ricky.”

She set her photo on the counter. “Hi, Ricky. I’m looking for a woman who might be staying here. Her last name is Palladium.”

He jiggled the computer mouse. “Is she staying here now? Or is this from the past?”

“Possibly both?” Genevieve said hesitantly.

“I’ll just search the history,” Ricky responded. Genevieve wondered why he’d asked the question at all if the answer was irrelevant.

“Zero results for Paladin,” Ricky said.

“Uh, it’s Palladium,” Genevieve enunciated the word. “I wrote it down for you.”

She turned her notebook toward him and pointed at the name.

“Ah, I see,” he remarked. His punched the letters in with his two index fingers one at a time. “Still zero.”

Genevieve frowned and pointed at the photo. “Do you recognize her?”

“For sure. I mean, it
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