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  Prologue

Alicia–Age Twelve


We’re hiding from my parents even though I don’t want to be. Tai doesn’t know it, but they know where we are because I told. I wanted Daddy to be able to find me because we’re leaving soon.  
Tai is holding my hand so tightly that I think he might crush it. I tried to pull it away, but that only made him squeeze tighter. 
“Tai, I need to go help my parents,” I say, trying to escape.
“I don’t want you to move.”
“It’s not up to me. Daddy is moving us to a house that’s closer to the clinic and hospital where he works.”
Daddy graduated from medical school and has been working hard to establish his practice. Now, he’s moving us to a new neighborhood, which he says has better schools for me. He says that if I want to be a doctor like him, I’ll need an excellent education.
I do want to be a doctor, but maybe not like him; I’m not sure yet. Until I started looking at some of his textbooks for school, I never realized how many kinds of doctors there are. I knew there were a few different kinds, but now I know there are tons of them.
Tai Dang and I are friends. He’s been my best friend for most of my life. According to our parents, as soon as we met as little kids, barely even able to walk, we were best buddies. 
A year older, Tai seemed to appoint himself as my big brother protector. The neighborhood we live in isn’t exactly poor, it’s mostly hard-working families, but it definitely isn’t the best. Anytime anyone bothered me, Tai made them stop and eventually no one bothered me at all.
Unfortunately, that tough guy attitude put him in contact with a lot of other tough guys. Over the past year, he has changed and I don’t like it. Some changes were the normal, growing up things, that had him looking more like a man than a boy. 
He’s taller, bigger, and broader. His baby face is becoming more angular. That stuff is fine. 
The part I didn’t like was how he and his new gang of tough guys did a lot of sketchy stuff, like shoplifting from the corner store. Lately they’ve been talking about bigger, riskier thefts. They are also always in trouble at school.
I tried to talk to Tai about it, but that only resulted in our first and last serious argument. Insults were flung at me, including telling me I was trắng bệch như ma, which meant I looked white enough to be a dead body. He meant I might as well be some random white girl who would never understand, rather than his Vietnamese friend who should.
A few days later, there was an apology, but things were never the same between us. A wedge of distance had been forced between us and our friendship never recovered, at least not for me. He was starting to scare me and that’s why I was more than fine when Dad said we were moving at the end of the school year. 
“What am I gonna do without you?” he asks.
I smile and pat his hand holding mine with my free hand. “You’re going to be just fine.”
“Not without you. It’s supposed to be you and me forever.”
My nice girl manners have me wanting to say something to comfort him, say we’ll keep in touch or that I’ll write, but I bite my tongue. It would be a lie because this new Tai isn’t someone I want to be with for the next few years, much less for forever.
“When I’m older, I’ll find you.”
I smile again, but don’t respond. He leans forward, and for a moment, I think he’s going to kiss me. Thankfully, Bà’s voice calls to me. 
“Alicia! Đi thôi!”
“I’ve gotta go. Bye Tai.” 
Standing, I brush off my shorts and jog toward Bà’s voice. “Coming!”
Without looking back, I climb into the backseat of the car, loaded down with our things that Mom didn’t want to trust to the movers. Tai stands in his front yard, two doors down from our old house, watching as the car pulls away. 
I lift a hand in a wave, and he waves back.

      [image: image-placeholder]Fifteen Years Later
Although all I want is to go home and fall into bed, I promised Bà I’d stop by the grocery store on my way home tonight. She takes care of everything at home, so even though I work at the hospital all the time, I can’t deny her when she asks me to do something. 
I’m debating the differences between chunky salsa and picante sauce when someone says, “Monkey?”
Confused, I look around because the voice sounds close by. A handsome man who looks to be about my age is walking toward me, a glowing grin on his face. I recognize that grin.
“Tai?” 
Of course, it has to be him. He’s the only person who ever called me by that nickname. It’s difficult to reconcile the gangly, knobby-kneed boy I last saw over a decade ago with the finely dressed and filled out man in front of me.
That boy is still lurking in the corners of his smile, though, and I see him peeking out at me. I’m stunned, and words fail me. However, just like when we were kids, he doesn’t have a problem filling in the silence.
“It is you!” he exclaims and pulls me into a hug, seemingly oblivious of the baskets we both carry. I hope he hasn’t broken my eggs. He tugs on the bottom of my scrub top. “I see you followed in your father’s footsteps, after all. How’s he doing?”
“He died eight years ago,” I reply around the tightness in my chest that happens every time I think about my dad. Hopefully, my words come out steady.
His happy, smiling face falls with concern. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Is your mom?”
“She’s still with us.” Kind of, but he doesn’t need to hear that story, so I change the subject. “It looks like you’re doing well.”
Based on his high end clothes and perfect stylishly messy hair, I’d say he’s doing very well. 
He grins again. “Yeah. I’ve got a few irons in the fire, but mostly real estate stuff.”
“I’m glad for you, Tai.”
Tai’s family differed greatly from mine. Neither family had a lot of money, but in our case, it’s because my father was in medical school. In Tai’s case, it’s because his father drank down every spare dollar they had while beating his wife and children along the way. I’m truly happy that he’s risen so far above the circumstances of his upbringing.
“Thanks. Anyway, I won’t keep you; you look like you’re about to fall asleep on your feet. Here’s one of my cards. Give me a call and we’ll get together for lunch or dinner to catch up. It’s great seeing you again, Monkey.”
I finish gathering the items on my list and get in line to check out. As tired as I am, I don’t trust myself to do self-checkout. Of course, there’s only one checkout open, so there are four people ahead of me. Tai is just finishing his transaction at the head of the line where he’s chatting with the cashier.
She’s smiling at him and blushes at something he says. I wonder what he said. He seems so completely comfortable in his skin, charming and self-assured. 
He puts his card away and takes his purchases, heading toward the entrance. Before he gets out the door, he pauses to look at something on the newsstand, then picks up a paper and goes back to the cashier. 
Pulling out his wallet, he takes out a bill and hands it to her. She looks at it, then up at him and says something. He grins and nods and walks away with his paper.
Curious, when it’s my turn at the cashier, I quickly grab the same paper and add it to my purchases. Once I’m in the car, I take the paper out. The headline reads Masked Gang Strikes Again. There’s been another bank robbery.
This gang has been robbing banks all over the state and haven’t been caught yet. This time, there is a photo of two of the members wearing the masks they’re known for. They’re Japanese kabuki masks. One of them is a snarling devil mask that makes me shudder. 
I wonder why Tai was so interested in this. Maybe they robbed a bank he uses or something. Or perhaps he was interested in the sideline article about the Governor’s latest tiff with the first nations tribes, but I doubt it. 






  
  Chapter one
Alicia


I am so mentally exhausted that I don’t want to think another thing today. However, I am so physically charged that I know there’s no way I’ll be able to sleep without burning off some of this energy.  
One of my colleagues once said about this feeling that she either needed to fight or fuck. If Bà, my grandmother, heard me think such a thing, much less say it, she’d try to wash my brain out with soap.
I always feel like this after a successful surgery – fried and wired. Until Tai and I got together, most of the time I’d just go for a run. Sex is a much better alternative. Besides, it’s almost January and way too cold to run outside.
I only started running to deal with the energy burn off I needed on days like this, not because I liked it. The health benefits from running are great, but I’m very much not one of those hardcore runners that is willing to brave the elements for the endorphins. I’ve been called a fair-weather runner like it’s some kind of insult, but I will gladly live up to that accusation. 
My job is why I was put here on this earth and I absolutely love it, which makes the stress of it extremely tolerable most of the time. It’s only when I have these long days of having to be hyper focused for so many hours that my stress meter rises into uncomfortable levels and has me seeking release. A session of sex with Tai is always good for a release or three…sometimes four.
As a surgeon, I’d never risk my hands in a fight, but I might just be able to take care of the other. I pull out my phone and text my boyfriend. It’s late by my standards, but not by his. He will be up wherever he is.
Me: You home?
Tai: Yes. Coming over?
Me: Yes.
With a smile, I tuck my phone back into my coat and head toward downtown. I want to say that my heart started going all pitter pat at the thought of seeing him, but that’s never happened. However, I can feel myself getting very, very aroused. 
It’s been two years since we ran into each other at the grocery store and almost a year since we started dating. Our relationship is good overall, but mostly consists of a lot of great sex and accompanying him to fancy parties when I can. That doesn’t bother me, though. Until I’m through with my residency and have established my practice, I don’t have time for anything else.
Tai opens his door when I arrive wearing nothing but the lopsided grin I find so endearing and a pair of black silk pajama pants hanging low on his hips and showing off his washboard abs. He is looking so sexy that he barely gets the door shut before I’ve got my hands on him. A little above average height, his body is very muscular, verging toward bulky. Touching him is one of my favorite things.
His hair is slightly mussed, and he has the barest bit of stubble on his square jaw. If I didn’t know better, I’d think I’d roused him from bed. The man is gorgeous. He knows it, too.
When we were budding teenagers, he was always a little cocky, but now he puts serious effort into his appearance and practically struts like a rooster. The claim is that it makes him more appealing to his clients. 
As a minority, he says that people wouldn’t take him as seriously if he didn’t have the air of strength and control that he cultivates. The man honestly has a more stringent beauty routine than I ever thought about having.
At least that used to be the case. Before Tai, I couldn’t afford to spend money on luxuries like regular facials, massages, and super expensive hair maintenance. As the woman on his arm, he says it is important for me to look my best as well. Plus, he says, he just enjoys spoiling me.
Spoil me, he does. Beyond the personal maintenance, he also supplies me with a closet full of high-end clothing, shoes, and accessories. I am thankful for it, because it allows me to take the money I would have spent on myself and use it to support my family.
My hands go to his shoulders as I stand on my toes to kiss him. It’s a hungry kiss, needy and deep. He pulls me into his arms, and I melt against him. 
I wriggle out of my coat and let it drop to the floor. My hands slide around his neck as I press against him, needing the contact. His hands cup my ass and pull me hard against him. His body is already roused, his erection pressing against my stomach. Knowing that he desires me so much makes my core go liquid.  
I reach down and ruck up my skirt as he lifts me. My back hits the wall with a thud, my legs go around his waist, and he grinds his hips against my center. A desperate, moaning mewl escapes my mouth. 
“Please,” I breathe out.
That’s all the encouragement he needs. With a sharp tug, the thin fabric of my panties gives way, and he tosses them aside. Another moment and his pants are undone, and he positions himself at my opening. 
I’m so wet that he slides into me with one powerful thrust, burying himself to the hilt, making me cry out from the pleasure as he stretches me tight. He hisses out words in Vietnamese too low for me to understand. 
The pace is blistering as he thrusts inside of me. I match him stroke for stroke. Just the thought of him had me so aroused by the time I walked through the door that I’m already feeling the climax building. 
“Oh, God, yes!” I say as he fucks me against the wall, giving me exactly what I need. 
My fingers fist in his hair and I find his lips again. The kiss is brutal, punishing in its intensity. I break it and put my mouth close to his ear. 
“I’ve been thinking about having you inside me all day.”
I pull his earlobe between my teeth and give it a nip, then kiss it gently. My journey continues as I lick and kiss my way down his neck until I reach my favorite part of his body, well, maybe second favorite after his cock. 
You know that long muscle on the top of the shoulder, the trapezius? I have always found a well-defined trapezius to be so incredibly sexy. Tai’s is beautiful and there’s nothing I like better than…
“Don’t do it,” Tai growls, “or this will be over quick.”
I smile against his skin and plant a gentle kiss there. Then, because I can feel an explosion building where the friction of our bodies has set fire to a fuse, I bare my teeth and bite him. His entire body flinches with the shock of it even though he knew it was coming.
His hands shift on my hips, dragging me hard against him, detonating the bomb. I cry out his name as the orgasm shatters me into a million tiny pieces of shrapnel. Tai curses under his breath and follows me into the chaos.
When I come back to myself, I’m still against the wall with Tai pressed against me. He’s breathing hard, his forehead resting on my shoulder. My fingers stroke his head and neck, back and shoulders, feeling his muscles quiver as he lets the last vestiges of orgasm roll through him. 
Tai straightens and looks down at me, his eyes dark and heated. “Well, hello to you, too.”
“It’s your fault,” I retort, grinning wickedly at him. “Answering the door like that was sure to have me jumping your bones, stat.”
He chuckles, then leans in to kiss my forehead. After a couple of strokes to empty his body completely, he lifts me up, then settles my feet on the floor. I push my skirt back down.
Once his pants are back in place, he leans down and retrieves my coat, hanging it in the hall closet. “I don’t know why you’re doing that,” he says with a nod at my efforts to straighten my clothes. “I’m just going to be taking them off you when we get to the bedroom. Are you able to stay all night?”
He takes my hand and leads me through his condo to the bedroom. Tai’s home is beautiful. As an investment, he bought a unit in the complex several years ago when the unit and entire facility, in fact, were in a state of decline. He refurbished that unit and bought another. 
Rinse and repeat, several times and eventually he had updated all but a couple of the homes, eventually landing in the largest, most desirable unit where he now lives on the top floor. The entire facility has received a makeover and spaces now sell for over a million dollars each, more than double what he paid for that first one.
“I can, but I need to be up early. I have a parent-teacher meeting at school tomorrow with Kimmy’s teacher.”
“I have an early morning, as well. What’s up with Kimmy now?”
“I’m not sure. I guess I’ll find out in the morning.”  






  
  Chapter two
Alicia


I rush into the school, late for my meeting. It’s my third meeting of the school year and we’re only at Christmas break. I am officially my cousin Kimberly’s guardian and therefore am obligated to show up when Kimmy’s teachers want to discuss her behavior.  
Kimmy is only thirteen and when it came to the lottery of life, she was dealt the harsh hand of parents that were losers and leavers. Her father was an alcoholic who followed his own father back to Vietnam soon after Kimberly was born. Her mother decided she didn’t want to be tied down to a baby anymore, so she dropped her infant daughter off with my mom to watch for the day, supposedly so she could go to a job interview, and never came back. 
Kimmy had the love of my parents for a few short years, but was only three when Dad died. When he succumbed to the cancer, Mom never recovered. She became a shadow of her former self, as if when we put Dad in the ground, everything inside of her went with him. That left me to assume guardianship just as I was graduating from college and about to start med school. 
Mom’s still alive, but she can’t be relied upon for anything beyond the simplest of tasks. She sleeps, she eats, she floats around the house like a ghost. She can even drive Kimmy to and from school but ask her to go to the store to buy groceries and she has a panic attack. 
Because she’s developed such a phobia of strangers, we could never convince her to see a therapist. I even thought about admitting her somewhere, but with everything I was juggling, I didn’t push too hard. If it weren’t for Bà, I never would have been able to manage. 
“I’m so sorry I’m late,” I say as I rush into the room. I’m surprised that instead of one teacher, there are three of her teachers and the guidance counselor.
Kimmy is exhibiting some of the same behavior I saw in Tai when we were kids. She’s angry and frustrated and lashing out. She is struggling and I know it, but I don’t know what else I can do about it.
Her infraction this time is that she allegedly stole something yesterday. She was accused, but the item was never found on her person, in her things, or in her locker. However, the other student insists that Kimmy took her lip gloss. 
The last time I was called in, Kimmy had been in a fight. It might have been the same girl that time as this time. There was no doubt there had been a fight last time, though. The evidence was plain on their faces in scratches and bruises, but it was never clear who threw the first punch.
I have the same discussion with the teachers that we have had before. They’re concerned about her behavior. She has a poor attitude and is disruptive in class. 
They want to suspend her, but I inform them that there is only an accusation and no evidence to support Kimmy stealing something. If they suspend her over an accusation, that could be grounds for litigation. I wax on about how terrible it would be if the school went to court just to discover that the other girl was simply trying to cause trouble for Kimmy over their past disagreements by making false and unsubstantiated accusations.
A therapist comes to the house once a week to talk to Kimmy. I know the girl got a crap hand in the parenthood sweepstakes and I know I’m not present as much as I’d like to be, but it’s not like she’s some latchkey kid stumbling through life with no guidance. Kimmy is loved, and she is shown that on a consistent and regular basis.
Perhaps I need to take her out of public school and put her in a private one. That seems like a good idea, but her poor grades would probably prevent it. I know Kimmy’s smart, but she has no desire to do well in school. 
I keep telling myself this is just a phase she’s going through and that she’ll grow out of it, but it has been going on long enough that I’m not sure that’s true. I love Kimmy, but I am starting to feel like all my efforts to help her are futile. How do you stop someone who’s hellbent on self-destruction?
How do you make someone believe they’re worthy and valuable in the world if they just don’t want to? Or if they’re so blinded by their trauma that they are unable to see anything else? Kimmy hinges her entire worldview on the two parents who didn’t want her instead of embracing the people around her who do. I have absolutely no idea how to change that. 
She doesn’t even remember her parents; she only knows that they weren’t there. The most damning part is that they didn’t leave through some act of God. They didn’t get sick or suffer some horrific accident and die. They chose to leave of their own free will and left her behind.
I have no doubt Kimmy has had a better life than she would have had with her parents when it comes to physical things. She has had a roof over her head, clothes on her back, and has never missed a meal. However, the love of a parent is not a simple thing to replace. The love of a cousin and a grandmother simply don’t measure up.
I leave the meeting and I’m sure the teachers feel as if nothing was resolved. However, when I asked them for input as to what else I could do beyond providing a stable home, regular doses of love, and ongoing therapy, they had nothing to offer. 
Once I’m safely closed in my car, I slump in the seat, leaning my head on the steering wheel. Never in my life have I felt so inept, except when it comes to Kimmy. If my relationship with her is any indicator, I would be a horrible mom. 
Tai and I have never talked about children. We’ve never really talked about anything beyond what we have now. That’s fine by me, because I can’t think about anything too seriously beyond finishing my residency, and there’s almost a year left in the program.
Before I pull out of the parking lot, I make a note to visit with Kimmy’s therapist about the meeting and the accusations to see what she suggests.
“How did it go?” Kimmy asks when I get home later that evening.
I don’t tell her about them wanting to suspend her, although they’d probably told her that was their intention. 
“Fine. They said you’d been accused of stealing something, but they found no evidence. My response was that it was all hearsay and empty accusations and could just be the other girl trying to stir up trouble for you. I don’t know why they even bothered to call me in for a meeting for that.” 
I say it nonchalantly. I want her to know I’m on her side and won’t let them try to push her around just because another girl made some accusations. If I weren’t watching closely, I might have missed the small smile that crossed her face. I might be deluding myself, but I took that as recognition that she got my message that I’m in her corner.






  
  Chapter three
Carlos


My chair creaks when I lean back, rubbing my eyes. I’ve been going through the evidence from the bank robbery for hours. I know it’s not my area. Not technically. But technically, I’m on my own time and although it’s not my area right now, I know in my gut that it should be. 
There have been four of these robberies over the past two years and the use of Kabuki masks by the suspects is telling. Although I can’t prove it yet, I know it is gang related. I know that I know that it’s also Tai Dang related, but again, I just can’t prove it. Yet.
Everyone else in the gang unit thinks I’ve gone a little off kilter. They believe the hype surrounding Dang that says he’s an upright citizen embroiled in nothing more scandalous than the occasional real estate deal that might be shady, but not illegal. I don’t buy it.
Dang went from petty thug, running with a group of other Vietnamese boys to real estate investor, seemingly overnight. He ‘inherited’ a middling real estate company from a man who died under mysterious circumstances, but nothing could be tied to Dang. He had an unshakable alibi.
I met him once and I could practically smell the corruption on him. My gut tells me he’s dirty and one of these days he’s going to slip up. When he does, I’m going to be there to put the cuffs on him and put him away.
I start from the beginning with the photos. There has to be something here that can be used to identify the suspects. The hoodies are consistent with the kind you can get at any Walmart in the state. The pants are not unique. Hell, I’ve even tried identifying their shoes, only to find dead ends. They are covered from head to toe and the only things that are unique are the masks.
I can’t find a single dealer in the entire state that sells those kinds of Kabuki masks. That means they were likely ordered out of state or online from somewhere overseas and there’s no way to track that down. 
I’ve done about a million searches for the exact kind of masks. I find dozens like most of the robbery team wears, but the leader’s devil mask is the outlier. The only one I can’t find a match for anywhere. That’s my best lead, the only unique detail, and it’s a dead end.
“Gutierrez, what’re you still doing here?” Ford Pickering calls from across the room.
“Just finishing up some paperwork. I’m ready to leave, though, think I’ll swing by for a quick beer and some stress relief on the way home.”
“Paperwork. The bane of my existence.”
“Ain’t that the truth?” I reply as I close out of the file and shut down my computer. I’m going cross-eyed from staring at the screen, so I might as well call it a night.  
I follow Ford out of the building. “Why are you here late?” I ask.
“Just bringing some evidence in. Now I’m headed home.”
“Home to Cait. So when are you gonna put a ring on Cait’s finger?”
Ford chuckles. “Probably never. I love that woman with all my heart, but the last thing I want for her is for anyone to ever think that I’m only after her money. The only way to do that is to be together but not marry. What we have is good, great even, and I don’t want to mess it up.”
Ford met Cait at the gym one day and that chance meeting turned into the kind of romance that’s rare. They’re crazy about each other; you only have to spend five minutes with them to realize it. No one would have put them together, the homicide cop and the socialite. Other than my parents, I’ve never seen a better match.
“No paperwork needed,” I say.
“Precisely. You think you’ll come to the open house? Cait’s eager to show it off.”
“If I’m not on a case, I’ll be there. Catch ya later, Ford. Have a good night.”
“Yeah, you, too, Carlos.”
I stop off at one of the establishments frequented by cops that’s between the station and home. Sidling up to the bar, the bartender sees me and slides over my usual brand. I take it in hand and turn my back to the bar, checking out the other people.
One beer is my limit in the bar because I’m not really here to drink. Penny, a pretty, curvy redhead, sees me and comes my way. She is one of several of the usual badge bunnies in the bar. Some of them will go home with anyone who has a badge, but Penny is slightly more discerning. But only slightly.
“Hi Carlos,” she says when she draws near. “Long time no see.”
I give her a grin before taking a swig from my bottle. “Yeah, work’s kept me busy.” The glass in her hand is empty, so I nod at it. “Do you need another one?”
“That would be great.”
That’s all it took, a smile, a drink, and a few minutes of conversation, and Penny was asking me back to her place. An hour and a half later, we’ve both found some release of pent-up stress and I roll off the bed, starting to pull my clothes on.
“You don’t have to leave,” she says, coyly. “You could stay the night and we could have some more fun.” 
She always pushes me to stay. I think she hopes that one of these days, one of the guys she brings home, will fall head over heels for her and put a ring on her finger. If that’s what she wants, I hope it happens for her, but it’s not going to happen with me. Temporary is all I’m looking for right now.
This whole one-night-stand thing is getting old, though. Mom has started hinting that because I’m over thirty, I should start looking to settle down. I’ve never thought about settling down, but random hook-ups have lost their appeal. 
Maybe I should get one of those friends with benefits situations. Once I’m dressed, I give her a kiss and leave to head toward the house.
I pull into my driveway, glad to be home. Inside, Mom is asleep in her chair in the living room while the television casts a glow across the room. When I shake her shoulder gently, she snorts and sits up straight.
“Mom, you need to go to bed.”
She reaches up and pats my hand. “I must have fallen asleep while watching HGTV.”
“That happens to me every time,” I tease.
She gathers her things and puts her glasses on before going down the hall. I follow her, just to make sure she doesn’t trip since she is still half asleep. “How was your day? Did you arrest any hoodlums?”
“Not today, Mom.”
“Oh well, maybe you’ll arrest some tomorrow.”
“I hope not. Tomorrow’s my day off.”
I wish Mom had something going on that would get her out of the house more. She goes to church but still spends way too much time sitting in front of the television. I keep thinking that one of these days she’ll snap out of her grief, but so far, she seems just to be existing.
Maybe it would be different if she still lived on her own, but I have no way of knowing. When Dad was killed in the line of duty, she didn’t get out of bed for almost a month. I couldn’t stand it anymore, so I made her move in here with me. Although taking care of me hadn’t been what I intended for her, having that little bit of purpose got her out of bed and occasionally out of the house.
My dad met Linh Le, the pretty young Vietnamese woman down the street, when I was only about three-years-old, and he needed a babysitter for me. My birth mom didn’t like Dad being a cop. He loved the job and was well suited to it, so when she gave him an ultimatum, he kept the job and me. She didn’t put up much of a fight over custody, so he got about the business of being a single dad.
Linh and her husband lived in our neighborhood. She loved kids but couldn’t have any of her own, so she ran a small daycare out of their home. One day, when Dad came to pick me up after his shift, he noticed Linh had a black eye. She wouldn’t talk about it, but took Dad’s card. 
A few nights later, he got a panicked call from her. Her husband was drunk, yelling and breaking things in the background. Dad raced down and arrested him, but not in time to prevent Linh’s husband from slicing a gash in her pretty face so she wouldn’t be flirting with the fathers of the kids she babysat anymore. The husband went to prison. 
Dad says that he knew from the moment her husband was out of the picture that Linh was going to be his to protect. Dad helped Linh out from time to time around the house; not pushing, just being there when she needed him. 
Over the next year, they fell in love, the same kind of crazy, all in, perfect match love like Ford and Cait have. I wonder if I’ll ever find something like that. I doubt it, but a small part of me, deep down, holds out hope that I do.
Once Mom’s safely in her room, I go to the kitchen and take a beer out of the fridge. I stand there in the kitchen drinking it, trying to let the day slide off my shoulders. I don’t drink after every shift, just on days like today when the frustration gets to me. One beer at the bar and one at home. I never have more than that.
Maybe I need to take up yoga or something. It’s too easy for one beer to turn into two and two to turn into six. Too many cops I’ve known have turned to booze to deal with the pressures and frustrations of the job. I pour the remaining half beer down the sink and put the bottle in the recycling, then head to bed.






  
  Chapter four
Alicia


It’s New Year’s Eve and I am waiting for Tai to arrive to pick me up. This morning was a flurry of shopping and a mani-pedi because my work schedule has been such that I hadn’t had time to go before today.  
Tai has a charge account set up for me at one of the most exclusive stores in the City. If it weren’t for that, I’d be wearing whatever I could find at TJ Maxx for our dates and for him, that simply would not do.
I wouldn’t mind, but he obviously does. My father never put much stock in material things, and I took after him in that, too. Expensive things are nice, but they’re not a priority for me. As long as I am comfortable and happy, I’m good. 
Most of the last several hours since I got home have been spent on hair, makeup, and choosing just the right dress out of the two options I picked up today. Tai and I have been dating for just over a year, so this is our anniversary celebration in addition to the holiday so I want to make him happy by looking like his version of perfect for him. 
I look myself over in the mirror one last time. The first time I was all dolled up like this, all I could think was ‘Holy crap. I never knew I could look like this’. Now, I’ve seen it, but if it weren’t for Tai, I’d probably go back to my less glamorous looking self. The effort it takes to look like this is exhausting.
I make an appearance in the kitchen where my family is eating supper. “Whoa,” Kimmy says. “You look bee-you-ti-ful! Are you going out with the rich guy again?” 
“He has a name other than rich guy,” I say.
She lifts a shoulder and grins. “I know.”
Bà makes a snorting sound and says in Vietnamese, “A duck cannot change its waddle.” Bà understands and knows how to speak English, she just refuses to.
“What?” asks Kimmy, confused.
“She means that people don’t change,” I supply. 
Kimmy frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Thank goodness the doorbell rings and saves me from having to explain to her that Bà thinks Tai is a hoodlum. I open the door to, not Tai, but a mountain of a man in a non-descript black suit. 
“Dr. Pham, Mr. Dang apologizes, but he has been unavoidably detained. He is going to meet you at the restaurant.”
“Okay,” I reply. This isn’t the first time I’ve been picked up by a driver instead of by Tai. He’s a busy man and I’m not one to complain, considering my schedule changes frequently, too.
I bid my family good night and follow the man out to the waiting car. He opens the back door of the sedan for me and offers a hand to help me in. 
The driver takes me to Tai’s favorite restaurant. I think he must be an investor from the way the staff treats him. Considering the place has excellent food and I’m the beneficiary of all that great service, I don’t pry into the why’s of it. 
The driver escorts me across the street and rides up the elevator with me. His phone buzzes and he checks it. “Mr. Dang is right behind us,” he tells me.
“Thank you.”
I step out of the elevator and the driver follows me. We stand there in the entry. I know from experience that the driver will not leave until Tai arrives. The first couple of times it happened, I would tell them they could go, sure they had better things to be doing than babysitting me until my date arrived, but they never budged.
The elevator sounds and Tai steps off. “Sorry I’m late…” He pauses and looks me up and down with a look of approval. He leans in and kisses my cheek. “Monkey, you look beautiful.” 
Monkey is a nickname from childhood. We were seven and eight at the time and he was so frustrated that I could climb trees better than him, despite being younger and a girl, that he started saying I must be part monkey. Finally, he just started calling me Monkey all the time, and the nickname stuck.
“Thank you,” I say, ducking my head, pleased I’ve chosen well and pleased him.
He turns to the mountain hovering nearby. “Thank you for keeping an eye on her for me. I’ll let you know when we’re about to come down.”
The mountain nods. “Yes, sir.”
We are led to a private room, as always. It is a small room with just one table, the chef’s table. We’re on the top floor of the tallest building in the City and the view is spectacular. The sun has set, so instead of cheery sunlight, there is an ambient glow from the city lights below. Blended with the low lights of the room, the atmosphere is very romantic.
A server arrives and shows Tai the label of the bottle he’s carrying. Tai inspects it and nods, so our glasses are filled with the wine. I don’t drink a lot, but with this being a special occasion, I indulge. 
I also haven’t made a food choice since the first couple of times we came here. Once the chef had a feel for my preferred proteins, I would receive something appropriate and have never been disappointed. 
The server leaves and Tai gets out of his seat to come around to me. He leans down and cups my jaw with his hands, taking a moment to look deep into my eyes. “I love you, Monkey,” he says before bending to kiss me.
I put my hand on his wrist in a makeshift embrace, returning the kiss. When he is satisfied
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