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            The missing leave two graves behind them- one where they vanished and one in the hearts still searching
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Chapter One: The Woman in the Blue Coat
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The marine layer hadn’t burned off when she walked in, and that should have been my first warning. Nobody who can afford the eleventh floor of the Spreckels Building shows up before the fog lifts. Money sleeps in.

I was watering the orchid Mariana left behind when the elevator chimed. Through the frosted glass I could see the silhouette — tall, narrow, a woman standing too still. Most clients pace. The ones who don’t are either very expensive or very afraid.

She was both.

“Ms. Torres.”

“Come in. Coat?”

“I’ll keep it.”

She kept it. June in San Diego, sixty-two degrees and climbing, and she wore a blue cashmere coat buttoned to the throat. Her shoes were the kind that cost a month of rent in El Cajon. She didn’t look at the framed license on the wall, which is what people who haven’t hired a private investigator before always do. They want to make sure the diploma is real, the way a child checks for a magician’s strings.

She knew the strings already.

“Sit,” I said, and she sat. I poured two coffees from the pot Camilla had brought up at six. Hers she didn’t touch. Mine I needed.

“My name is Vivian Aldis,” she said, like the name itself was a brand of soap I ought to recognize. I did, but I let her think she had the upper hand. Aldis Pharmaceuticals. Bio-defense contracts. The Aldis name was on a pediatric wing at Rady’s, on the Symphony Hall lobby, on every other charity gala the U-T still bothered to print.

“What can I do for you, Mrs. Aldis?”

“Miss.” She corrected me without warmth. “My housekeeper has been missing for nine days.”

“And you came to me.”

“I came to you because the police have been very... polite. And very useless. Detective Quirós at Northern Division told me, off the record, that there is no missing persons case being opened. He suggested I ‘wait and see.’ He would not meet my eyes when he said it.”

I set my cup down. “Your housekeeper is undocumented.”

She didn’t blink. “Her name is Elena Vega. She has been with my family for eleven years. She raised my son after my husband died. She has a daughter, Sofía, eight years old, who has not stopped crying since Sunday.”

“Where was Elena when she disappeared?”

“At the bus stop on Voltaire and Rosecrans. Six-fifteen in the morning. She always took the 28 to my house. The driver remembers her getting on. She did not get off.”

“You spoke to the driver.”

“I had my attorney speak to the driver.”

I made a note. The 28 line ran past the old Sports Arena lot, where they’d put up the new processing center two years back — the gray building with no sign on it that everyone called the Annex even though nothing on the deed said so. Three blocks from where Elena Vega vanished.

“Miss Aldis. You understand what’s been happening on the streets.”

“Yes.”

“Then you understand what I’m about to tell you.”

“I do not need a lecture, Ms. Torres. I need her found.”

I leaned back. The chair I’d bought when I signed the lease last spring still smelled like new leather. I had bought it on the assumption that this office, this view, this orchid, would mean I got to choose my cases. That I wouldn’t have to take the ones with the gray building in them.

I had been wrong about a lot of things last spring.

“My fee is fifteen hundred a day plus expenses. Five-day retainer. Wire transfer, no checks, no cash. If I exhaust the retainer and I don’t have anything actionable, I tell you so, and you decide whether to keep paying.”

“Done.”

“I haven’t told you the rest.”

“Tell me.”

“If your housekeeper was picked up by the Sweep — and from what you’ve described, she was — there is no court I can take this to. There is no judge who will sign a writ. There is no public record of her being held anywhere, and there is no agency that will admit she exists. The Annex officially does not warehouse anyone. The vans officially are not federal. I will spend your money looking, and I will probably find her, and finding her will not be the same as getting her back.”

She had not blinked the entire time I was speaking.

“My son,” she said, “is six. He asks for her at night.”

“I understand.”

“Do you? Your name is Torres.”

I let that sit between us for a moment. The fog was finally moving off the harbor. A container ship was nosing in past the Coronado Bridge, painted with a logo I didn’t recognize, flying a flag I didn’t either.

“My grandmother came up from Hermosillo in 1962,” I said. “My mother was born in Chula Vista. My father was a Marine. I have been a citizen of this country since the moment I drew breath, and I carry my passport in my purse anyway. So yes, Miss Aldis. I understand.”

She finally looked at the diploma on the wall. UCLA School of Law. The certification beside it from the California Bureau of Security and Investigative Services. The third frame, the smaller one, she didn’t see — a Polaroid of my grandmother on the steps of the church in Chula Vista, holding a baby that was me.

“Find her,” she said.

“I’ll need a photograph. A recent one. I’ll need her phone, if she had one. I’ll need the name of every cousin, every friend, every priest, every co-worker, every person who might have seen her in the last six months. I will need to know if she was sending money home, and to whom. I will need to know if she was political. I will need to know if she ever, even
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