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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to all the girls brutally ripped from their family’s arms, especially the ones I wrote about. Along with putting their stories in the newspaper, I have written their names on my heart—­Traci McBride, Christina Williams, Polly Klaas, Amber Schwartz, Nikki Campbell, and Xiana Fairchild. They have marked me forever and I will never forget them for as long as I live.
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			Chapter 1

			ANOTHER BOYFRIEND PISSED off at me over a dead body. Or in this case, two dead bodies. The silence on the other end of the line confirms it.

			Snapping my cell phone shut, I swipe my keycard and hurry in the back door at the newspaper office. The smell of fresh pizza makes my stomach grumble as I pass the cafeteria, but there’s no time to eat. Deadline is looming. I forget about my limping love life—­the clock is ticking. The paper goes to bed in three hours, so I’ve got to hustle.

			Entering the newsroom, a jolt of excitement surges through me. It’s that special friction, that palpable energy in the air that is always present close to deadline. Giant windows, black with night, reflect the bustling activity around me. A big-­screen TV with its volume muted dominates one wall, and smaller TVs hang from the ceiling throughout the room, blaring local and national news. The room smells like burned broccoli and musty books but still manages to always feel like home. It’s where I’m meant to be.

			“Giovanni, you got seventeen inches,” my editor, Matt Kellogg, hollers. Nobody at the Bay Herald ever calls me Gabriella. In the news business, you are your last name. Luckily, I like mine.

			I want more space, but there’s no use arguing. He’s right. It’s sad, but it’s the same old story we’ve all seen before—­big-­living San Francisco businessman up to his Gucci eyeglasses in debt kills his wife, then turns the gun on himself.

			The momentum of the newsroom engulfs me, sending adrenaline soaring through my limbs. The space hums like a beehive. Deadline is the one time you can find nearly every metro reporter at a desk. Most are pounding the keyboard, flipping through notebooks, or talking on the phone, getting last-­minute quotes for their stories. Our desks are in gray cubbies with low walls so we can see each other and the rest of the newsroom.

			I catch snippets of different conversations floating in the air. Our political reporter is losing patience with someone on the other end of the phone line.

			“Now come on. You know that’s a bunch of bullshit,” she says. “We’ve known each other for ten years, Jeff. You never once said it was off the record. You know the game. You know the rules. This isn’t amateur night here.”

			Across the room, the sports department erupts in cheers as an Oakland A’s batter hits a home run on the big screen. One of the investigative reporters slams down his phone, stands up, pumps his fists into the air, and yells to no one in particular, “Fuck yeah. Fuck yeah, you motherfucker. I knew I’d catch you in a lie. Now it’s going in the paper, you douche bag.”

			Nobody except the reporter right beside him even looks up. He only does so to scratch his chin. I keep walking. A veteran reporter lifts his head. “Thought you had a hot date.” We both like to cook, and I had tantalized him earlier with descriptions of the birthday dinner I was going to make for my boyfriend.

			“Murder-­suicide,” I say. He nods and turns back to his computer.

			My teeth clench when I see May DuPont, the night police reporter, at the cop reporter’s station, two desks with a stack of police scanners between them.

			I try to straighten my skirt and smooth my hair before I get to my desk. It’s useless. It’s been a long day. I’ve already filed two stories for tomorrow’s paper—­a car crash and a brush fire—­and the traces of hiking after firefighters cling to me. My hair smells like smoke, and small bits of grass have adhered to my sandals.

			Each morning, I dress nice in an effort to create la bella figura, like my Italian mother taught me. But by the end of the day, this is what I’ve become—­smelly, rumpled, and bedraggled.

			May, a waiflike twenty-­four-­year-­old is—­as usual—­dressed in a Brooks Brothers shirt and crisp slacks. A getup she was probably born wearing. She’s an upper-­crust heroin-­chic girl—­pretty much the opposite of me. My boyfriend, Brad, says Sophia Loren’s got nothing on my curves. It sounds great in theory, but the truth is even at my fighting weight, all that extra padding makes me feel like an elephant next to girls like May.

			I give her a cursory hello before I log onto my computer.

			“I’m writing a story you missed about a bank robbery,” she says without looking away from her computer screen. “The editors might put it on the front page. It was a take-­on style.”

			“It’s called take-­over,” I say.

			May’s fresh from her master’s program in journalism at Berkeley. The gossip in the newsroom is that her dad is sleeping with the executive editor, Susan Evans. I stare at the huge pearl studs in her ears.

			Every night, May manages to dig up some crime that slipped by me during my day shift, and she makes damn sure the editors know I missed it. She’s only been at the paper seven weeks, but I already get the feeling she thinks my job is the next rung on her ladder to success.

			Her job—­the night cop reporter—­is the lowest beat at any paper. I’ve been there. But I also put in the time to get where I am today—­the day cops reporter. And it involved working long hours for near-­poverty wages at several rinky-­dink newspapers. I didn’t have the luxury of attending grad school, then being snatched up by a big daily paper because my dad’s screwing the editor.

			May’s mother is dead, and I’m sorry for that, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to hand over my job. She’s not the only one who’s had to deal with tragedy around here.

			“You have black stuff on your forehead,” she says, getting up and heading to the copy desk.

			Must be soot from the fire. I’m about to grab my compact mirror when something on the police scanner makes me pause. The crackle of the scanners switching from channel to channel is a comforting sound, like white noise, that usually fades into the background if it’s just routine radio traffic.

			This time, the officer’s high-­pitched and out-­of-­breath voice calling in a felony traffic stop alerts me. The scanner frequency shows it’s Berkeley PD. Within a moment, the officer is calling Code 4—­all clear—­so I turn back to my computer. But then I hear something that makes my fingers freeze on the keyboard.

			“Rosarito PD says the girl’s eight years old. Mom says she never came home—­” More routine traffic about the felony stop interrupts the dispatcher’s voice.

			My stomach is doing loop-­de-­loops as I lean over and try to see which department was talking about the girl. I punch in the frequency for Rosarito PD on the other scanner, but the channel is quiet.

			I dial the Rosarito Police Department watch commander—­the sergeant on duty overnight while the main office is closed. No answer. He must be out on the streets patrolling, so I leave a message, saying I heard something about a girl who didn’t come home today.

			In my years as a reporter, every instance of a possible missing child has ended up being a misunderstanding. Most times the kid lost track of time or didn’t tell someone he wasn’t coming straight home.

			In the silver-­framed photo hidden in my desk drawer, Caterina’s pink lips and dark eyes are surrounded by a halo of black hair. My sister looks solemn, wise, and beautiful, even though she’s only seven. I remember thinking she looked like a bride when I pulled myself up to look into her casket and saw her lying there in the lacy white first-­communion dress and veil she never had a chance to wear.

			What I heard on the scanner made my face flush and my insides somersault, but I know it’s rare that a child is kidnapped and killed by a stranger. Every once in a while, I hear something like this on the scanner, and it ends up being nothing. I hope this little girl just forgot to call home. I make the sign of the cross, and May, sitting back down, gives me a snarky look.

			The clock shows it’s 9 P.M. I’m running out of time. I got the basic details about the murder-­suicide at the press conference earlier except for the identities of the dead. A source at the morgue slipped me the names, but I’m going to have to get one more off-­the-­record confirmation before Kellogg will let me run with them. I dial homicide detective Lt. Michael Moretti and speak fast before he can protest, reeling off the two names I have.

			“If I print them, will I be wrong?”

			“You were at the press conference. You heard me. We’re not releasing the names. Sorry, kiddo.”

			At twenty-­eight, I’m too old to be his daughter, but he always calls me that. Moretti and I bonded a long time ago on the Italian-­American thing, but his blood pumps blue. He’s been a cop longer than he hasn’t. It took years for him to believe me when I said I’d go to jail rather than give him up as a source.

			“I don’t need you to tell me the names.” I try to sound as logical as possible. “I just need to verify them. Besides, you know the Trib is going to run the names.”

			I cringed earlier when I saw a reporter from the San Francisco Tribune at the crime scene. When the bigger paper swoops into our territory and scoops us, my editors don’t like it. I hate it.

			Moretti makes a guttural sound. “Did you see those gray hairs on my head tonight? About ten are from you. Don’t you have anyone else you can pester?”

			I do. I have some crack sources—­cops who call me, and say, “Hey, there’s a dead body in Civic Park, try not to beat the homicide detectives there.”

			But this is Moretti’s case.

			“Another cop already gave it up,” I say to convince him. “I just need confirmation. How about this? If I have the names right, don’t say anything.”

			Silence. I wait a few beats, twirling the phone cord around my fingers.

			“Okay, I’m going with it,” I say, bright and cheery. “Thanks. Anything else going on tonight? Heard something about Rosarito.”

			He takes a minute to answer. “You didn’t hear this from me.”

			“I know, I know.” I roll my eyes even though he can’t see me.

			“An eight-­year-­old Rosarito girl didn’t make it to school today —­”

			“What?” My stomach gurgles and churns. Sweet Jesus, if Moretti knows about it, this might be the real thing.

			“She hasn’t even been gone twenty-­four hours. Too early to say if it’s legit or not. Rosarito PD hasn’t issued an AMBER Alert. They’re waiting to find out if she turns up at grandma’s or a classmate’s house.”

			He’s right. It’s probably nothing. But dark memories overwhelm me. I do some deep breathing to try to relax, but my heart is racing. I’ve avoided a story like this so far. I don’t know if I’m ready. I don’t know if I will ever be ready.

			“Listen, gotta go,” Moretti says. “Remember, you and I didn’t talk tonight. Omerta.”

			“Very funny,” I say, but he’s already disconnected. Omerta, an Italian word, refers to the Mafia’s code of silence.

			I hang up and dial Kellogg. “Rosarito cops might have a missing kid.”

			“Yeah?” He sounds interested. “You got this confirmed?”

			“Not yet. Working on it.”

			“Get it nailed down.”

			I have no sources in the Rosarito Police Department. Because the city lies on the periphery of our paper’s coverage area, we only report unusual or high-­profile crimes that occur there. The watch commander hasn’t called me back, so I punch in the number of the department’s public-­information officer. She works banker’s hours, but if a child is missing, she might be there. No answer.

			I dig up an old file of Rosarito cop numbers and find a main number for investigations. Nothing. Only voice mail. Then I try an old reporter’s trick and start dialing numbers, each time changing the last digit of the main number. It works. Although no one picks up, I leave messages for six detectives.

			I try the watch commander’s line one more time, then call 911 dispatchers in Rosarito to ask if they can track him down. The dispatcher is in a good mood. “Sure, I’ll send the sergeant a message for you,” he says.

			With an eye on the clock, which is nearing ten, I dial Kellogg. “I can’t get anyone from Rosarito to confirm a missing kid. Can’t we go with it anyway, citing an anonymous source? My source is solid.”

			“No can do. Evans would kick up a shitstorm.”

			Kellogg used to be ballsy. He never cared what senior editors would think or say. That is, until Susan Evans was hired as executive editor two years ago. I heard he was up for the job, but they hired her instead. Ever since, he’s been walking around mopey and fearful like a puppy that was kicked. I miss the old Kellogg.

			“It’s late,” he says. “I needed your story half an hour ago. Get cracking, Giovanni. You can track down the missing kid—­if there is one—­tomorrow.”

			He’s right about one thing—­it’s past deadline. I stare at the blank screen and try to figure out a lead. If you don’t draw a reader in with that first sentence, you’ve lost him. Editors have drummed this into my head for years. I’ve trained myself to come up with a lead driving back to the office on deadline, but tonight my mind kept wandering to Brad eating his birthday dinner alone. And now, in the back of my mind, much further back than I’m willing to go right now, a little girl’s familiar face peers out at me. I shake the image off and try to concentrate. May’s voice beside me makes it even harder.

			“Oh, stop it,” she says. She laughs and fiddles with her silky scarf. “I do not. I’m usually in bed by then. Let me know if you make an arrest tonight. I would love to put it in the paper with your name as the arresting officer. Talk to you soon.”

			I close my eyes and tune out her girlish giggle, thinking about the man who killed himself and his wife tonight. And even though it would kick my story to the front page, I leave out the most salient detail about the slaying—­the man was wearing nothing but lipstick and high heels when he offed his wife. My morgue source slipped me this sensational little morsel. Although I know I’ll get in trouble with the editors if I leave it out, and the Trib has it, I can’t do it. As soon as I found out the ­couple had small children, I knew I wouldn’t print it. Those kids are going to have enough to deal with as it is.

			I try to imagine the wife’s last moments of terror. The details of her frantic 911 call revealed she was hiding from her husband in a closet. I’m sure she prayed the police would show up and save her, like in the movies. One thing I’ve learned is that the world is rarely like what you see on the silver screen. The most outlandish and nightmarish stories are the ones that happen in real life.

			I file the story in the editing queue and hope I’ve scooped the Tribune on the murder-­suicide story, especially by getting the names confirmed. Tomorrow, I’ll try to find out more about the ­couple for a follow-­up story.

			When I became a police reporter, I decided that every single person I wrote about deserved more than just their name in the paper when they died. Every time I sit down with a family who has lost a loved one, I give a shit. And they can tell. The shitty part is that I feel like a fraud. Maybe because I’m forging a relationship that is not real. Maybe it’s something else. Even though I really do care—­it still boils down to my trying to get a scoop and a front-­page story.

			Sometimes I wonder why anyone grieving would ever talk to someone like me. Maybe they sense the darkness I keep hidden deep inside. Maybe there is something in my eyes that shows I’ve already been to hell and back. I sit on their couches and take notes as they cry into tissues and flip through photo albums of the loved one they lost, sharing intimate memories with me—­a stranger.

			Before packing up, I make one last call to the Rosarito watch commander. He doesn’t answer. I grab my sweater and bag. Before I leave, I force myself to turn to May, who looks at me with a little smirk.

			Seeing her smarmy look makes me hesitate. Although the thought of writing about a missing child sends waves of panic through me, I also don’t want May to get a scoop based on a tip from my sources.

			Unfortunately, I know I need to cover my ass with the editors by giving her a heads-­up.

			“Keep an ear out for a missing kid in Rosarito.”

			“Another story you missed?”

			I stop and narrow my eyes at her. “It’s a tip. From a source. Do you know what those are? They’re what you get when you prove yourself. They take years to develop, so maybe someday you’ll get your own source. Or maybe not. Cops don’t trust just anybody.”

			And I don’t trust May as far as I can toss her little waiflike body. The first week she was here, she “forgot” to give me a press release I’d been waiting for all day about a big drug bust by the DEA. It was the final piece I needed to top a story I’d been working on all week. After I left, she wrote up the information from the press release and put her byline on the story instead of mine. When I confronted her, she lied about when the press release had come over the fax. My source later told me he’d sent it earlier in the day, and the time stamp on the release backed him up. When I complained to Kellogg, he simply shrugged and changed the subject.

			Tonight, I stare at May for a few seconds and walk away before I completely lose it. I hover nearby as Kellogg reads my story.

			Kellogg’s six-­foot-­tall body is scrunched into his cubicle, like a giant brown teddy bear among the dolls at a child’s tea party. I stand beside his desk staring at the pictures taped to the fabric wall of his cubicle: school photos of his two sons, who live with their mother. They go to some fancy private school in Marin County. His ex manages to squeeze every penny she can out of Kellogg, claiming she needs it for the kids. He sleeps on the couch in his one-­bedroom apartment to make sure his boys feel like they have their own bedroom at his place.

			I wait, shifting from foot to foot. Finally, he’s done.

			“Looks fine. No questions.”

			I turn to leave, but he stops me.

			“You couldn’t get the missing kid confirmed?”

			I shake my head no. When I see the concerned look in his eyes, I wait, wondering if he has something else to say. But he immediately turns to his black-­and-­green screen. He’s onto editing another story.

			An odd mixture of frustration and relief flutters through me as I walk to my car. Although I want to avoid writing about a missing kid, my failure tonight amounts to my missing a scoop on what could potentially be a huge story on my beat. And underneath all those emotions, there is also a tiny flicker of worry gnawing at me when I remember the look in Kellogg’s eyes.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			HALFWAY ACROSS THE Bay Bridge, I catch glimpses of the city as the hazy fog begins to dissipate and reveal a crisp night sky. Twinkling lights dot skyscraper windows. The sky behind them is not black but a deep blue like a Van Gogh nightscape. With the city spread out before me, a sense of buoyancy spreads through my chest as if I could fly. Even on the darkest nights of my life, I’ve always found comfort looking at the San Francisco skyline. Rolling down my window, inhaling the salty air, I punch the radio dial until I find something that will lift my spirits.

			I sing along to UB40’s “Red, Red Wine” and reassure myself that I have nothing to worry about—­that little Rosarito girl will turn up before morning. The Trib probably won’t get tipped off about the story. Brad is not answering the phone because he fell asleep.

			My phone rings, sending my heart skipping into my throat, but it’s not Brad. It’s my mother. Again. I ignored three calls from her back at the office. I know if it were urgent, she would have left a message. I’m not in the mood to hear her complain about how I never have time for the family anymore. I missed my niece Sofia’s first communion last weekend covering a high-­speed car crash that killed two local teens. I’ve been a reporter for seven years, so you think my mother would be used to it by now, but in my family, missing a get-­together is practically grounds for a vendetta.

			I dial Brad again. The phone rings and rings. I debate letting it ring all the way home, but decide that’s a bit childish. Maybe he’s angry I bailed on his birthday dinner. I get it. I understand he’s upset, but it’s not my fault. It’s the nature of my beat—­I never know when a story is going to break.

			I shove my phone back in my bag and exit on Fremont Street. The city streets downtown are quiet on the way to North Beach. Once I hit Chinatown, the city bursts into color and sound like a fireworks finale. The crowds of ­people on the sidewalks of Columbus Avenue thicken right where Chinatown and North Beach meet. Men stand in groups ogling the women walking by, their faces lit up with the flashing neon lights of the strip-­club marquees. Restaurants have flung open their French doors, and cafe tables spill out onto the sidewalks with late-­night diners. Music pours across the streets like smoke.

			I’m almost home. I’m looking forward to having a glass of wine and spending some time with Brad. My street is off the main drag and three blocks up the hill. I circle the block a few times until finally I spot a group of women heading up my street and slowly cruise behind them. I yawn and wait for them to maneuver out of their tight parking spot. It takes me about five minutes to cram my old Volvo sedan between two other cars. My apartment’s about a block away, so the parking spot is lucky. I’ve had to park up Russian Hill before, about six blocks straight up. Living in the city automatically means I’ll never have to join a gym. I get enough exercise hiking to and from my car each day.

			From the front, my apartment building is a concrete block lacking any of the charm you might expect in the old Italian section of the city. However, the back of the building reminds me of a secret garden, dotted with balconies overlooking North Beach. I’m almost to my front door when he steps out of the shadows in front of me. I nearly scream.

			“Brad? You scared me half to death.”

			He looks guilty. Then I realize why. He’s holding a small gym bag.

			“I was going to wait . . .” he says, his words trailing off. He won’t meet my eyes. “Here are your keys. I got my things.”

			I blink. At first, not comprehending. Then I decide to pretend that he’s not telling me it’s over.

			“Listen, I’m really sorry I missed your birthday dinner. I promise to make it up to you. You know what my job is like.”

			I look away. I truly am sorry, but I’m also tired of defending my job to every man I date. For once, I want to have a boyfriend who gets it. They like how passionate I am about my career until it interferes with their plans.

			If it weren’t for my job, I’d be married with three kids by now. Since my wedding was called off, I’ve racked up four failed relationships in as many years. Sadly, this is a familiar conversation, and it always ends the same way.

			I stare at Brad, willing him to be the guy who gets it. He’s already turning toward the street when he says, “It’s not the first time this has happened, and you know it.”

			He’s right. Six months into the relationship, and I’ve already stood him up a few times. He spent New Year’s Eve alone while I rode along with the cops. I ran off before Easter dinner because a small plane crash-­landed on the freeway. A few weeks ago, I canceled a getaway weekend to wine country when cops busted a meth lab in an expensive gated community. There’s nothing I can say to defend myself.

			Silence. The only sound is the faint strains of opera music coming from one of the Columbus Avenue restaurants. It’s from La Traviata. For some reason, an image of Violetta, alone and unloved on her deathbed, makes me sad. But I don’t cry. I never cry. I haven’t cried since the day they lowered my sister’s casket into the ground.

			“I know my job is crazy —­” I begin.

			“It’s not just that,” Brad says, interrupting. “It’s not only your job . . . I’m tired of trying to break through the walls you’ve built up.”

			“What?” What the hell is he talking about? In the dim glow cast by the streetlight, it’s hard to discern his expression. I peer at him, but his baseball cap casts a shadow over his face, obscuring the look in his eyes.

			He shrugs his coat collar tighter against the cool breeze swirling down my street, bringing with it the salty scent of the ocean. How odd that I’m in the middle of getting dumped by my boyfriend, and all I can think about is how much I love the smell of the ocean.

			“Listen,” Brad says, hoisting the duffel bag over his shoulder. “I don’t want to date around anymore. I don’t want to be an older father. I want to start a family.”

			I’m quiet for a moment, thinking about this. “I want all that one day, too.” It’s all I can come up with. I don’t say anything else. Something deep inside me won’t let me say more. He’s going to walk away now. I know it. I fight back tears. Die before cry. It’s my private mantra. It always works.

			“So, that’s it?” he asks. I know I should say something to stop him, but I can’t. “Okay. See you around,” he says, and starts to walk away, but then he pauses. “By the way, you’ve got black shit smeared all over your forehead.”

			I stand and watch until he rounds a corner. He never glances back.

			I AWAKEN IN the morning with dark smudges under my eyes from my smeared makeup and a tangled mess of smoky-­smelling hair. It just adds to the Halloween-­like appeal of the black gunk that won’t come off my forehead. I can almost hear my mother’s voice chiding me for going to bed without washing my face. I’m a bit dismayed myself after having it drummed into me from childhood that not taking off your makeup at night adds an extra five years to your face. At this point, it doesn’t even matter if it’s true because I experience major Catholic guilt every time I fall asleep without a thorough face cleansing.

			No wonder Brad beat it out of here last night, I think, as I peer in the mirror. I look like a freak show. Thinking of Brad, weariness overcomes my body. I wonder if there was something I could have said to make things right with him. What did he want me to say? That I worry deep down inside that I’m incapable of having a real relationship and possibly unlovable anyway, but that he should still stay with me? Obviously, that wouldn’t have worked. Maybe I’m meant to be alone. As much as I dream of having my own family someday, it may never happen. And part of me, the dark part, can’t help but wonder what’s the point in loving someone anyway? They just leave. One way or the other, they always leave.

			I angrily wipe away a few salty tears that are trying to slip out. Die before cry. I can already hear the sigh my mother is going to give when she hears that Brad is out of the picture, and there’s not a chance for any new grandbaby bambinos for her in the foreseeable future.

			In the shower, I contemplate taking a break from dating. Or better yet, to just stop caring. Maybe I’ll be like a guy and date and sleep around and not get hurt because I won’t care. I won’t be disappointed if I don’t expect anything

			Dressed, I pad across my wood floor into my kitchen, tucked into a corner near the big, sliding-­glass door leading to the balcony. The bulk of my studio apartment is filled with overflowing bookshelves, a beat-­up red velvet couch, a small dining table, and my bed shoved up against one wall. My place is tiny, but it’s in North Beach, and I get a great deal on the rent because the landlady went to Catholic school with my grandfather.

			I grind some espresso beans into a fine powder and stick some sourdough bread in the toaster. As the coffee begins to percolate, I stand over the chessboard on the end table and chew on my lower lip examining the pieces.

			It’s my move. Tomas sent me his latest move two days ago. Then, right when the toast pops up, startling me, I see it. Knight takes bishop’s pawn. I grab a postcard from a stack already addressed and stamped with international postage. I scribble my move. As an afterthought, I add a small smiley face to soften the blow. He might be able to escape it, but if he does what I want him to, my next move will be checkmate.

			Juggling my toast, coffee, and a stack of newspapers, I step onto my balcony. The sun is streaming over the Oakland Hills to the east as I settle everything on my cafe table. I pull a woolly sweater around me and warm my hands on my big bowl of coffee. The fog is already receding this morning, revealing the shops below. My perch overlooks the rest of North Beach, the Italian section of San Francisco where my great grandparents settled after coming to America.

			My full name is Gabriella Maria-­Grazia Giovanni. Both sides of my family are Italian-­American, living in the Bay Area suburbs southeast of here. As a child, during the summer on Saturdays, my mother would take us to North Beach, where she grew up. We would join the throngs of ­people on Columbus Avenue doing early shopping for Sunday dinner or drinking espressos at sidewalk tables. Our afternoons included eating pistachio gelatos in stainless-­steel bowls and picking up tins of amaretto cookies to bring home. It was always a day of treats and laughter with my joy-­filled mother.

			That was before. Those were the happiest days of my life, before a dark shadow fell upon our family, blotting out our light, smudging it into a gray smear.

			After I got the job at the Bay Herald, I searched hard to find a place in North Beach I could afford, maybe in an attempt to hold tight to those happy childhood memories.

			Sitting on my balcony this morning, I scan the morning paper, sip my coffee, and munch on my toast. I still get a thrill out of seeing my name in print, just as I did the first time I saw it in the college newspaper.

			I’m reading my story about the murder-­suicide when I do a double take. The part about the father being in drag is now in my story. What the hell? How did the copy desk know about this detail and why would they insert it without checking with me first? Then my eyes fall to the bottom of the story, and the answer is clear: “May DuPont contributed to this story.” She somehow found out, threw it in my story, and gave herself a tagline.

			I can feel my face flush with heat. I can’t even complain to the editors because they will scold me for leaving that detail out, especially if the competing paper has it.

			Then I scan the Trib. Damn. They do have it. Andy Black, my nemesis, has the drag part and the names confirmed. As I continue scanning the Trib, my day gets worse—­Black managed to nab the story about the missing Rosarito girl. Shit.

			Time to face my fears. My legs are suddenly heavy as I stand.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			MY LANDMARKS ARE MORBID.

			Driving through the lush, green, East Bay suburbs that make up my beat, I realize every reference point I have in this area stems from a crime or tragedy I’ve covered. The rolling hills are deceptively bucolic. My mental map includes a legend depicting the dead in 3-­D relief: stabbing, fatal car crash, strangling, house fire, and so on.

			For instance, down this road is the house where two brothers, saying they believed they were serving God’s will, chopped up three ­people in a bathtub, put the body parts in duffel bags, and dumped them in the waters of the San Joaquin River Delta.

			A man died on this steep hillside when the backhoe he and his teenage son were on toppled. He only had time to shove his son out of danger. Later, his son and wife asked permission to go lie down in the dirt beside his body to say their good-­byes.

			Deep down this ravine, a man lay trapped upside down in his car for two days before a local guy noticed new skid marks and hiked down the hill to investigate. The shivering driver hung upside down by his seat belt for nearly forty-­eight hours. The first thing he said to his rescuers was, “My wife must be worried sick.” He died the next day in the hospital.

			Each time I pass one of these places, I make the sign of the cross. These dead ­people haunt my memories and leave ghostly trails throughout the territory I cover.

			Rosarito holds no such ghosts for me. Because it’s outside the Bay Herald’s typical coverage area, when there is a murder in Rosarito—­and there are plenty of them —­it must be practically tabloid-­worthy for us to cover it. Of course, a missing child could be big. Or it could end up being nothing at all. A lot of missing-­children cases stem from custody disputes where a disgruntled parent flees with the kid.

			My best friend, Nicole, the courts reporter at the paper, calls as I’m driving.

			“Holy shit!”

			“I know,” I answer. “Shitty thing is I had the tip, but Kellogg didn’t have the balls to run with it.”

			“Cops wouldn’t confirm kid was missing?”

			“Nope.”

			“And the dad was dressed in drag?”

			“Yeah. I’ll probably get reamed for that, too. I thought it was too much. Those kids will have that small detail haunt them forever. I just couldn’t do it.”

			“That was probably the right call.”

			Probably?

			“Listen, I’m on my way to Rosarito. I’ll talk to you later.”

			I’m about to hang up when I hear her clear her throat.

			“You going to be okay with this one?” She says it softly. I can almost imagine the crease of concern between her eyes. She’s the only one at the newspaper who knows about Caterina. The night I told her, we’d been drinking wine at my place, celebrating a big scoop we’d both worked on when she noticed a picture of Caterina and me on my nightstand.

			I told her everything and broke down in sobs. She held me and stroked my hair without saying a word until I finally got it all out.

			Am I going to be okay with this? I don’t know, but I don’t think I have a choice.

			I don’t answer, and she doesn’t press. That’s the kind of friendship we have. Her secrets are also safe with me. A family friend raped Nicole in high school. He was never arrested because her parents didn’t believe her. For years, she had to sit by the boy at dinner when their two families got together. She no longer speaks to her parents.

			WHEN I PULL into the parking lot of the Rosarito Police Department, a handful of cops are standing near the front door. One of them, a guy with carefully messy hair, glances over at me. A badge clipped to his belt catches a glint of the morning sun. A detective. For a second I am frozen by his stare. His look is inscrutable. I don’t know why, but I quickly drop my gaze, flustered. His eyes under their dark brows flicker at me, and when he says something, everyone looks my way and heads for the door. He must have made me as a reporter. Right before the door slams shut, I catch him looking my way again.

			I jump when my phone rings loudly, playing the theme song from the Cops television show. It’s Chris Lopez, my favorite photographer at our paper.

			“C-­Lo. What’s up?”

			“Hey, man, saw the Trib story about that kid. Rosarito radio traffic is saying it might be a 207”—­the California penal code for kidnapping. “I’m Code 5 at the PD.”

			“You’re on stakeout?” I ask. “Where? I’m here, too.”

			He’s in the parking lot on the side of the building. We agree to meet later after I talk to someone inside about the missing kid. A few dust balls scatter as I open the door to the police-­station lobby. A smudged glass case holds plaques and awards, and one single, vinyl-­covered chair sits forlorn in the corner. A window on the wall in front of me separates me from the receptionist. To the right, a windowless door leads to the rest of the station. I ask for the public-­information officer, Lt. Kathleen Roberge. She’s not in.

			“You can leave a message,” the clerk says from her side of the glass.

			“I already did—­last night.” I lean down to speak into the hole in the window. “Do you have any information on a missing child? Is there anyone else I can talk to about this?”

			The clerk peers up at me above her glasses and responds slowly as if I’m crazy or dense for asking. “You’re going to have to talk to the lieutenant.”

			Outside, I round the corner into the back parking lot and spot an officer leading a scruffy-­looking ­couple toward a side door. No handcuffs. The girl’s parents? They appear rousted out of bed. The man has dreadlocks down to his waist, and his jeans are falling off his hips. The woman is slight with short, messy blond hair and is wearing pajama pants. Right before the door closes, she glances my way. Her eyes are red and puffy.

			A vague, blurry snapshot of a memory rushes into my mind of a police officer gently easing my distraught mother into the front seat of a squad car outside our home. My big brother and I are watching the car leave from our front window. The image sharpens, and I clearly see my mother’s tear-­streaked face as she sits erectly, staring straight ahead. My mouth feels tingly around my lips, and a wave of dizziness swarms over me. Where in the hell did that image come from? Despite therapy over the years, there is little I have remembered about that day.

			I’m brought back to the present when the door of the station swings open, and a police officer stomps over to a black Honda across the parking lot. It’s Lopez with his camera lens sticking out the car’s window. He pulls away before the officer can get close, but then stops so I can hop in. It takes me a few seconds to respond, still frozen by that unexpected memory, but I shake it away and yank the car door open, sliding inside.

			“Since when’s it a crime to snap a photo? Did you get that ­couple? They’re probably the parents.” I slam the door shut.

			“Man, that cop’s an ass clown. I never liked that guy.” Then he smiles at me. “Yeah, I got them.”

			We decide to get a coffee and figure out what to do next. The cafe is a block away from the police station, sandwiched between a pawnshop and a hair salon. I order a latte, Lopez a double espresso shot. We plant ourselves at a grayish Formica table with attached orange swingy chairs. Sipping my coffee, I try to act casual while I compulsively check my phone for voice messages from Brad.

			“It’s big.” Lopez taps his fingers on the table. One leg is crossed on his knee, and his elevated foot is beating out a rhythm only he can hear. He downs his coffee in one swig. His black eyes are staring right at me, but he’s off somewhere else thinking about how he can photograph this story. He has laserlike focus when it comes to breaking news. ­People underestimate him sometimes because of his slight size. He’s only five-­five or so and maybe 150 pounds, but he’s all sinewy muscle.

			He’s ex–Green Beret, although he would correct me and say once a Green Beret, always one. He also packs a pistol or two although most ­people don’t know that. I’ve seen one strapped to his ankle and accidentally came across another one in his glove box one day when I was snooping around waiting for him to get back to his car. He’s never talked about it, but the rumor in the newsroom is that he saw some crazy shit in Vietnam.

			Lopez is legendary for photos he took when a disgruntled worker at the oil refinery took a coworker hostage. The gunman fled with his hostage, leading police SWAT team members on a high-­speed chase before he crashed on the Bay Bridge. After a twenty-­minute standoff, the gunman killed a cop before taking a spectacular suicidal plunge off the bridge.

			Lopez snapped a series of images during the shoot-­out on the Bay Bridge, but his pièce de résistance was when he dangled over the side of the bridge and nabbed a shot of the gunman’s swan dive to his death.

			The kicker was that it happened at three in the morning and Lopez was on vacation that week. But he heard it on the scanner and was out the door. For a true news junkie like Lopez, there’s no such thing as vacation. I feel the same way.

			“Who can we call?” I say, absentmindedly staring at Lopez across the table but talking to myself. Lopez shrugs and pulls at his lip, thinking.

			Maybe Moretti knows something more today. I punch in his number.

			“Sorry, kiddo. I don’t know anything more than last night,” he says.

			“I don’t know anyone in the Rosarito PD. I’m totally screwed,” I say.

			A pause, then Moretti says, “Well, I do know the lead detective.”

			“You’re kidding? What do you know? What can you tell me? Can you call him? Can I call him?”

			“Slow down,” he says, and laughs. “Name’s Sean Donovan. I’ll call him, tell him you’re a good kid, you won’t burn him.”

			“Really? Thank you.”

			“Don’t know if it will help, but either way, I think you owe me some of your biscotti.”

			“Deal.”

			I’m about to hang up when Moretti tells me to hold on, saying he’s checking something. I wait a few seconds, and he comes back on the line.

			“Got something else: 410 Main Street. Kid’s address. Didn’t get it from me.”

			“You’re the best.” I scribble it down and hang up.

			Lopez is tapping his fingers on the table.

			“The cops are acting freaky, man. This is the real deal.” His head bobs up and down as if his earpiece spouts music instead of police chatter.

			Unbidden, a memory of that Rosarito cop’s stare comes back to me. I bet that’s Moretti’s friend. He definitely seemed like he was in charge of that group of cops. There’s no denying his gaze sent a jolt of electricity through my body. It was something in his look. Something a bit disturbing that triggered small alarms in my head.

			Lopez has been a Bay Area photographer for twenty years and knows just about everyone.

			“Some detective at the cop-­shop parking lot was acting hinky when he saw me—­maybe knew I was a reporter, told everyone to go inside. You know him? Longer brown hair that looks messy. Five o’clock shadow. About six feet tall?”

			“Pretty boy?”

			I nod.

			“Donovan.”

			So, it was the Irish boy. Just then a group of senior citizens come in, scouring the remaining pastry selections and guffawing about some inside joke. They are so loud I practically have to shout my question.

			“What do you know about this guy—­Donovan?” I slant my eyes at Lopez, hoping I sound casual and businesslike. I have to lean forward to hear his answer over the chatty seniors.

			“He’s good. Real good. At one time, golden boy could do no wrong. Racked up a few awards for yanking some kid out of a car before it blew to smithereens. Was solving drug cases left and right. Chief had him on the fast track. Was supposed to go right up the line to captain by the time he was thirty and maybe”—­here Lopez lowers his voice—­“even step into the chief’s footsteps when the old guy retired. But he blew it, man. Big-­time.”

			“What happened?”

			“He beat the shit out of his partner,” Lopez says, downing his second espresso. “On duty. In uniform.”

			“What? Are you serious? They were on duty?”

			“No, just Donovan. His partner was butt naked, man. Slipping the sausage to Donovan’s wife. Pretty boy caught them in bed having a little roll in the hay.”

			“Mother Mary.” I blush when a little blue-­haired old lady winks at me after she hears Lopez say, “slipping the sausage.”

			“Yeah, man. I guess his partner gave as good as he got, though. They both spent a night in the hospital. Not long after that, partner took a job up in Marin County. Donovan got suspended, been in the doghouse ever since. Only moved him up to homicide this year even though he’s been a detective for a decade.”

			I file this little tidbit away. A cop who doesn’t always toe the line often makes a good source. Then, it strikes me—­why is a homicide detective working a missing-­kid case?

			Finally, the seniors settle into tables at the back, and it’s quiet again, so it startles me when my phone rings. Kellogg tells me the Rosarito Police Department is holding a press conference about a missing kid in a half hour. The familiar adrenaline rush of covering a big story is making me forget exactly what that story is about. A missing kid. I can do this.

			“Stick to the press conference, then after, hit the girl’s house. Talk to her parents, neighbors, the homeless guy out front, whatever,” Kellogg tells me. “I’ll get another reporter to do your morning cop calls.”

			Each morning, the first thing I do when I get to the office is call the thirty-­plus police and fire agencies in our coverage area to see if we missed anything big overnight, between when May left the office the night before and when I arrive.

			“What about the murder-­suicide follow?” I ask.

			“I’ll stick May on that when she gets in.”

			This morning, rummaging through my bag, looking for a reporter’s notebook, I realized that May must have gotten the detail about the father in drag from snooping through the notebook I’d left on my desk last night. Now, Kellogg is handing off my story to her.

			Great. I bet she’ll enjoy that. I’m sure she’ll figure out another way to screw with me.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4

			THE SUN IS already hot when we get back to the police station for the press conference. I’m wiping the sweat from my brow and pushing back hair that’s sticking to my face, but Andy Black from the Trib looks like a hair-­and-­makeup crew on a movie set just finished touching him up. Maybe that’s what you look like when you work for the biggest paper in town. Black notices me and nods. A reporter’s notebook is jammed in the back pocket of his pressed khaki slacks.

			He’s one of about twenty-­five reporters congregating near the cement steps leading to the front door of the police station. Some are duct-­taping microphones to a podium with the Rosarito Police Department seal. Most of the Bay Area TV stations are here, judging by the number of trucks with satellite dishes poking up into the sky.

			Police Lt. Kathleen Roberge comes out the front doors wearing aviator sunglasses and pink lipstick. She is trim in her blue uniform, her dark hair smoothed back in a neat chignon.

			Reporters immediately swarm the podium. I hang back, waiting. So does Black. We exchange bemused glances, watching the TV reporters jostle for alpha-­dog position. Even though we’re supposed to be sworn enemies, Black and I both share a disdain for most television reporters. Many are pushy, and most ask inane questions.

			“Good morning,” Roberge says. “I’m going to read a statement and will take questions after.”

			As she begins to read, another officer passes out copies of the press release she is reading, along with some flyers. My hand is shaking a little bit as I hold the flyer with the picture of the girl. The first thing I look for is the girl’s address. It only has Main Street, which is a long road. Probably nobody has the exact address yet but me. Good. But as I read on, a wave of dizziness hits me.

			Underneath the word “Missing” is the smiling face of a little girl with blue eyes and long, curly, blond hair. She wears a 49ers jersey. The flyer says the girl’s name is Jasmine Baker. She’s eight years old, weighs fifty-­six pounds, and is four feet tall. She was last seen wearing a purple jacket, jeans, and pink tennis shoes.

			My mouth is suddenly filled with a sour taste. I swallow a few times and look down at the cracked pavement.

			Lopez gives me a quizzical look. “You okay, man?”

			I close my eyes for a minute. My little sister’s face keeps filling my thoughts. This is not the time to lose it. Pull yourself together. I need to pay attention to the press conference. I open my eyes and give Lopez a thumbs-­up before I start scribbling in my notebook. I hope he doesn’t notice that my hands are shaking.

			According to the press release, the last person to see Jasmine was her stepdad, thirty-­six-­year-­old Richard Silva, who said she left their Main Street apartment around seven thirty yesterday morning to walk to the school bus stop. At the time, her mother, Kelly Baker, twenty-­seven, had not returned yet from working the night shift at her convenience-­store job. She called police to report Jasmine missing when the little girl didn’t return home from school later that day.

			I write, “mom night shift . . . stepdad saw her off to school.” I’m sure the ­couple entering the police station earlier was the mother and stepfather.

			Lopez was right. This is big. The manpower the police already have dedicated to this search proves it. More than thirty police officers and FBI agents are out searching for the girl. An AMBER Alert has been issued and bloodhounds have been brought in. Investigators are also questioning the three-­hundred-­some known registered sex offenders who live in the city.

			In addition, more than 150 search-­and-­rescue volunteers are searching abandoned buildings and fields, and dive teams have explored the harbor waters. Other volunteers are blanketing the city with missing posters.

			When Roberge finishes, all the reporters push forward in a group, trying to be the first to ask questions.

			“You said divers are searching the harbor. Does that mean you think the girl’s body is somewhere in the water?” asks a Channel 4 reporter in a broadcast reporter’s typical uncouth manner. I cringe at his thoughtless, idiotic question. Plus, even if the cops had something that led them to believe that was true, they weren’t going to say squat on the air.

			“We have no reason to believe that at this time,” Roberge answers. “The search team is following routine protocol by combing the surrounding area.”

			“Did anyone see her at the bus stop?” an Associated Press reporter asks. “And where is the stop?”

			Uh-­oh. That’s going to narrow down where she lived. I was hoping I’d be the only reporter with the address.

			“We are trying to determine whether she made it to the bus stop—­at the corner of Summit and Fourth Street—­the morning she disappeared. Some downtown regulars think they may have seen her there.”

			“Visit bus stop,” I write in my notebook and circle it.

			While other reporters continue asking questions, I squeeze my way to the front of the crowd. It takes a while before I get my question answered. Every time I start to speak, a TV reporter interrupts me. Two female reporters keep subtly blocking my way as I try to poke my head around their big teased hair. I’m starting to elbow a few of them back when finally Roberge notices me.

			“Are you considering this a kidnapping?” I ask, thinking about how Lopez heard it was a possible 207 on the scanner.

			“We have no reason to believe that at this time,” Roberge recites like a robot.

			Black clears his throat. “You said police were contacting convicted sex offenders in the area. Do you think the girl came into contact with one of them?” he asks.

			“We are not releasing that information at this time.”

			Just like politicians, cops are good at answering a lot of questions without saying anything. After the press conference, I dial Kellogg and give him a summary. I’m about to hang up when he says my name. I wait.

			“Evans was on the rampage this morning when she saw the Trib story on the missing kid. I told her what happened, that we had the same tip about the missing kid but couldn’t nail it down.”

			Not good. Evans already hates my guts. I wonder if Kellogg told the executive editor it was his decision not to run with it. I doubt it. I don’t know what she has over him. I hang up, trying not to worry about Evans.

			Black catches up to us as we walk to Lopez’s car. “You guys sticking around Rosarito today?”

			“No, are you?” I lie without an ounce of guilt.

			“No, I’ll probably head back to the office.”

			“Yeah, me too.”

			Lopez bobs his head in agreement.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 5

			THE DECREPIT LIGHT blue Victorian is squished between two apartment buildings right smack in downtown Rosarito. I check the address Moretti gave me. Yep, this is where Jasmine lives—­close to where Main Street dead-­ends at the harbor. This area was once a thriving shopping district but now is home to seedy bridal shops, abandoned businesses, and bars.

			Pressing my face against the building’s glass front door, I smoosh all the door buzzers at once. As we wait, a man on the sidewalk below stops in his tracks and stares at me. Lopez gives him a look, and the man walks on. The once-­elegant house is now home to apartments. The view through the glass front door shows a hallway with about eight doors leading to apartments. After a moment, a little girl comes out of Apt. 2. She looks about four years old.

			“Honey, can you open the door?” I say it loudly, so she can hear me through the glass. She pushes the door open and leans against the wall, gazing at her bare feet. She wears a faded, too-­short flowered dress, and her hair is tangled.

			“Does a little girl named Jasmine Baker live here?” She points to an apartment door at the end of the hall on the right-­hand side. Jackpot. “She lives in that apartment?”

			The little girl nods and starts sucking on her two middle fingers.

			“Are her mom and dad home?”

			The girl looks away. She twists her ankle around and digs her big toe into the hallway’s carpet, which is dotted with cigarette burns and unidentifiable stains forming Rorschach splotches. Making our way down the hallway, which stinks like rotten potatoes, we rap on doors. Nobody answers. I leave my business cards sticking out of doorjambs with peeling pink paint. Finally, a woman answers our knock. The wail of children crying inside momentarily escapes into the hall before, upon seeing us, she slams her door.

			When I knock on Apt. 5, an elderly woman peeks out of her apartment. I hold up my identification badge hanging on a chain around my neck and identify myself as a reporter. Issued to police reporters by the California Highway Patrol, the IDs have the CHP badge next to your picture and the name of your paper. I admit it’s sometimes misleading. Every once in a while, ­people think I’m a cop even after I clearly say I’m with the newspaper.

			“Ma’am, we’d like to ask you about Jasmine, the missing girl.”

			The woman wears a pale green housecoat, and her white hair is neatly smoothed back in a bun. Her blue eyes are bright and sharp behind rhinestone-­studded glasses. She holds a gray cat that she absentmindedly strokes as she leans over to us, whispering loudly.

			“All I know is what I see when her mother locks the girl out of the apartment. She plays in the hall in her pajamas for hours. Once I heard her crying and knocking on the door. She was saying, ‘Mommy, please open the door. I promise I’ll be good.’ ”

			I exchange a look with Lopez. His camera is still in its bag. He fiddles with the knobs on the police scanner clipped to his belt and chews on his lower lip.

			“Could I get your name?” I ask the woman. Without her name, it’s going to be tough to convince the editors to let me use anything she says.

			“I’m on a fixed income here. I don’t want any trouble. I thought I should say something to somebody because that poor little girl didn’t do anything to anybody.”

			“Does this happen often?”

			“All the time. At least a ­couple of times a week that girl is out playing in the hall.”

			“Did you ever notice anything else out of the ordinary?”

			Her gaze turns away as if she is thinking, then shakes her head.

			“Are you sure you can’t give us your name?”

			She presses her lips tightly together and wags her head vehemently. I know better than to push anymore. I give her my card and ask her to call if she thinks of anything else or changes her mind about letting us use her name.

			We knock on the other doors, but nobody answers. Before leaving, I stop in front of Apt. 8. There’s a chance the parents are back home from the police station by now. I tap on the door and wait a few seconds. No answer. “Excuse me, I’m with the Bay Herald,” I say to the door. “I’m trying to find out some more information about Jasmine, so we can help find her.”

			Nothing. I stand and listen. The hair on my arms starts to tingle. For some reason I get the feeling someone is there—­right on the other side of the door. I leave my card stuck in the doorjamb.

			We’re about to cross the street when a yellow taxicab slows down to let us pass. After we cross, it stays stopped. I look over, and the driver guns the motor. I get a glimpse of a pale, angular face gaping at me. For some reason, a chill travels down my arms. It’s either getting cold now that clouds have drifted over the sun, or I’ve had enough of guys I don’t know staring at me today. I pull my sweater closer as I walk to my car.

			I decide to grab lunch at the cafe near the police station before heading back to the newsroom. It’s going to be a long day, and my stomach is grumbling.

			I’m digging into a giant spicy Italian sub when a group of men walks in. Cops. Even though they’re in plain clothes, I know immediately. It’s like a sixth sense I’ve honed as a reporter. Then I notice that cop, Donovan, is with them. I’m trying to figure out how to introduce myself when he gets up to fill his soda cup at the self-­serve machine. I jump up with my cup, which is still full of soda.

			“Hi, I’m Gabriella. I’m with the Bay Herald, and I’m covering the Jasmine Baker story.” I glance down and start fiddling with the ice machine. I feel ridiculous, but stand there because I desperately need to have a source in the police department.

			“I know.” He fills his cup with root beer. “You wrote about the Chairman Bank Robbery last year.”

			That was a doozy. It turned out the chair of the Federal Reserve Bank in San Francisco had a part-­time hobby during his lunch hours—­donning a clown mask and robbing banks in East Bay cities.

			Now I remember—­I interviewed a Detective Sean Donovan about that story over the phone. I stare at him but can’t see his eyes behind his dark sunglasses. When he turns his head toward me, a shiver of apprehension ripples through me. I don’t know if it’s good or bad.

			He pauses. He’s getting ready to walk away. I search for something to say to keep him standing here. Pull it together, Giovanni. Quit acting like an infatuated teenager for Christ’s sakes. Right when he turns away, I say the first thing that pops into my head. “I was wondering why you were investigating the Jasmine Baker case. Aren’t you in homicide?”

			He cocks his head, looking at me for a few seconds before he answers. “We’ve got detectives from almost every division on this one. It’s a kid. Time is of the essence.”

			“That makes sense.” Any cop, or cop reporter, knows the odds of her being found alive are decreasing quickly. Statistics show the best chance of finding a missing child alive are within the first forty-­eight hours. Deep down, I wonder if this is true. It wasn’t in Caterina’s case—­her killer kept her for a week. At least that’s what they think since her body wasn’t decomposed.

			I push away those memories and remind myself why I’m talking to Donovan in the first place. I need to make him a source. I need some inroad to the detective bureau if I’m ever going to beat the Trib on this story.

			“Do you think I could call you about this case? You know, to check if there is anything new?”

			“Nope. Can’t go against department regs. If the chief tells me to talk to the media, then I’ll talk to you. Otherwise, you’ve got to go through Roberge.”

			“Yeah, just like every other reporter on the planet.”

			He shrugs and walks away.

			Back at my table, I wad up the remains of my sandwich and toss it in the trash bin. I want to get the hell away from those cops. As I leave, nobody at his table even glances my way. But passing the big front window, I notice Donovan watching me. He quickly looks away.

			Does he feel that same spark of attraction I do? Out of the corner of my eye, I glance at my reflection in the window of a nearby store. Huh? Something white is sticking out from the side of my dress near my thigh. I stop and look down. Yep. It’s the tag. My dress is inside out.

			Back in the newsroom, I’m trying to keep it together as I write my story. The little girl inside me still pictures a gibbering monster—­a half-­human creature with rolling eyes and pointy yellow teeth—­preying on little girls like Jasmine Baker and my sister.

			When May arrives, she starts slamming drawers open and shut and punches the keyboard so hard logging in I think she’s going to pop the little letters right off. Her phone rings. I try not to eavesdrop, but hey, it’s what reporters do. We are natural observers of everyone and everything around us.

			“I told you, I don’t care,” she says into the phone. “It’s really no big deal. I didn’t wait that long anyway. Yes. The waiter gave me your message. Yes, he brought me out a cupcake and a candle. Thank you. Listen, Dad, I have to go, I’m at work now. Bye.”

			She hangs up, and I see her surreptitiously run a manicured finger below her eye. I give her a moment.

			“Hey, May, is it your birthday today?” I ask in a quiet voice.

			“Yes,” she snaps at me.

			“Can I buy you a coffee? I’m heading to the cafeteria.”

			“No,” she says, and sniffs.

			I’m walking away when she calls my name, so I turn back.

			“Thank you,” she says, and quickly turns away.

			I feel bad for May, but we’ve had a rough start. Her first day, I had spent the morning crawling through underground tunnels and climbing around abandoned buildings on the Fort Ord former military base for a story about FBI training. I’d tagged along behind agents lugging M15 rifles at The Impossible City—­a replica of a real town with a gas station, s schoolhouse, bombed-­out vehicles, and mannequins scattered throughout the city, seemingly jumping out at every turn. Creepy. But most of the base is like that—­a ghost town.

			My clothes were ripped and filthy when the editors called me over to introduce me to May DuPont.

			She sported pearls, perfect hair, and shiny penny loafers. I caught her briefly wrinkling her tiny nose at my unkempt clothing before she plastered a wide smile on her face and gushed about how she was a big fan of my reporting. As soon as we were alone at our desks, she turned her back on me without another word the rest of the night.

			Back at my desk with my coffee, I concentrate on finishing my story. I push back my memories and give myself a pep talk as I type. Just write the story. Stick to the facts. Who. What. Where. When. How. Why.

			See. It’s only a story like any other. You can handle it. No problem. It’s not the same. It’s a totally different situation.

			I just need to do my job. If I know anything, it’s how to write about the seedier side of life. And in all honesty, that’s what I love about the crime beat. Life isn’t one party after the other. Bad things happen. Anyone who doesn’t realize that is foolish and living in a dreamworld. I know the truth about life—­that you can never take one second of it for granted. I’m better off because I realized this at a young age. But deep down, I know that I’m ignoring the shadows hovering just outside my peripheral vision.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 6

			LIKE A TECHNICOLOR silent-­movie reel, Jasmine appears in my dreams tonight, swinging at a playground. I don’t hear her—­only see her laughing. She wears a frilly pink dress, white ruffled socks, and shiny black shoes. Leaning back, her hair falls behind her as she looks up at downy white clouds drifting in the blue sky. Hopping off the swing, laughing, she runs to the monkey bars. She loops her legs and hangs upside down with the skirt of her dress temporarily obscuring her face. The rest of the playground is empty. She gets down and plays hopscotch by herself. She runs and laughs. She never glances my way.

			The wind starts to pick up and whips dried leaves around the playground. Tiny dust devils suck up the leaves swirling and twirling inches above the pavement. Dark clouds spread their wings and blot out the sun. Jasmine looks around. Her eyes widen as she stares just over my shoulder. I turn, but there is nothing there.

			I wake with my heart pounding.

			Within an hour, I’m at her apartment. It’s 7:30 A.M., right when police say Jasmine left for the bus stop. I want to put myself in her shoes. I want to try to experience what she did every day. I wonder if there will be many other kids at her bus stop. I’m surprised that enough families with children live downtown to warrant a stop.

			Because Rosarito is only thirty-­five miles from San Francisco, it’s become a magnet for families and yuppies tired of the big city’s skyrocketing housing costs. But most families with children flock to Rosarito’s northern suburbs on the edge of the San Pablo Bay, with its new, affordable, gigantic track homes.

			The downtown waterfront area of Rosarito where Jasmine lives retains an aura of its bordello past when, during World War II, sailors and shipyard workers from Mare Island Naval Shipyard came to gamble and visit prostitutes.

			I sit with my car idling in front of Jasmine’s building and imagine what it was like on the morning she disappeared. The streets of downtown are preternaturally quiet. It is hard to imagine her leaving this apartment building every morning and walking alone to the bus stop. I’m an adult, but even I experience a shiver of apprehension at the stillness surrounding me.

			Before I pull away, I scribble another note on the back of one of my business cards asking Jasmine’s mother, Kelly Baker, to call me. I jog up to the door of the Victorian and shove my card into her mail slot—­in case she didn’t get the one I left in her door yesterday. I’ll keep leaving them every day until she calls.

			Back in my car, I gently press down on the accelerator and slowly drive the route I imagine Jasmine walked to the bus stop—­three blocks down and one block over. I inch along with my window down. A few homeless men sit on folded-­up cardboard boxes, leaning their backs against cement walls.

			“Hey, excuse me,” I say, and pull over, leaning out my window. “Can I ask you something? Did you ever see a little girl who wore a purple coat walk this way to school each day?”

			One man scratches his head before answering. “Yeah, I seen her. She walks by every day.”

			“Did you see her on Monday?”

			“What day was that?”

			“It’s Wednesday. That was two days ago.”

			“I dunno,” he says at first. “Maybe. Uh, yeah, yeah, actually I probably did see her walk by that day. Hey, do you have any spare change?”

			“Sorry, no,” I lie. “Thanks for your help.”

			On the road near the bus stop, a group of rough-­looking men stands outside a bar smoking. The smell of the smoke drifts through my open window. I’ll go back and talk to them later. I park across the street from the bus stop. I turn off the engine and close my eyes for a minute, rubbing the miraculous medal that hangs around my neck, listening to the noises around me, imagining what it was like to be a third-­grader waiting for the bus on this deserted stretch of road. My fingertip traces the figure of the Virgin Mary etched on the small oval pendant. “Give me the strength to write about this girl the way she deserves,” I say. Except for some distant traffic noises, it is silent.

			I open my eyes. This stretch of roadway is eerily deserted. On my side of the street, a big empty dirt lot is strewn with trash. Windblown piles of yellowed cigarette butts crowd the black pavement of the gutter. On the opposite side of the road, a former car dealership has seen better days. Boards cover showroom windows. The only signs of life are a gas station about a block down toward the harbor, a deserted taxi stand, and the bar I passed. After a few minutes, kids start to straggle down the street to the bus stop. I grab my jacket and get out of my car.

			“Hey, guys, do you know a little girl named Jasmine? She likes to wear a purple jacket and rides the bus with you?”

			The group of girls with giant sneakers and oversize backpacks ignore me, whispering and snickering. Finally, one sneaks a glance my way.

			“Nah, the cops already asked us all this. We don’t know nothing.”

			A brown, late-­model Oldsmobile pulls up with a loud thumping bass, and two boys with long legs unfold themselves out of the backseat. In the passenger seat, a man with bloodshot eyes looks me up and down as he takes a pull off what looks like a whiskey bottle. The kids at the bus stop are gazing down at their feet. I try to act nonchalant and fiddle with my phone but am holding my breath. Finally, the car screeches away, and the sound of the pounding music grows faint.

			The other kids have gone silent. They watch as the two older boys stare me down.

			“Nice tits,” one says. He can’t be older than twelve.

			“Didn’t your mama teach you not to talk to women that way?”

			“I ain’t got no mama, bitch.”

			There’s nothing to say to that. I lean against a low, wooden fence, watching the kids roughhouse and smoke cigarette butts they find on the ground. A few minutes later, the school bus arrives. I don’t leave until it pulls away.

			I HEAD BACK to the bar and park out front, careful not to get too close to the line of nearly a dozen motorcycles parked perpendicular to the sidewalk. Nobody is out front anymore. Inside, I struggle to see in the sudden darkness. The first things I notice are steps leading down. I freeze. I can’t move another inch. I don’t do underground. When I was six, I found my father’s body in our basement, three days after Caterina disappeared. I haven’t stepped foot underground since.

			A gurgle of fear courses through my stomach until my eyes adjust, and I realize that the dark, windowless bar is not in a basement. There are only two steps leading down.

			The damp musty smell of stale alcohol in the bar also sharply brings me back to the day I found my father’s body. He smelled just like it does in here. His neck was bent oddly, and there was an empty bottle nearby. When I told my mother this, she said I was seeing things—­that I had an overactive imagination. That’s the same thing she said whenever I told her my father was acting funny when she was at work, stumbling and talking strange.

			The doctor said his heart went out, she told me, and doctors don’t lie.

			The door of the bar closes loudly behind me, jolting me from my memories, and suddenly I’m hyper alert as the low murmur of conversation comes to a halt. The only sound is the squeak of a chair as someone turns toward me.

			Once my eyes adjust, I spot about ten men on barstools and another dozen or so seated at tables nursing drinks and watching the morning news. Several of them have leather biker jackets and grimy jeans with knit-­stocking hats, probably just off their midnight shifts down at the harbor. I draw myself up to my full height of just over five-­six and head to the bar. The click clack of my high-­heeled sandals seems obnoxiously loud in the silence. I stumble in the darkness and hear a snigger of laughter but pull back my shoulders and continue.

			“Excuse me,” I say, walking right into the middle of the group. “I’m with the Bay Herald, and I’m doing a story about a missing little girl. Did any of you see her on Monday, the day she disappeared?”

			Silence. The men only stare. I wait.

			“How ’bout you come sit on my lap for a few minutes while I think about whether I saw her or not?” one man finally says, and they all burst into laughter.

			Then another deeper voice. “How about you get the fuck out of here and mind your own goddamn business.”

			Suddenly, the silence takes on a life of its own, crackling with expectation. His words make my gut wrench in fear, but I force myself to look his way.

			The man looks like his huge frame is going to snap the barstool in two. He has a scuffed leather jacket with biker gang patches covering it, and a long moustache curls up at the ends above his sneer. He is not facing me but continues watching me through the mirror at the bar.

			“What the hell makes you think you can walk in here and start asking us questions?” he asks. The air is tense. I’m not the only one holding my breath.

			I take a big gulp of air, and, as every eye in the place watches, I walk right up to the burly guy. I slide onto the empty barstool right beside him, meeting his eyes in the mirror.

			“Well, funny you should ask. See, I was driving by and saw all the bikes out front, so I figured this would be a good place to get a drink.” I then turn toward the bartender. “I’ll have whatever my friend here is having, and you can go ahead and pour him another one on me.”

			The bar erupts in hoots and hollers, and the guy on my other side gives me a hearty pat on the back that almost knocks me off my stool.

			An hour later, my new friend Burt and I part ways with promises to meet again close to Christmas so I can do a ride-­along and story about his motorcycle club’s Toys for Tots program.

			The door swing shuts behind me as I walk blinking into the sunlight.

			Drinking our beers, Burt had told me that the guys had been talking about Jasmine when I walked in. Nobody remembered seeing her.

			“We don’t really pay much attention to ­people walking by,” he had told me. “Usually, it’s only kids going to school or maybe some little old lady with her grocery bags waiting for a cab.”

			TODAY, WHEN I knock, the older woman in Jasmine’s building peeks out and lets me in. She looks me up and down, holding her cat to her chest.

			“You’re back, huh? I guess you aren’t going to go away, are you?” She gives a heavy sigh. “My name is Adele. Would you like to join me for a cup of tea?”

			The woman’s white hair is again pulled back in a bun, but this time her housecoat is pink—­with matching slippers. Once again, I am struck by the glint of intelligence in her bright eyes. She gestures for me to sit on a flowered couch with little doilies on the threadbare arms. A gaudy lamp on an end table casts a circle of light. A kitchenette is visible behind a bar-­type counter, and a bed with a folded afghan is pushed against the opposite wall.

			She shuffles behind the counter, and cups clink as she prepares the tea. The cat rubs up against my legs, trying to get my attention. Seeing that Adele’s back is turned, I nudge it away with my foot.

			“That little scamp there is Dusty.” I jump guiltily, but Adele is still facing the other way. “He doesn’t usually like other ­people. But then again, I don’t really like many ­people, either, so we get along just fine in that regard. Of course, I don’t get many visitors nowadays anyway. He’s all I have in the whole world now.”

			“You don’t have any family around?” I ask, and reach for the delicate china cup she hands me.

			“No, I never did marry,” Adele says, settling into her recliner. “I was too busy as the office manager in San Francisco at the Letterman Hospital—­you know the one that used to be at the Presidio? I worked my way up from an errand girl.”

			“My job keeps me busy, too,” I say. “I don’t even have time to take care of a pet.”

			“I bet plenty of young men wish they were your pet, my dear!”

			I blush.

			“Please don’t be embarrassed,” she says. “You might not believe it from looking at me now, but I had quite the time as a single woman in the fifties. That’s another reason I never married.”

			She hands me a framed picture. The photo was taken at a party, and Adele is wearing a deep-­cut red dress and holding a martini glass. Her voluptuous figure and bright blue eyes remind me of Elizabeth Taylor.

			“Wow, you were smokin’, Adele.”

			“Yes, I do believe I was, wasn’t I?” She smiles and places the picture back on the end table.

			As much as I like visiting with Adele, I’m there for a reason.

			“Is there anything else you can tell me about Jasmine or her parents?”

			“Well, I’m fairly certain the stepfather has lived here for quite some time, but I recall the mother and child only moved in within the past year,” she says. “I do my best to pay no mind to most ­people in this building and most of what goes on. With some of these sorts of ­people, it’s prudent to mind your own business.”

			I nod. There were definitely some unsavory characters behind some of these apartment doors. A little old lady wouldn’t stand a chance. As we talk, the cat makes his move. He comes and stands obstinately against my black pant leg, shedding its gray hair all over me and pressing obnoxiously against my calf.

			After a few more minutes of chitchat, I glance at my watch and stand. “Adele, it’s been great, but I better go.”

			I tell Adele I’ll come visit her again. She seems pleased. I can tell she is lonely although she doesn’t let on. But I recognize it, knowing the feeling well.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 7

			“I CAN’T BELIEVE you put this on the front page of your paper,” the caller said. “That article by Gabriella Giovanni actually made my wife throw up her breakfast.”

			I am still oddly proud of the morning Kellogg forwarded me that message from an angry reader. And that wasn’t even a story about death. That one was about the bust of a company that supplied ice-­cream trucks. Apparently, the treats were made in a grungy bathtub in the back of a store. Investigators would never have discovered the squalid factory if a boy hadn’t bit into an orange cream pop and gotten a mouthful of maggot.

			You can’t be a crime reporter and have a weak stomach.

			­People will call up and complain about much less than that, though, so I’m not entirely surprised to find that someone is bitching about my story before I even walk in the door of the newsroom this morning. This time, it’s not just some crazy or irate reader. This time it’s the mayor.

			My story about the school bus stop sparks outrage from Rosarito residents, who then called the mayor and the newspaper. I hear about it immediately. My first phone call is from the executive editor. Susan Evans must have spotted me walking in. Apparently, the mayor of Rosarito didn’t like my description of downtown and called Evans demanding a correction.

			“The whole point of the story was that it is not a safe place for a third-­grader to be walking to the bus stop by herself,” I tell Evans over the phone. “He can argue all he wants, but the downtown area is dilapidated. My story was one hundred percent accurate.”

			I should know better than to argue with her. Sometimes I have problems with authority. But only with authority figures I don’t respect. It’s hard to disguise my disdain for a woman with the news sense of a ferret.

			“We’re starting to be concerned with your coverage of this story,” she says in her prim and proper voice. “The publisher was not pleased that the Tribune scooped us on the initial story—­in our own coverage area. I don’t understand what the problem is. As a reporter, it is crucial to have sources in the area you cover. That is why we are the local paper of record. ­People turn to us for news of what happens in their community. If they have to read the San Francisco paper for their news, we are going to lose them as subscribers. And if we lose subscribers, we lose advertisers. I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that if we lose advertisers, we don’t have a paper.”

			I don’t answer. I don’t write stories to get advertising.

			She lets out an exasperated sigh. “I’d like to see an interview with the parents. Isn’t that standard when a child goes missing? And yet, we don’t even have that.”

			What the hell? It’s only been three days since Jasmine disappeared. Nobody else had the bus-­stop story. In fact, the Trib didn’t have anything new in its story today. Andy Black just rehashed the basics and said detectives were still following leads. Evans knows nothing about being a police reporter. She knows nothing about being a reporter, period. A degree in marketing does not make someone a journalist.

			“Nobody has been able to interview the parents,” I say.

			She ignores me, and continues, “Have you tried to talk to the girl’s classmates or teachers? How about some neighbors? We know nothing about this little girl.”

			“I’ve tried —­“

			“Obviously, not hard enough,” she interrupts. “Now, I have a meeting to attend, but put it on your story board to do an article in the near future about how Rosarito is experiencing a rebirth and how the mayor has really done a lot for the city.”

			I feel the indignation creeping up my back and don’t mince my words.

			“That sounds like something for the advertising department, not the metro section,” I say with a sneer. “Maybe the mayor wants to take out an ad. Because that doesn’t seem like news to me. More like propaganda.”

			That did it. The silence stretches on for what seems like forever. Then I hear Evans take a breath.

			“With your attitude, I’m not confident you will be able to do the story justice so I will assign the story to May. I know she’ll do a lovely job. She always does.”

			I don’t answer. Fine. Have your little suck-­up write it. I don’t care.

			But she’s not done. It goes from bad to worse, and it’s all my fault.

			“And, if covering the missing-­girl case is too much, we’ll have May take that story over, as well, so you can concentrate on some of the stories you’ve been missing on your beat. Maybe this is too much for you.”

			She hangs up before I can answer. Good, I think, go ahead and take me off the story. That will work out perfectly. I pack up my bag and head to Rosarito.

			Adele lets me in, but has nothing new to say about Jasmine and her family. After some biscotti and tea, I head down the hall. Jasmine’s parents don’t answer their door, so I scribble another note on the back of one of my cards and stick it in the doorjamb.

			At the police station, Lt. Kathleen Roberge agrees to see me but says the department has nothing new to report—­investigators are following up on leads. I feel like I’m spinning in circles.

			On the way back to the office, my mother calls, but I let it go to voice mail. I don’t have time to talk to her. I need to come up with something new to keep Jasmine’s story in the paper and get Evans off my back.

			At my desk, I make a list of what to do: I need to interview the parents. I need to talk to Jasmine’s principal and classmates or friends. Most of all, I need to get a source within the Rosarito Police Department who can slip me some information about the investigation or at least point me in the right direction.

			I call nearly every cop I know, but nobody knows anything about the Jasmine Baker case. I leave another message for Detective Donovan, then dial Moretti.

			“Did you get a chance to put in a good word for me with your Rosarito buddy?”

			“Yep, called him right away. But I don’t know if he’ll talk. Doesn’t trust reporters. Had some bad press on some stuff a few years back and really got raked over the coals.”

			“Yeah, I kind of heard something about that. But that’s like saying all cops are the same. You can’t classify all reporters into one category.”

			“I know that, kiddo. But I don’t trust other reporters, besides you. You think I’d talk to that prep-­school pipsqueak at the Trib like I do to you? No way.”

			I laugh at his description of Black.

			I spend the rest of the day trying to dig up anything new on Jasmine. I do get a small quote from the principal at Jasmine’s school saying that the entire school is keeping Jasmine in their thoughts and prayers. Her statement is prepared, and she refuses to elaborate on it, saying privacy laws forbid her from saying more. I pull together a ten-­inch story, which includes the principal’s quote and rehashes what we already know about Jasmine’s disappearance.

			By the end of the day, I’ve also written about a burglary in Concord and tips to avoid starting a fire in your home with candles. A waste of a day.

			“Evans is chomping at the bit for a scoop,” Kellogg says as I leave. “You better dig up something.”

			At first I laugh at the cliché Kellogg uses because Evans truly does remind me of a horse, but then I’m worried. If Kellogg feels the need to warn me, I might be in trouble. I fall into bed worrying about being taken off a story because the editors don’t think I’m doing a good enough job. I’m surprised to realize I want this story.

			I’m the one who should tell Jasmine’s story. I’m the one who can tell it best. I need this story, but it is going to slip through my fingers if I don’t do something. I need a break—­a big one.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 8

			MY SALVATION COMES from an unexpected quarter. My phone rings Saturday morning while I’m walking home from playing chess on Market Street. I’ve spent the last few days leaving messages for Roberge, Donovan, and Kelly Baker. Being pesky has finally paid off.

			“This is Jasmine’s mama.” Her voice is slightly hoarse.

			“Thanks for calling,” I say, scrambling in my bag for a pen and notepad. I ask if we can meet in person. She tells me to be at their apartment in an hour. I’m ecstatic. So far, the reclusive ­couple has not talked to any other reporters. It’s my big break.

			KELLY BAKER OPENS the door. Up close, she’s tiny. Hipbones show above her baggy pants and her pixielike short blond hair gives her a tomboyish look. From far away, her slight body made her look like an adolescent, but up close, she appears much older than twenty-­seven. I note the scabs on her arms, her acne, and her missing teeth.

			“I’m Gabriella.” I stick out my hand, but she just turns and walks down the dark hall into the apartment, apparently expecting me to follow.

			Richard Silva is lying in bed, bare-­chested, when I walk into the depths of the apartment. He sits up bleary-­eyed and lights a cigarette. He has a scruffy beard, and his long dreadlocks are pulled back in a ponytail so they hang down his back.

			I guess there is no formality here. For a moment, I wonder if I’m early. I check my watch. Nope, I’m right on time.

			Silva doesn’t attempt to get up. The drapes are closed. The place reeks of stale cigarettes, and the main room is not much bigger than the ­couple’s queen-­size bed. The studio apartment is crammed with the bed, a TV on a milk crate, and a ripped love seat. Overflowing ashtrays, old beer cans, candles, and clothes are scattered on the floor, bed, and couch.

			“This is where Jasmine slept,” Baker says, and gestures to a little blue sleeping bag on the floor between a window and the bed. Near the top of the sleeping bag, a stuffed monkey is propped near some books and a Barbie doll. This sad little corner sums up her world. On the floor nearby, I spot a piece of school paper with a child’s loopy scrawl.

			I pick it up while Silva goes into the bathroom, and Baker gets a diet soda out of the kitchen. The paper says, “ ‘What I Wish’ by Jasmine Baker.”

			The childish writing says, “I wish I had my own room. I wish I could have special Mommy and Jasmine time where we can read books and color. I wish Mommy didn’t sleep so much. I wish I didn’t make Daddy so mad. I wish we lived in a house. I wish I could go to Disneyland.”

			The teacher put a gold star on top of the paper. I don’t know why, but I quickly stuff it in my bag before Baker returns. Above the sleeping bag, a child’s drawing is taped to the wall. It depicts three figures holding hands. Words in red crayon with arrows point to the figures: “Jasmine. Mommy. Daddy.” The sun is an orange blob at the top of the picture.

			“We only got a little bit of time,” Baker says. “The detectives want us to come down to the station again.”

			“They do? Why?”

			It is suddenly quiet. They both stare at me. I want them in my pocket. I need to be able to come to them again and have them be willing to talk to me. They must believe we are friends and that I’m on their side.

			I watch as Silva thumps the Marlboro pack against his palm, packing the tobacco firmly into the cigarettes—­a motion I’ve made hundreds of times in my life. Watching him and hearing the thudding sound makes my fingers itch to hold a cigarette.

			They continue to stare at me in my linen pants and high-­heeled sandals. We obviously come from different worlds and have nothing in common—­except maybe nicotine addiction.

			It’s never been hard for me to relate to a source. I have a strange talent. Well, it’s either a talent or a curse. I know what I need to do and say to make ­people open up to me. These ­people who live in the shadows, existing in the dark underbelly of life, believe that I’m their friend. Or they might be wallowing in the excruciating pain of losing a loved one, and I can reach down and dreg the depths of the darkness I have deep inside me and convince them that I understand.

			I don’t know if I’m disassociating, but I can detach from my true emotions and, chameleon-­like, enter their world. I can fit in with the district attorney and his cronies one minute and chill with gangbangers on the corner the next. These ­people see something in me they recognize, and it makes them relax and open up. They tell me their stories, and I put them in the paper.

			What Richard Silva and Kelly Baker tell me today could save me, give me the scoop I need. I have an ace in the hole—­the story about my sister Caterina—­that will immediately gain me entry into their world. But I’m not willing to share that with these two. However, there’s another way, I think, as I watch them flick the ashes off their butts.

			It wasn’t easy for me to quit smoking. I was the type of smoker who actually went to bed anxious for the morning to come so I could have a smoke with my coffee. I quit last year thinking that I should start getting my body in shape for having a baby. Now, I wonder if that will ever happen.

			“Why do the police want to see you today?” I ask, expertly lighting the cigarette Silva hands me and shaking the flame from the match. The ­couple exchange a glance.

			“They keep asking us if we did something to Jasmine,” Baker finally says.

			“These are supposed to be the happiest days of our life,” Silva says. He takes a deep drag on his cigarette and takes his time exhaling. “We just got hitched a few months ago, so technically, we’re still honeymooners. I can’t believe this has happened. Cops even confiscated our wedding pictures. They took a bunch of stuff.”

			“They took her little plastic Dora brush,” Baker says. “They also took some clothes and her toothbrush although I don’t know why they would want that.”

			I do. DNA sample. To match a dead body. I slowly exhale, watching them to see if they get the significance of the police taking these items. They don’t. A fuzzy memory appears—­ my mother falling to her knees as she opens the front door and finds a grim-­faced police officer on the other side. I return my focus to Jasmine’s parents. For the next half hour, we sit and smoke together.

			They are so relaxed. I watch, incredulous. Why isn’t Baker curled up in the fetal position? I want to shake her, and yell, “What is wrong with you? Your daughter is missing and probably dead. You have no idea what hell your life has just become!”

			Instead, I ask what Jasmine’s favorite food is, what cartoons she likes to watch, her favorite color. I carefully use the present tense: likes, not liked. I diligently take notes, hot dogs . . . Sponge Bob . . . purple. I ask them about the night before Jasmine disappeared.

			“Remember we were watching that scary movie?” Baker glances at Silva, who nods. “Then Jasmine fell asleep in front of the TV.”

			Baker tucked Jasmine in before leaving for her night shift at the convenience store.

			“What about in the morning? Was there anything unusual about it?” I crush my second cigarette butt into their glass ashtray.

			“No, she gets herself ready,” Silva says, taking a long pull off his cigarette. “I was just getting up when it was time for her to leave. I walked her to the front door. She kissed me good-­bye, and said, ‘I love you, Daddy. Have a good day. See you after school.’ ”

			I write, kissed Silva good-­bye, said I love you, Daddy . . . see you after school. I put his quote on its own page and circle it.

			I take a deep breath to ask my next questions. I saved these for last, knowing it might mean the end of our conversation. “I heard that you guys sometimes locked Jasmine out of the apartment, and she played in the halls. Is that true?”

			For the first time, Baker looks angry. “Which nosy neighbor told you that? I bet it was that skank Lizzy across the hall. She’s always been jealous of me. She’s just jealous ’cause I have a husband. She has three kids all with different daddies, and she can’t keep even one of them around.”

			I wait, counting to ten in my head, and ask again.

			“Is it true? Did you lock Jasmine out?”

			“She needed to exercise, so I sent her out in the hall to play. Do you know the neighborhood where we live? There aren’t any parks around. There’s really no place for her to go outside and play, so I let her run off her energy out there. Plus, sometimes we need some privacy. We’re newlyweds, you know.”

			This explanation stops me. How can I judge what it is like to try to raise a child in a crappy one-­bedroom apartment in a neighborhood where it really isn’t safe to let your kid play outside? I can’t. It’s something I know nothing about.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 9

			SUNDAYS ARE MY favorite day of the week. Today’s an especially good one. I read my front-­page story about Jasmine’s parents three times before I get dressed for Mass. I can’t wait to see my family this afternoon, even if it means getting grilled by my mother about my love life.

			Every Sunday morning since I was a little girl, I have awoken anticipating the “Big Sunday Dinner” at my grandmother’s house. As kids, we could barely sit through Mass knowing that afterward we would be joining our cousins for a three-­hour feast. It didn’t matter that about ten of the cousins were in the same pew with us at Mass. We didn’t get to talk and play until after.

			It’s the same now that we’re adults. After attending Masses at churches across the Bay Area, about thirty of us head to my grandmother’s house every Sunday afternoon. Today, I’m a little nervous to see my mother since I’ve been avoiding her calls all week.

			Despite the exhilaration of having a scoop, I dreamed of Jasmine all night last night. Alone in bed at night, I can’t help but think about all the terrible things that might have happened to her. The dark thoughts keep creeping into my head and triggering old memories I’ve tried to erase. It took me years to push back nightmares stemming from Caterina’s abduction and concentrate on the good memories of her, but now the scary ones are seeping through again. For the past week, I’ve awoken several times throughout the night, heart jackhammering in my throat. I lay there in the dark, hugging my pillow, yearning for a warm body beside me, someone who understands and can comfort me. But there is nobody.

			AFTER THE 11:30 Mass at Saints Peter and Paul Church, I head toward wine country just south of the cities where I work. A cloudless indigo sky seems to go on forever. Sun-­soaked golden hills flank both sides of the freeway. I exit in Livermore and pass the rolling slopes of a vineyard before I pull into the familiar driveway. My sadness and loneliness start to dissipate, and I’m instantly at peace when I spot my grandmother’s sprawling ranch house. The circle driveway, lined with fruit trees, is already crowded with cars. Purple bougainvillea spills out from massive deep blue pots.

			I walk around the side of the house, following a small cobblestone path that leads into the backyard where a giant plank-­wood table sits under the grape arbor. It can seat fourteen and yet, every Sunday the uncles have to set up folding tables on the patio to accommodate the crowd. Our family grows bigger every year as my brothers and cousins have more babies.

			One of my uncles is staffing the grill, turning Italian sausages this way and that. The scent mingles with the fragrant smell of marinara sauce wafting from the house. The kids are running along packed-­dirt paths that weave in and out of a large garden.

			When I enter the house, my mom gives me a hug as if I haven’t seen her for years.

			She has her hair pulled back in a ponytail and looks forty not sixty. She has on cream-­colored slacks, black kitten heels, and a sleek, black blouse. She’s never remarried, spending her days running her flower shop and raising three kids alone. Although men often approached her, she didn’t date. It was only after we kids moved out that she began dating another widower, whom she has known since childhood. He’s the one who finally brought the glow back to my mother’s face and erased a bit of the sadness around her eyes.

			My grandmother’s in front of the stove, busy stirring this and mixing that. She half turns and gives me a quick, dry peck on the cheek. “Mia cara.”

			Nana is one of my favorite ­people in the whole world. She was the one who defended me when I went through my grunge phase—­donning combat boots, black clothing, and dyeing my hair bright purple. When my mother and brothers were dismayed by my new “look,” Nana just calmly said with a shrug, “Che bella ragazza”—­What a beautiful girl.

			I break off a piece of bread from a loaf that is still warm from the oven and dip it into the huge pot of simmering sauce, a tradition that nearly every Italian-­American child grows up savoring. My grandmother puts her arm around my waist and grins as I taste the sauce, closing my eyes, saying, “Mmmm. Perfecto.”

			Later, my mother comes and finds me alone in the formal living room looking at the picture of Caterina. My grandmother has placed a statue of the Virgin Mary and a small light blue candle on the shelf beside the photograph as if it were a shrine. Caterina’s big brown eyes are full of mirth, and her curly hair frames her face in ringlets. She is wearing a pink-­and-­green polka-­dot dress and holding a big spoonful of chocolate frosting that she is about to stick in her mouth. On that day, we were helping Nana make a birthday cake for my father, but ended up with more of the frosting on our faces than on the cake.

			My mother puts her arm around my shoulders, bringing me back to the present. We smile at each other.

			“Darling, how come you’ve been avoiding my calls? What’s going on? I’ve been worried.”

			I shrug and fight back tears. Die before cry.

			“I read the paper, you know,” she says. “I see that you’re covering the story about that little girl. Do you really think that’s a good idea? I think it’s too much for you. Maybe you should tell your boss you don’t want to do it.”

			“It doesn’t work that way, Mama,” I say, putting my arm around her waist. “And, anyway, I want to cover this story. I need to.”

			“I don’t understand. How can you even consider writing a story like that? I can’t read any more of your stories. I’m sorry.”

			“Oh God, Mama, I don’t expect you to read them,” I say, turning toward her. “But you have to respect that I need to write them. It’s my job.”

			She looks me in the eyes for a long moment and nods, biting her lip to keep from crying. Then she tries to lighten the mood.

			“Where is Brad today? He’s going to be sorry he missed out on my panna cotta.”

			“Yeah, Mama . . . about Brad. I’m afraid that ship has sailed. I bailed on his birthday dinner.”

			She raises her eyebrows.

			“It was a murder-­suicide.” I know I am justifying my actions, but I can’t help it.

			My mother pauses and seems as if she wants to say something, but before she can, I walk away.

			In the family room, some of the men, including my two brothers, Marco and Dante, sit watching the San Francisco Giants baseball game. French doors leading to the patio are wide open, and several small children periodically run in and out, shrieking with laughter.

			An hour after I arrive, one of my uncles rounds everyone up for the standard Catholic prayer as we all stand around the big table under the trellis. As soon as he finishes, Nana says, “Mangia! Mangia!”

			And with that signal to eat, the chaos ensues. ­People crowd around tables covered in colorful Provençal tablecloths, heaped with giant bowls of spaghetti, wine bottles, and water carafes. Nearby lie plates full of the meat pulled from the sauce—­giant meatballs and tender pork chops, alongside the grilled Italian sausages. Colorful porcelain bowls of roasted vegetables rest near thick loaves of fresh bread placed right on the tablecloth. Later, we’ll eat salad greens lightly dressed in olive oil, lemon juice, and salt before dessert.

			The meal lasts about two hours. I drink too much wine and push away my craving to bum a smoke from one of my brothers. I’m trying to smother all the black memories lying just below the surface.

			During dinner, my favorite niece, Sofia, comes to sit with me. She’s seven—­the same age Caterina was when she was kidnapped and killed. I hug her close, smelling her strawberry-­scented locks.

			The children finish eating first and chase each other around the yard, while the adults linger over their custard dishes of panna cotta with fresh blueberries and raspberries, and sip small frosted glasses of Limoncello. The older uncles expertly peel peaches in one long windy strip with their steak knives. They meticulously slice the fruit and plop the pieces into their wine. Later, they eat the flavorful fruit slices at the bottom of the glass.

			After dinner, Sofia and I stay at the table for a few minutes.

			When we are alone for a moment, she turns to me and has a look of consternation on her face.

			“Auntie Ella, can I ask you something? Something important?”

			“Yes, of course, anything.” I don’t smile. I can tell this is serious stuff to her.

			“You deal with bad guys in your job, right? That’s what my papa says.”

			“Yes.” I wait.

			“Well, I’m afraid of Halloween . . .” She looks up at me to see my expression, which I try to keep wise and knowing and solemn. I don’t bother pointing out that the holiday is months away.

			“I don’t want to tell anybody, but I’m afraid to go trick-­or-­treating. I’m afraid that some bad guy is going to answer the door when I ring the bell.”

			“Why don’t you want to tell anybody you are afraid?”

			She fidgets and finally sighs.

			“Everyone says I’m a brave girl. Everyone at school says that I’m not afraid of anything. Even Mama and Papa say that about me. They’re proud I’m so strong and brave. I don’t want them to know that sometimes I do get scared.”

			“It’s okay to be scared, Sofia.”

			“No, no it’s not.” She says it firmly and stares me down.

			“Okay, well then let’s talk about the bad guy.”

			We spend the next few minutes talking about how most ­people in the world are good and that really there are only a few bad ­people. I also help her devise a plan for what she would do if a bad guy did open the door when she was trick-­or-­treating—­run away and get an adult.

			At the end, she stands up and gives me a super tight hug.

			“Thanks. I knew you would tell me what to do to feel better.” Then she whispers to me. “I think you’re the bravest person I know. I want to be just like you when I grow up.”

			I smile as she skips away. I’m not nearly as brave as I let her think, but if it helps her overcome her fears, I will pretend to be. I feel guilty that I lied to her. I told her most of the ­people in the world are good. But I don’t believe that anymore.

			The rest of the day, I find myself watching Sofia. She looks so much like Caterina that it almost hurts to look at her. But she’s not as gentle as my sister was. My sister was quiet and shy and afraid to speak up to anybody. Not my niece. Sofia has a fierce streak. As she says, she’s not afraid of much. I can see it in her eyes. She has a knowing spark that makes me think she’s an old soul and a survivor.

			The other little kids follow her around. She’s the ringleader. What she says goes. As I watch her today, a sob that contains both happiness and grief catches in my throat. My mother sees my gaze and clamps her hand over her mouth, blinking back her tears. My mother is the one who taught me not to cry. Maybe she didn’t mean to do that, but I’ve watched her my entire life. I’ve learned well.

			Later, back home and drifting off to sleep, I’m filled with gratitude for my family. Spending time with them was just what I needed. It was good for my soul.

			But I’m going to pay for my brief respite.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 10

			I SIT STRAIGHT up in bed in a panic, knowing something is wrong. The glowing red numbers on my clock say 4:10 A.M.

			Then, seeing my phone in its charger on my nightstand, I realize what I’ve done. It has been off since Mass yesterday. My second mistake was getting home late and tumbling into bed without checking my phone for messages or watching the news.

			But it’s too late. Fumbling for my phone, I turn it on. Six missed calls. Shit. Listening to them, I rush to grab the newspaper outside my door. The giant headline above the fold causes me to drop my phone and sink onto my bed.

			“Police Rescue Rosarito Girl, 9, from Kidnapper: 43-­year-­old Man Arrested.”

			I start to hyperventilate, thinking they have found Jasmine alive. But it’s another little girl. I cringe when I read the byline on the story—­May DuPont. Her story says that the little girl was walking to a convenience store in downtown Rosarito late Sunday night when the kidnapper grabbed her and forced her into his car. Two dockworkers on their way to work saw the kidnapping and called 911 with a description of the car. Fifteen minutes later, police found the car parked in a liquor-­store parking lot a few blocks away.

			They surrounded the car but it was empty. A clerk ran outside the store and shouted that a man had just run out of the back door of his store. Police arrested a man a few blocks away who fit the description the clerk gave the cops—­a white man with blond hair in his forties. Jack Dean Johnson. He’s a convicted kidnapper.

			Inside the vehicle, police found a piece of rope, a pair of little girl’s underwear, a plastic tiara, a small stuffed kitten, an open can of orange soda, and a bag of licorice. I wonder how on earth May got those details—­evidence that most cops would usually not divulge.

			I read on. My hand is shaking. Police found the little girl walking down a residential road near the liquor store. Apparently, when her abductor had gone into the store, she was able to untie a rope around her ankle that kept her bound to the car’s seat. The little girl simply opened the door, left the parking lot, and started walking home.

			I reread the story with astonishment. May quotes the police saying they are looking at the suspect in connection with Jasmine’s disappearance.

			This little girl got away. Tears prick my eyes. How different my world would be if Caterina had escaped. It is bittersweet. This girl escaped, which makes me want to throw my fists up into the air in a victory shout. But too many others haven’t.

			I suddenly wish I knew more details about Caterina’s abduction. The unspoken rule in my family is that talking about Caterina’s kidnapping and murder is forbidden. As a child, I could share happy memories of Caterina, but any questions I had about what happened to her were pushed away like someone’s hastily tucking a used handkerchief into their pocket.

			“Let’s not talk about that,” my mother would say. “We want to remember the happy times. We’ll let the police worry about the ugliness. Let’s always remember the good things, darling.”

			I felt horrible for asking. The thin veil of happiness around my mother instantly tore when I brought up my sister. After a few times, I stopped asking. More than anything in the world, I wanted to put the joy back in my mother’s face. I knew I had to forget about trying to learn what happened to Caterina if I wanted my mother to be happy again.

			Until I started working as a reporter, I hadn’t even considered going against my mother’s wishes. The closest I have come is requesting clips on Caterina.

			When I first started at the paper, I asked for all the archived newspaper clips. I’m still grateful that the news librarian never asked a single question about why I wanted information about a murdered girl with my last name. She handed me the thick folder without saying a word, but her eyes were moist and pink around the edges. I quickly shoved the file in a desk drawer as if the thick manila surface burned by fingertips. It remains there, buried, untouched, under a stack of papers.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 11

			I RUSH OUT the door without showering, pulling on some dirty jeans from the floor. I know where I need to be.

			The newspaper conference room is cold, and I pull my jacket tighter before I take my seat, avoiding eye contact with May, who is filing her nails. It’s only eight. May doesn’t usually start her shift until two, so she’s obviously been called in to work. Finally, Kellogg and Evans file in.

			“First of all, I want to say congratulations to May,” Evans says. “She scooped all the papers and TV stations with her story this morning. Great job.”

			My face grows warm as the blood rushes to it. I hadn’t even bothered to look at the Trib this morning. I just assumed that everyone else had the story as well.

			“How did you get the scoop anyway?” I turn to May. I hold my breath. Was it that cop, Donovan?

			“I can’t reveal my sources.” Of course, she would say that.

			“She received a good tip, and the watch commander confirmed it,” Evans says, turning to me. “Now, onto assignments. Gabriella, go to the jail and request an interview with the suspect. Of course, your main question—­if you get into interview him—­is whether he also took the other Rosarito girl.”

			“Her name’s Jasmine,” I say with gritted teeth. She ignores me.

			Nobody will bother the family of the latest kidnapping victim, and our paper is not going to use her name because she is a minor.

			“They’ve been through enough,” Evan says. For once, I agree with her.

			Evans then turns to May, who is looking smug as hell, and tells her to cover the press conference and keep working her sources for more details about the kidnapping. Nicole is searching records for any more history on the perp.

			The press conference should be mine. I look at Kellogg, urging him with my eyes to intervene, but he won’t look up from the papers he’s shuffling. Say something. For once in your life, stand up to her. But he has obviously checked out of this conversation. I give up.

			I should be at the cop shop where the action is. Instead, they send me on a wild-­goose chase. The kidnapper’s not going to talk to anyone. Why would he? Even if he wanted to talk to reporters, his lawyer would forbid it.

			I get to the jail at nine—­a half hour before visiting hours begins—­but ­people are already lined up outside. I’m surprised to spot Andy Black from the Trib in line ahead of me. Great. The one person I don’t want to see—­my competition.

			The kidnapping story is big-­league, so they must have sent one of the veteran reporters to the press conference and stuck Black with the crappy jail assignment. I don’t see any other reporters in line, only ­people there to visit friends and family, I guess. A few women hold small children by the hands.

			I shift from foot to foot anxiously. While I’m in line, Nicole calls. According to court records, Johnson was convicted about seventeen years ago of kidnapping a woman at gunpoint and taking her to Oregon, where she escaped. He served three years in San Quentin Penitentiary.

			“Holy shit, this creep’s a piece of work,” she says. “He was sent back to prison once. Parole violation for—­get this—­locking a woman in a closet after she refused to have sex with him.”

			I hear the sounds of rustling paper.

			“Oh good Lord! You’ve got to be kidding,” she says. I wait, bracing myself. “Okay, listen to this, it says here that he locked the woman in the closet with a rat. Apparently, prosecutors couldn’t prove Johnson knew about the rat. She was trapped with it for three days.”

			“That’s terrible.”

			“Gets worse. When a neighbor finally rescued her, he found the woman nearly comatose, sitting in the corner, covered in blood, staring into space. Her fingernails were broken to the quick. From the marks on the door, it looked like she tried to scratch her way out. The blood was from the rat. She was clutching it in her lap. It was dead. They had to pry it out of her hands. She’s institutionalized now.”

			I have no words.

			After a few seconds of silence, Nicole asks, “Are you ready to talk to this guy if he approves your visit?”

			“Guess I better be.”

			WHEN THE DOORS to the jail lobby open, Black and I head straight to a small table to grab interview request forms. We then get in another line to the front desk. When I finally get to the desk, I hand the clerk my form and my California driver’s license. She tells me to take a seat. I don’t sit by Black, who is reading the paper. I sneak looks at him since there is nothing better to do. He’s nice to look at in a prep-­school-­boy sort of way. He’s got these GQ cheekbones and sensuous lips. He dresses better than most reporters, too, wearing dress shirts with the sleeves pushed up. He drives a BMW, and I once saw a bag of golf clubs in his trunk.

			He catches me giving him the once-­over, so I start flipping through my empty notebook, pretending to be busy.

			After about twenty minutes, the clerk calls my name. My stomach lurches with anxiety. Black glances up, surprised, since he submitted his interview request form before mine. I shrug and wink at him as I walk past. I lock my purse in one of the lobby lockers, grabbing only a pencil and notepad—­all I’m allowed to bring with me. A guard calls my name, I follow him through a doorway, then he motions me through a metal detector. Once I’m through, he points me toward another door. I open it and am suddenly face-­to-­face with Detective Donovan in a narrow corridor. At the other end, I see a bank of elevators and another guard sitting at a desk. There is no room to pass without touching. One of us has to move out of the way. It’s a standoff. His eyes widen a bit.

			“Miss Giovanni, fancy meeting you here.”

			I match his formal tone. “Detective.”

			He’s got those damn sunglasses on. Inside. Again. I can’t see his eyes but am mesmerized by his mouth. I force myself to look away before he notices. We are so close I can nearly feel the heat rising off his body. He smells like an intoxicating mixture of coffee and laundry soap and something else that triggers a long, slow tingle to begin at my scalp and travel down my body.

			Of course, he knows why I’m there, but even so, he still seems a little surprised.

			“He agreed to talk to you? I’m not so sure that’s a good idea.”

			That irritates me. “For you? Or for me?”

			He look as if he’s about to say something, then changes his mind, gently holding my shoulders and maneuvering me to the side so he can squeeze by.

			I’m pressed against the wall, but still there is not enough room. His body slightly brushes against mine as he passes, sending a small shiver down my spine. Without turning, he says over his shoulder, “Watch yourself.”

			Then he’s gone.

			My nerves are aflame from the brief contact with him, and it takes a second for me to compose myself before I head to the end of the corridor. When I’m in front of the desk, the guard looks up from his magazine and yawns.

			He points to an elevator. “Second floor.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 12

			THE ELEVATOR OPENS to a dimly lit hall with three phone-­booth-­sized cubicles. I take a step out of the elevator into the dark shadows, nervously stroking my miraculous medal on its slender chain. Spotlights shine down on the cubbies before me. Each one has a scratched window above a narrow desk, chair, and phone. On the other side of the windows, a corridor mirrors the one I’m in, except instead of a bank of elevators, there is a door leading to a hallway with bright lights.

			Cameras mounted on the wall follow my every move. After a moment, a guard unlocks the door leading to the inmates’ half of the room. I crane my neck to see. A man walks in wearing a baggy orange jumpsuit. He is lurching a bit, dragging one leg slightly behind him. He looks down as the guard unchains the handcuffs from the manacle at his waist. He’s about six feet tall but can’t weigh more than 150 pounds. I stand, waiting, and watching him. His blond hair is thin and slicked back away from his prominent forehead, and he has a pale, slight moustache. His thin lips don’t adequately cover his teeth, his cheeks are sunken, and his eyeballs bulge slightly. Something about the combination of his features gives him a slight resemblance to a skull.

			Then it hits me.

			Holy Mary Mother of God. It’s the cabbie who gave me the creeps when I was in front of Jasmine’s apartment building.

			Jack Dean Johnson looks up and surprises me with a somewhat boyish-­looking grin. I catch myself instinctively starting to smile back but then clamp my lips together. He walks to the middle cubicle and indicates I should sit down opposite him. He methodically begins to clean the phone on his shirt before putting it to his ear. I take my phone down from the wall and hastily wipe it with my shirt. When I lift it to my ear, I notice that my hand is shaking.

			“My name’s Gabriella. I’m with the Bay Herald.”

			He just nods at me. I’m nervous. There is something about the way he looks at me that is unnerving, something off about him that I can’t quite put my finger on. It’s as if he’s looking right through me. There’s not a shred of warmth in his glassy eyes. It sends a chill through me. I start out with an innocuous question.

			“Why are you limping?”

			“Motorcycle accident.”

			I decide to just go for it. “I heard what happened with that little girl. Did you take Jasmine Baker, too?”

			Jasmine disappeared six days ago. Like Caterina, she could be held captive somewhere. I need to find out if she is still alive.

			He gives me that same sort of shy smile, as if we are flirting. He’s missing a few teeth. One of his dark eyes is wandering off to the side as we talk while the other remains steeled on me.

			“Yeah, my lawyer will be pissed if I say anything about that.”

			I look hard at him. And listen. This is what a man who kidnaps children looks and sounds like. His tone is matter-­of-­fact. His voice is in the normal range, not high-­pitched but more like one of the guys. He would fit into any blue-­collar world. He would not seem like a man who preys on children. He might not even trigger bells of alarm in most women.

			But I know. He is, at the least, a kidnapper, and at the worst, the incarnation of evil. I need to figure out what to say and to word it in exactly the right way. Just like when I bummed a smoke from Richard Silva and Kelly Baker, I can convince this man I’m his friend. I dig deep into the darkness inside me to discern what he must be feeling. Jasmine’s life might depend on it.

			“Don’t you want to tell your side of the story? Maybe you can help ­people understand what happened. Maybe it’s not so bad. What the police are saying right now doesn’t look too good for you. ”

			“They can say whatever they want.” He calmly watches me. There is that vacant look again. I figure I have nothing to lose. I might as well get to the point.

			“Is Jasmine Baker alive? Did you take her?”

			His expression doesn’t change. “Maybe I did, maybe I didn’t. I’m the only one who knows. The cops keep dragging me out of bed to ask about her. They think I’m going to talk to them. I’m playing with them—­that’s what I’m doing. I even said that. This morning I told one of them, ‘I’m going to royally fuck with you.’ ”

			I say nothing. You learn early on in the news business that the easiest way to get ­people to blab is to keep your own trap shut. He wants to talk. I’m going to let him. My hand trembles, so I press it into my lap.

			“They’ll never find any evidence against me. Right now, they are trying to connect me to every kid who has ever disappeared in the Bay Area.”

			A chill shoots through me.

			“Have you ever killed someone?”

			He watches me with a stony stare. I wait for his eye to wander, but it doesn’t. Two black orbs without light are focused on me. A few seconds pass. I don’t look away. I don’t even breathe. Finally, he answers.

			“I’ve left ­people lying on the ground and not moving when I’m done with them.”

			It’s as if he just described a chess move. Calm, matter-­of-­fact, and calculated. My heart is jumping around in my throat, but I need to play it cool. His words have shaken me. But playing chess has taught me how to bide my time, wait for my opening.

			“How come you didn’t know if they were dead? Wouldn’t you hear about it on the news or something?”

			“Lots of ­people don’t have families or anyone who cares about them. Like runaways. You may find this hard to believe, but I have my standards.”

			Standards? It sounds like the opposite of having standards. What he is describing reminds me of vampire books I have read where the easiest victims are the ones nobody will miss.

			He doesn’t directly answer my question, but speaks in generalities. I notice that when he is thinking hard about something or remembering an incident, that is when his left eye starts to wander, looking off to the side while his other bulging eye remains focused on me.

			“Were any of these . . . were any of them children?”

			­“People who kill children sometimes do so to hide something they’ve done, so they don’t get caught. That’s just self-­preservation.”

			“Hide something they’ve done? Like having sex with them?” The phrase is distasteful on my tongue. I avoid the word molestation. But I’m careful with the way I say it—­like it’s no big thing.

			He shrugs.

			“What do you think about ­people like that—­­people who do things like that with children?” I swallow my revulsion.

			“This type of sex has been happening for centuries and—­like the war on drugs—­there’s nothing that can be done to stop it,” he says. “In other countries, it’s legal.”

			“So do you think that makes it right?” Nothing in my tone is judgmental. I need to keep this guy talking.

			He doesn’t answer. He looks me right in the eyes. No wandering eye now. His bulging eyes are like a black pit. There is nothing there. I have to break eye contact and glance down at my notebook. I try again. I know I have a short period before the guard returns. This is my one shot. I remember Black waiting in the lobby for his chance. I have to try again. I ask the question in a different way.

			“Have you ever seriously hurt a child?”

			“My lawyer would kick me in the ass if I answer that.”

			I try a different tactic to keep him talking.

			“Do you consider yourself a ‘bad’ or a ‘good’ person?”

			“Good question.” He smiles at me and lifts his hand to his chin, thinking. “I don’t know. That takes a lot of explaining and a lot of conversations. I’m different. I’m different because I do what I want, when I want, how I want.”

			“I don’t understand,” I say, pausing in my note taking. “What does that mean?”

			“Listen, I’ve studied Buddhism for nearly two decades now. I interpret the religion as a quest to find what makes me happy. It gives me permission to do what makes me righ­teously happy.”

			“Even if that involves hurting a child?”

			“Yes,” he says without hesitation. He leans forward eagerly. “Buddhism allows me to find out about me and what makes me happy. I don’t have to offer confession or give offerings to TV evangelists.”

			I don’t know much about Buddhism, but I know enough to realize this guy is twisting a peaceful religion into a justification for murder. This is where his crazy shines through bright and sparkly. The more engaged and excited he becomes, the more his eye begins to wander again. I try to keep him talking.

			“Do you have any regrets about anything you have done in your life?” It’s a calculated question. I’m looking for any sign of guilt or empathy, but I already know I’m not going to find it. I’ve done a little bit of research about sociopathic behavior in the past.

			One of the most marked traits of a sociopath is his inability to empathize, especially in regard to the pain of their victims. Sociopaths can be charming but are truly incapable of feelings that other ­people have, especially love. It is also nearly impossible for them to consistently tell the truth. They feel “entitled” to certain things, believing their self-­serving behaviors are permissible in society even at the expense of others’ “rights.”

			If Johnson can find justification in a religion to murder ­people, he fits the mold in more than one way.

			“What’s done is done. A lot of things aren’t as traumatic as ­people make them out to be.”

			I fight the urge to glance at my watch. I know I’m running out of time. Black is waiting in the lobby and is going to have his turn next, I’m sure. This is probably going to be my first and last interview with him. As soon as his lawyer finds out about this interview, all bets are off. Just then, the guard opens the door to his side of the interview room. Our time is up. I’d been holding this back, waiting for the right moment to gauge his reaction.

			“I saw you,” I say. “I saw you on Main Street in front of Jasmine Baker’s building.”

			He just looks at me and raises his eyebrow at me as he shrugs. “I know.”

			What does that mean? The guard is tapping him on the shoulder now.

			“Did you take Jasmine?” I blurt out. “Is she alive somewhere? If you tell me, they can still find her—­then you’d only face a kidnapping charge instead of murder. This is your last chance to tell me.”

			He hangs up without answering. The guard cuffs him and leads him away. Before he goes, he looks back over his shoulder at me with a huge grin that makes me punch the elevator button again and again.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 13

			MY WHOLE BODY is trembling when the elevator door slides shut. I press the button for the first floor. When I get to the lobby, Black is gone. His interview request must have been denied. Good.

			There’s also no sign of Detective Donovan.

			Back at the paper, I go into the zone, only looking away from my black-­and-­green screen to scan my scribbled notes. I get the rush that only comes when I’m furiously writing a story that is going to scoop the hell out of the competition. The only thing close is when I’m playing chess down on Market Street and get that same sense of flow, almost going into a trance. I don’t feel or think about anything except getting the words on the screen in front of me, and the hours fly by.

			I don’t leave the paper until midnight. May’s story about the press-­conference details, originally slated for A1, is bumped to an inside page. I can tell she’s pissed because she glares at me and whispers into her phone. My head is so into writing that I barely register this until later.

			They actually hold the presses waiting for my story. This has never happened to me before. The newsroom is empty by the time our editor in chief, publisher, and newspaper attorney review my story behind closed doors.

			It’s a bit anticlimactic as I wait. I was so absorbed in writing for the past few hours, I completely tuned out the newsroom’s bustle around me. Now, I pace, hoping I’ve gotten every word exactly right.

			Finally, the door slams open, and the publisher yells across the newsroom, “It’s a go!”

			A press worker goes scurrying out of the room toward the presses. Kellogg gives me the thumbs-­up. Before I leave, he pulls me aside.

			“Looks like it was a good thing you were punished by being sent to the jail,” he emphasizes the word “punished” by making quote marks with his fingers. “You did a great job getting that guy to talk. Now, get out of here and get some sleep.”

			As I walk through the newspaper parking lot, I can’t find my car. I walk down the wrong row and start to get nervous looking around me. I thought I parked near a dirt lot overgrown with bushes and weeds. Something crashes through the brush. I freeze and put my finger on my pepper spray. Holding my breath, I ease down into a crouch behind a car. The noise was a raccoon that tiptoes by me.

			Just then, a ­couple of press workers come outside to smoke. They are laughing and talking. I spot my car a few yards away. Before I unlock the door, I peer through the windows into the backseat. As soon as I’m inside, I lock all my doors.

			It takes me thirty minutes to find a spot close enough to my apartment for how I feel tonight. At my front door, I keep glancing around me as I hurry to unlock the dead bolts. It takes me longer than normal because I’m shaking and keep putting the wrong key in the wrong lock. Once I’m inside my apartment, I lean back against my locked and dead-­bolted door.

			Although I usually shower in the mornings, I head to the bathroom, locking the door behind me before stripping down. I stand under the hot water with my eyes closed. I can’t stop soaping myself, over and over, then I lean against the shower wall, letting the hot water beat down. Finally, I slump to the bottom of the shower and let the water drip down on my face. I cover my eyes with my hands and sit there until the skin on my fingers turns white and wrinkly.

			Now I know. I know the face of evil. I know the kind of person who hurts small children. I now know that it was just as horrific as I’ve always imagined. I can’t, I don’t want to, think about Caterina. I can’t let my thoughts go there, or I’m going to collapse in a heap and not get up again.

			Before I crawl into bed, I double-­check the locks on my door and make sure there are no gaps in the curtains. I get in bed, but then hop back out, flipping on the bathroom light and closing the door so a crack of light escapes into the room.

			When I finally do drift off, I don’t sleep well. I wake periodically from murky nightmares. All I remember about them is Caterina’s image superimposed on Jasmine’s face. In the morning, the first thing I do is grab the morning papers. I skip my regular café au lait and drink straight espresso.

			Nobody has the Jack Dean Johnson interview except me.

			I’M PRETTY MUCH a rock star in the newsroom when I arrive this morning. The editors are ecstatic about my scoop. Other reporters give me high fives as I walk to my desk. The publisher actually sends me a rare e-­mail:

			“Great job on the Rosarito kidnap interview. It’s that kind of good old-­fashioned reporting that makes the Bay Herald essential reading.”

			Despite all of this, I have a hard time mustering any enthusiasm. The fact is, Jasmine has now been missing for one week. The chances of her being found alive are slim.

			“Get back up to the jail and see what else the big mouth wants to tell you,” Kellogg tells me when I check in with him.

			“I’m sure he’s lawyered up by now, but I’ll give it a shot.”

			This time when I arrive at the jail, there are news trucks parked everywhere, and it seems like every reporter in northern California is trying to nab an interview. When I get to the front of the line, I submit my interview request. After a few minutes, I’m told my visit is approved for tomorrow night. An entire twenty-­four hours away.

			When I find out that I don’t have to talk to Johnson today, the tension I didn’t even realize was there whooshes out of my body. I have a reprieve. I tilt my head up to the sun, feeling the warmth of its rays on my skin as I walk to my car. I put my key in the ignition and roll down all four windows. Soon, I’m flying down the highway with my hair blowing in the wind and U2’s “Beautiful Day” blasting from my speakers.

			A FEW HOURS later, I’m home, planted in front of my TV with the remote control, flipping from station to station to see if anyone got an interview with Johnson. Nobody did.

			For some reason, he’s only agreeing to speak to me. A smile spreads across my face when the TV reporters actually have to use the name of our paper and refer to my interview during their newscasts.

			Covering Jasmine Baker’s disappearance and meeting a man who kidnaps children is making me think of Caterina more than I have in years. Usually, I push back thoughts of her because it hurts too much.

			Tonight, I think about the folder in my desk at work. Maybe it’s time to do my own digging into Caterina’s kidnapping. My mind knows this is a rational, logical thing to do, but thinking of what this would do to my mother makes my stomach ache. I turn off the TV and curl up on my couch with my new book, The Art of the Chessmaster.

			It’s a beautiful night, warm and sunny, so I throw open the door to my balcony. I smell cigarette smoke wafting up from a balcony below mine, and my mind flits to my dresser drawers, where I’m pretty sure I have a hidden pack stashed. I push the thought away, stepping onto my balcony and taking in the view. In the distance, I can see a flicker of blue from the Bay. Across the park, I can see Saints Peter and Paul, my church—­my touchstone—­my connection to my family.

			My father’s funeral was held at the church. I can still remember watching my big, tough uncles wipe tears away as they carried his coffin down the wide stone steps. A few days later, they also carried Caterina’s small white coffin down the same steps.

			After that, my mother still laughed with her friends at the park, but it was as if the laugh had traveled through a long, gray, cement tunnel first—­muted and a shadow of its former self. I would sometimes watch her when she didn’t know I was looking.

			I think of my family every time I see the towering white Gothic spires of the church from my apartment.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 14

			THE RED STOOL squeaks obnoxiously as I slide up onto it. An older man with a bulbous nose looks up from his drink at me. I’m about to do something I’ve never done before an interview. I order a shot of vodka and throw it back. Then I order another. It hits me hard.

			I look around guiltily. The bar is a known reporter hangout since it’s close to the courthouse and jail, but I don’t see anyone I recognize. Before I began covering Jasmine’s disappearance, I had been careful about my drinking, sticking to two drinks max. Despite my mother claiming I was a child with an overactive imagination, I’ll never forget that the few times my father turned mean, there was always a drink in his hand. When we were little, my brother Dante would warn me that “Dad has gone bad again,” and I’d hide in my room. I also know that this, like Caterina’s death, is something taboo to talk about in my family.

			But tonight, thoughts of seeing Jack Dean Johnson make me abandon my caution. I slap ten bucks on the bar and down one more shot before walking the two blocks to the jail. The clouds in the sky above are streaked with red from the setting sun. A warm wind does nothing to erase the chill rippling across my scalp.

			Inside, I hand my ID to the jail clerk and hope she can’t smell alcohol on my breath. In the elevator on the way up to the interview room, I make the sign of the cross, button my shirt up to my neck, and pull my sweater tighter around me. I step out of the elevator and take a seat on the swivel stool to wait. It is unnerving to be in this room. The only light comes from interrogation-­type spotlights shining on three cubbies. Shadows intrude on me from both sides. I lean back and arch my neck to glance into the cubbies on either side of me even though I saw them clearly when I got out of the elevator. Of course, they are empty.

			I dig an antibacterial wipe out of my pocket and swab the phone. On the other side of the glass, a door opens. As the deputy unlocks the cuffs, Johnson grins at me sideways. My stomach churns.

			He limps his way over to the middle cubicle and pulls out his chair. He doesn’t take his eyes off me as he does his own compulsive cleaning of the phone with his shirt. I pretend to fiddle with my notebook, flipping the pages so I don’t have to meet his eyes. Then he taps on the glass between us to indicate I should put my phone to my ear now.

			“Hey.” He cocks his head, staring at me. “You seem a little different tonight”

			How can he know what is normal for me? How can he notice any change after a thirty-­minute interview the other day?

			“I’m fine,” I say in a brisk voice. “So, you’ve been busy with interviews.”

			The alcohol has made me brave. I don’t feel like buttering him up, so I just start going through my list of questions. “Let’s not play games. Are you going to tell me whether you took Jasmine?”

			His eyes bore into mine. “Yes.”

			My heart leaps into my throat until I hear what he says next. “It might be next week or it might be in ten years.”

			This guy doesn’t make sense. He likes to talk without saying anything.

			“Is Jasmine alive?”

			“Can’t answer that. I’m not hungry for the D.A. to come and give me more charges,” he says. “Let me tell you something off the record—­I try not to lie at all.”

			I have a hard time believing that.

			“Then tell me the truth.”

			He leans forward putting his elbows on the small counter. “A lot of ­people can’t handle the truth.”

			“Then tell me you didn’t take her. If you don’t lie, then tell me you are innocent.”

			“Doesn’t matter how guilty I am of any of this stuff. It’ll be a jury that’ll decide.”

			“You aren’t answering my questions. Here’s what I think—­Because you won’t tell me you’re innocent, that makes me think you’re guilty.”

			“Your intuition is good.” He leans back in his metal chair.

			His responses are starting to sound like he’s shaking a Magic 8 Ball. I keep pressing. I want to rattle him. Get a reaction.

			“What you said the other day, about being a Buddhist—­you can’t really believe that justifies what you do?”

			“A long time ago—­say twenty-­two years ago—­something happened to me. I was living in Livermore, and something happened that turned me on to what Buddhism really meant. Helped me understand myself and my needs and my wants.” He gives me a knowing look that sinks my stomach like a cement block in the ocean.

			I look down, scanning my notes so he can’t see my reaction. The only thing I know that happened twenty-­two years ago in Livermore was that my sister disappeared from our front yard.

			“What happened twenty-­two years ago?” I try to seem nonchalant, but the tremor in my voice gives me away. I can tell by the way he cocks his head that he notices. He watches me carefully for a moment before he answers. I try to mask the emotions on my face. Placid. As still and quiet as a mountain lake.

			“That doesn’t ring a bell, but maybe my memory’s not that great, either.” He smiles as he says it. “I’m not quite sure. What do you think happened?”

			He startles me by bursting into laughter. The sound makes the hairs on my arms stand straight up. It is a high-­pitched cackle that trills through the phone and makes my scalp tingle. After a moment, the laughter trails off, and he grows eerily still. He stares at me. I stare back. We both are holding the phone to our ears, our eyes locked. There it is again. I didn’t imagine it last time. His eyes are dead, devoid of humanity

			No. I refuse to let my mind go there. He couldn’t have taken Caterina. I won’t believe it. I can’t. Looking at his dead eyes, I wonder whether I’d rather never know what happened to Caterina than even imagine for a moment that Johnson had her in his clutches.

			I need to get him to talk. To trust me. Thinking hard, I try to remember everything I know about killers and what makes them spill the beans. Then I hit on it—­I’ve heard ­people often want to talk about what they’ve done, either to brag or get it off their chests.

			“You want to tell somebody about it, why not tell me? I’m not a cop.”

			He looks me dead in the eye, and says, “I’ve been keeping in stuff worse than that for more than twenty years.”

			“Like what? What is worse than that? When you tell me that, it makes me think you have been killing ­people for twenty years.”

			Finally, there is a glimmer of emotion, a hint of life in his eyes, but it’s almost more chilling than the blankness he has shown so far. He takes a small pencil and wadded-­up piece of paper out of his shirt pocket. Slowly, he smooths the paper, writes something, and then holds it up to the glass for me to read:

			1st kidnap 1979

			Rape

			Kill

			My heart is thumping up under my jaw. Caterina disappeared in 1979. He swiftly takes the paper down and scribbles over it, crossing out his words, then rips it into shreds. I stare at him. I quickly do the math in my head. He would’ve been twenty-­one. A heavy feeling like being smothered overcomes me. I can’t deny it anymore. He could be the one. It takes me a minute to ask him the next question.

			“Are you sure about the year?”

			He scoffs. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

			I swallow hard. I must get him to trust me. I must keep talking. “How many?”

			“More than a dozen.”

			“Where are they? The bodies, I mean?” I find myself whispering the word “bodies.”

			“Some are up north . . . in the woods. Some are across the country. Sometimes I like to drive until I end up in a different state. It doesn’t really matter where. There’s nothing left anymore.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“No evidence. No bodies.”

			“You can’t know that,” I say. “Some DNA evidence can last for a long time. What about evidence in your house, your car?”

			“There ain’t nothing left. Trust me. I make up some chemical mixes to put on places where the bodies have lain and go through one of those big industrial car washes to suck the shit out of the car. There isn’t anything to give me up. I don’t save earlobes and fingers like some fuckers.”

			I am starting to feel like I’m dreaming. Everything seems a bit unreal. My hearing starts to distort, as if I’m listening to myself have this conversation from far away. My heart is beating erratically. Thud, thud, thud-­thud. Suddenly, I’m too warm. For a moment, I’m dizzy and grip the counter. Is it the vodka? Am I having a panic attack? How can he say these things so nonchalantly?

			Jack Dean Johnson watches me. He has no expression on his face. He doesn’t look evil. He looks average. He doesn’t appear to think that our conversation is anything out of the ordinary. He also must not notice my visceral reaction to what he is saying. I finally pull it together enough to speak.

			“How can you not feel bad about killing ­people?”

			“That’s kind of a hard question.” He leans back. His eyes gaze off behind my shoulder as if he is truly contemplating the possibility, and his left eye wanders. “I’ve gone out of my way to get lizards and bugs and kill them. I love nature and wildlife, but I wouldn’t hesitate to put a bullet in Bambi’s neck to put food on the table.

			“If I kill human beings, what’s the difference? Do I lose sleep and cry and have nightmares about killing? It’s not like what ­people say about closing your eyes and replaying what happened. I don’t have remorse like other ­people feel.”

			There it is. No remorse. He might hang up when I ask this question, but I’m going to ask it anyway.

			“So, are you saying you’re a sociopath?”

			“There are some things that would say that I’m a sociopath, and other things that would say I’m not.”

			Pretty much everything points to his being a sociopath.

			“Why do you kill? Do you do it for the rush? Is it a sexual thrill? Is it a control thing?”

			I can’t believe I’m asking a killer why he murders ­people. His matter-­of-­fact manner puts an unreal gloss on the conversation and allows me to detach from what he is saying. I start to feel normal again and surprisingly calm. My heart slows back down.

			“I’ve never really studied it. Is it sexual? Is it for the power? All the doctors would say yes, but I don’t know. I’m trying to get back in the mind-­set of what I think when it is going on. What part was the sexual aspect, what was controlling? I’m sure both those things play into it at different levels.”

			“How do you feel after?”

			“After termination, there’s a letdown. Anytime you get an adrenaline rush like that, there’s a letdown, hard enough where it puts you to sleep.”

			After termination. I can’t get past that phrase. I’m trying to formulate a new question when the guard comes in and motions for Johnson to leave.

			“Wait!” I am nearly shouting and he looks up with surprise. “Twenty-­two years ago—­in Livermore—­did you take a little girl named Caterina?” Her name slips off my tongue. I try not to cringe.

			“Caterina?” he says, and a slow smile spreads across his face. I instantly regret saying her name. I want to vomit hearing my sister’s name come out of his mouth.

			“Answer me!” I’m yelling now, almost shrieking.

			“See you next time, Gabriella.” He sort of drags out my name in his mouth and gives me another boyish, shy smile as his left eye veers off. I don’t know if I should smile back. I want him to keep approving my visits, so maybe a smile is all it takes. I try, but my lips curl up in a grimace. But then, before hanging up, he asks, “Why don’t you tell me about Caterina?”

			Pause. “Maybe next time.”

			Maybe one day I’ll decide I will trade this currency for the chance to find out what happened to Caterina. If I know he’ll tell me the truth, maybe one day I’ll sacrifice a piece for the chance to topple him later on. But not right now.

			I hang up the phone and watch the guard lead him away. He ignores the guard fastening his handcuffs on behind him and doesn’t break eye contact until the elevator door closes. Only then do I realize my entire body is uncontrollably shaking. I lean against one wall of the elevator with my eyes closed. Only when the door dings do I open my eyes again.

			On the way back to my car, Kellogg says they are going to hold the story—­an important verdict in a road rage case where a San Jose man who threw a woman’s dog onto the freeway just went down—­so I can come in and write it in the morning.

			ALTHOUGH I HAVE always felt secure in my apartment, I double-­check the locks on my door and pull my curtains closed tight. I’m going to call the sheriff’s office first thing in the morning to request a permit to carry a concealed weapon. As I’m thinking this, I get a call. When I glance at my cell, I don’t recognize the number.

			“Yes,” I snap.

			“Well, hello to you, too.”

			It’s Detective Donovan. I recognize the deep timbre of his voice and the tremor it sends through me.

			“Are these the kinds of ­people—­this Johnson guy—­that you deal with every day?” I say, flopping on my couch.

			He waits a second before answering. “Are you doing okay?” He actually sounds concerned. Maybe even a little worried.

			“I’m going to call and request a carry-­and-­conceal permit, but I don’t even know how to shoot a gun.”

			“Want to learn?”

			“You offering?”

			“Better that I show you than some Pleasant Grove cop who might shoot you by accident.”

			He gets the desired effect. I laugh. Rivalry always exists between certain departments. I have my fair share of enemies in the Pleasant Grove Police Department after writing about a crooked cop a while back.

			“What are you doing tomorrow?” he says.

			“Learning to shoot a gun.”

			Before we hang up, I have to ask.

			“Did you tip off one of our reporters, a girl named May, about the arrest?”

			“Who? What? Are you crazy? Don’t worry, if I ever decide to go over to the dark side, you’ll be the first to know.”

			I smile and hang up, holding the phone close for a moment.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 15

			RIGHT ON TIME, I pull into the parking lot of the Pinole Gun Range. Before I get out, I fix my lipstick in the visor’s mirror. It took me about four changes of clothing to settle on some dark jeans, high-­heeled boots, and a black cotton blouse with an extra button undone.

			Donovan is leaning against a small wooden fence. He has on jeans and a tight-­fitting black T-­shirt. His gaze makes me self-­conscious as I walk toward him from the parking lot. I’m trying to look seductive, but then right when I reach him, I stumble. I regain my balance, but my aplomb flies the coop.

			He starts laughing.

			“Yuck it up,” I say.

			“Sorry. It’s just that you remind me of a cat. Graceful. Until you’re not.”

			“I hate cats.”

			“ ‘Hate’ is a pretty strong word,” he says.

			“Okay. I extremely dislike cats.”

			“Fair enough.” His smile lights up his expressive, toffee-­colored eyes. I’d been wondering what color they were and what he looked like up close without his sunglasses. Now, I know. He is even more dangerously attractive than I imagined. Lord, help me.

			He hands me hard red earphones and some orange safety glasses. I spend the next two hours learning how to shoot his black pistol. He tells me it is called a SIG .40 caliber duty weapon—­the gun the police department requires him to carry. I also learn that the FBI, DEA, and Secret Ser­vice members carry this same weapon. At first, the gun feels surprisingly light, but before too long, it’s like I’m trying to hold a bowling ball in front of me. My arms begin to quiver with fatigue. It also doesn’t take long for my fingers to get sore from squeezing the trigger and my wrist to ache from absorbing the gun’s kickback. “The recoil on this weapon isn’t too bad,” Donovan tells me when he sees me trying to surreptitiously massage my fingers. “That’s why I didn’t bring my Glock. You wouldn’t have been able to handle it. You think your hand hurts now?”

			He’s a bit patronizing, I think, ignoring his comment. But I can’t help but get chills whenever he touches my hand or arm to demonstrate the right grip. At one point, I think he might be feeling the same way.

			“Here, put your fingers like this.”

			He’s by my side, positioning my fingers, and our cheeks nearly touch. His warm breath on my cheek and the scent of his cologne make me want to lean back and press my body against his. But I don’t. I just want his hand to stay on mine, but he takes it away and orders me to pull the trigger. Who knew learning to shoot a gun could be so much work?

			I laugh and pretend to blow on the end of the gun when I make three deadeye shots in a row on the paper target.

			“I’m not surprised,” Donovan says. “Women are actually better shots than men though you won’t hear most men admit it.”

			In between instructions, we make idle small talk. We both grew up in big families centered on food and faith. Both our families are loud and boisterous.

			I learn that his father, who worked as a civilian contractor at the Alameda Naval Shipyard, died when he was little. His mother still lives in the small Alameda house where she single-­handedly raised him and his six sisters. I like imagining him as a boy. I bet he was adorable and that all the women in his house doted on him.

			It’s lunchtime when we finish. My arms ache, my throat is dry, and I’m hungry.

			Donovan leans on my car and fiddles with his keys.

			“So, did Jack Dean Johnson have anything interesting to say?” Donovan looks away as he asks the question.

			So, there it is. Is that the reason for our “date”?

			I wait until he meets my eyes. “Are you pumping me for information on Johnson? Is that why you offered to teach me to shoot?”

			He looks embarrassed. “That wasn’t why I called.”

			I continue to stare him down.

			“Okay,” he says. “I confess I’m a bit curious about what this guy has to say. I wouldn’t be a good detective if I spent half the day with you and didn’t ask about him.”

			I glare at him.

			“I should have just asked you up front,” he says.

			My face is like stone.

			“Can I prove that wasn’t the only reason I called? Are you free for dinner tomorrow? I know I’m not Italian, but I do know my way around the kitchen a bit.”

			“Okay, if you promise you won’t try to pump me for information.” I’m only half joking. “Besides, that’s my job.”

			He nods and turns to leave but then turns back.

			“By the way,” he says. “Funny you asked me before about tipping off that reporter at your paper because she called me this morning. Asking about Jack Dean Johnson.”

			“What? You didn’t talk to her, did you?”

			He just gives me a look. “She called me on my cell phone. As far as I know, you’re the only reporter in the world who has that number.”

			“Are you serious? I haven’t given anyone your number. Nobody. Especially not her.”

			“I just thought it was a little odd. Don’t worry, I told her to call Roberge. See you Friday.”

			Driving back to the office, I can’t stop thinking about Donovan and how he was trying to pump me for information. I guess I would do the same thing in his shoes. But I’m still uncomfortable about how much we have in common. I agreed to dinner at his place because, despite my unease, I can’t resist seeing him again. When I think about him, I’m overwhelmed by contrasting emotions—­vague alarm, slight irritation, and desire.

			As soon as I get into the office, I remember what Donovan told me about May’s calling him. Ever since she snooped in my notebook and found out the details about the dad in drag, I’ve kept my notebooks locked up. Now I wonder if May got Donovan’s number by snooping through electronic files on my computer at work. I have one file with all my sources’ phone numbers in it. I had never worried about security in the past. But now I had better watch my back. I have to watch what I say in front of her and keep all my files and phone numbers out of her reach. I immediately transfer all my electronic files on Jasmine and my sources’ numbers to my laptop and delete them from my desktop computer, worrying that it’s too late.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 16

			“COLLECT CALL FROM the Rosarito County Jail. Will you accept the charges?” the automated voice says. The warm feeling I have from spending the morning with Donovan instantly evaporates, replaced by a cold chill. It’s Johnson. I can hear my blood pumping madly in my ears.

			I don’t give him time to talk. “I need you to tell me if Jasmine is alive somewhere. Maybe you can help save her. A kidnapping charge is a heck of a lot better than a murder rap.”

			“You know I can’t say anything about that,” he says. “And here I thought you’d want to ask me about Caterina? Who is she? Was she a classmate? A friend of yours? A family member, a cousin, a . . .”

			I interrupt, not wanting to hear the word “sister” come out of his mouth. I’m not ready to tell him who Cat is. I quickly grab a list of questions I scribbled the other day.

			“You said your first time was about twenty years ago. I’ve been wondering what made you do it.”

			“Because I felt like it. We were partying, having sex. I got tired of it, killed her, and got up to go. I guess there is no way to make it not sound callous. It was something that popped into my head at the time. I remember there was a lot of blood.”

			“How did you kill her?”

			May has just arrived and is booting up her computer. When I ask this, her head swivels toward me, and her eyes widen.

			“Buck knife.”

			“Did she die right away?”

			“No, I don’t think so,” he says. “It was pretty loud for a while.”

			With my headphones on, I’m hands free, and so I type as fast as I can, trying to capture our conversation word for word. My adrenaline races. My heart skips a beat, and my face is flushed, but I don’t stop to think how I feel. I only have a few minutes before we are disconnected. It’s like playing blitz chess. Every move has to be fast and has to count.

			“How long until your next one?”

			“Not too long. Maybe a month or two. It’s not like when you kill once, you get out your calendar and plan the next one. Not everything revolves around that. It revolves around having to go to work, pay the rent, pay the bills. It’s just an activity brought into it. A lot of it is spur-­of-­the-­moment. It’s an urge just sitting there for days, but it wasn’t driving me daily.

			“And sometimes, once you open the floodgates to satisfy that urge, you can’t get enough and want to do it again as soon as possible. And if the opportunity presents itself, it can happen again . . . sooner than expected.”

			My heart starts beating up in my throat. Good God. He’s talking about the short period of time between when Jasmine disappeared and the kidnapping of the other little girl who escaped his clutches.

			“So, someone who gets another opportunity right away after another . . . uh situation, might take that opportunity?”

			“Exactly. You’re a lot smarter than you let on, Gabriella.” He draws out my name, lingering on it. I swallow the bile that has risen in the back of my throat, but my mind keeps rationally looking for ways to win this game—­to outsmart my opponent and find out what I need to know. Just like when I’m sitting down on Market Street playing chess. Except the stakes are a lot higher here. Instead of walking away with twenty bucks in my pocket, I may be able to find Jasmine still alive somewhere.

			“Why children?”

			“It’s just what tickles my fancy at the time,” he says. “There’s not a label or category that fits neatly into it. Yes, I do prefer short females. All of my relationships have been younger than me. For some reason lately, I have gotten seriously interested in small, blond women. But, yes, there are still full-­grown women who sexually turn me on.”

			My skin is crawling. I need to keep him talking.

			“How do you choose . . . the ­people you kidnap? Do you know ahead of time, then figure out exactly how it is going to take place?”

			“It’s not like in the morning when you wake up, you open the closet, and say, ‘What am I going to wear today?’ There’s not a plan. When you have a plan, things will go wrong. It’s not that neat.”

			I know we’re running out of time on this call, so I speak fast. “I need to know. Is Jasmine tied up or trapped somewhere. If she’s still alive, you can tell me. I can save her. Please tell me.”

			“Can’t.”

			The phone gives a warning beep. It actually seems to disconnect us for a minute.

			“Jack? I thought you hung up on me.”

			“Don’t think I would ever hang up on you. Even if I got mad at you, I wouldn’t do that.”

			“Okay.” Yuck. His familiar tone creeps me out. We are not friends. Just like when he says my name, it sends a chill down my spine. He does that so often, it almost seems like he knows this.

			“By the way, Gabriella, do you want me to tell you about Caterina,” he says, and pauses. “Your sister?”

			The word hits me like a punch in the gut. Good God, he knows. How in the hell does he know? A shudder runs through my body. Suddenly, I realize something, and it makes my muscles weak. I slump in my chair. He’s been toying with me. Playing with me. He’s known all along. I’ve been a fool.

			“Gabriella.” His voice sends a wave of fear over me, and I close my eyes. I hate how much he uses my name. “Why do you think I agreed to see you that first time in jail? Why did I say no to all the other reporters? Think about it. You know why.”

			I remain silent.

			“But I’ve got a question for you. One I want you to really think about. Does it really matter who took your sister? Me or someone else? Is that going to make a difference to you? I’ll let you in on a little secret—­there are hundreds more ­people just like me out there. In fact, if I’m sent to the big house, I’m gonna make it my job—­my sacred duty—­to teach others everything I know. And if I ever get out . . . well, then I continue on my merry way, business as usual. I get bored a lot faster than I did in the old days. I need a little more . . . uh . . . stimulation than I used to. Let’s just say lately I’m more into quantity over quality.”

			I hang up without answering. My face is flushed, and my insides are in turmoil. I want to vomit. I put my head down on the cool surface of the desk until the wave of nausea passes. I push away thoughts of that skull-­like face anywhere near Caterina and concentrate on the story I need to write for tomorrow’s edition.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 17

			CONCRETE BLONDE’S SONG, “God is a Bullet,” is blaring from my car speakers as I park along Lake Merritt near Donovan’s apartment Friday night. The song talks about ­people who become cops because they were picked on as kids.

			I’ve never dated a cop. Most cops are hard-­asses with something to prove. When I became a police reporter, I vowed that it was one thing I wouldn’t do. So much for that, I think as I knock on Donovan’s door.

			I’m a bit nervous, so I thrust my bottle of red wine and a small box of cannoli at him as he kisses me on both cheeks.

			“Come on into the kitchen, I’m just finishing up.” He wipes his hand on a towel, then throws it over his shoulder.

			I follow him, pausing to peer out the windows. Donovan’s fourth-­floor apartment boasts floor-­to-­ceiling windows overlooking Lake Merritt right across the street. Gondoliers paddle lovers around the lake in long boats lit with candles. A walkway around the lake is dotted with white lights, creating a fairy-­tale effect. The Oakland skyline rears up in the distance across the lake.

			His apartment is tiny—­slightly bigger than my place because he has a separate bedroom—­but with a stunning view. Two wall sconces softly light the living room along with votive candles scattered on tables and shelves. The soft strains of George Winston’s “Autumn” float throughout the space.

			He uncorks the wine, pours me a glass, and explains he was lucky to get into his place eight years ago. Now the neighborhood is trendy, and the subsequent soaring rents reflect that. He tells me the manager keeps his rent low because she likes having a cop in the building.

			Eight years ago? I wonder if that is when he got divorced. I’m not going to bring it up unless he does.

			I grab my wineglass and sit on a stool at the bar counter that separates the living room from the kitchen, watching him work.

			“It smells heavenly.” I inhale deeply as he opens the oven and pulls out pork tenderloin wrapped in prosciutto and drizzled with honey. He lets it rest on a platter while he finishes chopping tomatoes and avocados for the salad.

			In a corner near the kitchen, against two walls of windows, a small bistro table is set with a white cloth, white china, and candles. He dishes up our plates and places them on the table. I smile and raise my wineglass to him.

			“Well, dig in. Salut,” he says, and we clink glasses.

			The pork dissolves into sweetness on my tongue. Roasted red pears and sweet potatoes melt in my mouth. The bread is still warm, and I smother it with butter. I savor each bite, making small sounds of pleasure, despite myself.

			The conversation is easy, and I find myself wanting to know everything I can about this Detective Donovan. Like what possessed him to choose law enforcement for a career.

			“Did you always want to be a cop? You know, ever since you were a kid.”

			“Not exactly,” he says, laughing. “I had another plan, but it didn’t work out.”

			I raise my eyebrows so he’ll go on. He hesitates. It’s just for a second, but I catch it, and become alert, my wineglass poised in midair, waiting for his next words.

			“When I was a kid,” he says, “I wanted to be a monk. In fact, when I was sixteen, I dropped out of high school and joined a monastery. I lived at Holy Cross Fathers in Berkeley. For three years, I was Brother Sean Cecilia Donovan.”

			“What?” I sit up straight and almost spit out my wine. “Are you serious? A monk? As in a bare-­cell and no-­sex-­for-­the-­rest-­of-­your-­life monk?”

			“I took permanent vows of obedience, poverty, and chastity.”

			I’m trying to wrap my mind around this. “So, what made you change your mind?”

			Suddenly, he looks embarrassed. I make a guess based on his hesitation. “It was a girl, wasn’t it?”

			He presses his lips tight together and nods.

			“It was Brother Don Maria Cruz’s sister,” he says, leaning back and running his hand through his hair, making it stick up even more than it normally does. “On Sundays, we could invite ­people to come eat pancakes with us after Mass. He invited her. She was an art student at UC Berkeley. She sat by me. Somehow, we started talking about art. I invited her into the study to look at some art books after breakfast. From the first minute I saw her, I was a goner.”

			When he says this, I’m filled with overwhelming jealousy. My chest hurts, and I suddenly, irrationally hate this girl he’s talking about. He’s grown silent, lost in his memories. I want him back here now with me, not daydreaming about some girl from his past. “So, you fell for her and left the monastery?”

			“In a nutshell? Yes. I left because she made me realize I wasn’t cut out to be a monk. I don’t have the self-­discipline to live that life. I thought I did. I was wrong.”

			I relax now that we’re off the subject of his former love.

			“So, you decided that if you couldn’t be a monk, you’d be a cop? Go figure,” I say. “You gave up a world filled with light and love and ­people doing good things and turned to a world filled with darkness and despair and ­people doing bad things.”

			“Yep.”

			“And you’re still Catholic?”

			He shrugs and quickly changes the subject, asking me about why I became a reporter.

			I give him a lame answer about choosing journalism because I was too intimidated to become a novelist. I know better than to talk about ex-­boyfriends and deep psychological wounds on the first date, but for some reason I spill it and end up telling him a bit about my ex-­fiancé and how I called off the wedding the night before when he confessed he didn’t want his wife to be a reporter.

			Although we talk easily through dinner, I’m a little wary. I don’t know why, but I feel like I need to have my guard up around him a little bit, almost as if I can’t trust myself around him.

			Maybe I’m afraid he’s going to grill me for information on Johnson. I take the last bite of my cannoli and use my fork to scrape up any remaining filling from my plate.

			“Hey, Irish Boy, ’fess up, how does someone who is not even Italian learn to cook like this?” I push my chair back as Donovan refills my wineglass.

			He smiles a slow smile and sits back. “My mother always told me, don’t let them know all your tricks.”

			We leave the dishes on the table and take our wine into the candlelit living room overlooking the lake. I slip off my sandals so I can curl up on the couch. As I do, I notice I’m wearing two different black strappy sandals. What the hell? At least they are the same height, so I’m not wobbling around off balance. I give up.

			And then Donovan says, “Tell me about your family.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 18

			THE MEN I’VE dated—­even the man I almost married—­never heard Caterina’s name come out of my mouth. But somehow I knew deep down inside from the minute I met Donovan I was going to tell him about Caterina. Maybe that’s what I’ve been afraid of this whole time, why I’ve been so wary around him. Is it because I knew that one look from him would make me drop my guard and spill everything? Why him? Why now? I don’t understand, but before I know it, I take a deep breath, and I’m telling him everything.

			I tell him how Caterina was playing in our yard one minute and gone the next. I stare out the windows at Lake Merritt and the Oakland skyline as I speak.

			“We were heading outside to play, but my mom told me to brush my teeth first,” I tell him, cringing inside at the memory. “By the time I got outside, it was too late. She was gone. They never arrested anyone. They found her body a week later. But my dad was already dead. They think the stress of the kidnapping caused his heart to fail.”

			I push down the memory of the bottle I found near my dad’s head.

			“So, really, that bastard took away both my father and my sister.”

			Donovan looks sad but doesn’t act surprised, which sends off a little alarm in my head. Instead, he reaches over and gives me a big bear hug. When he squeezes me, I feel a little sob escape from my lips, but I quickly regain my composure.

			He pulls back, looking thoughtful.

			“I wonder what a shrink would say about your deciding to be a crime reporter after dealing with . . . what happened to your sister,” he says.

			“You mean discovering that evil is real?”

			When I was little, my mother used to tell me that the fiendish creatures in my nightmares were just my imagination. Well, after Caterina was kidnapped, she didn’t say that anymore. Not only did she make it clear that the monsters were real, but she also made it apparent that she was afraid of them, too. A row of dead bolts appeared on all our doors overnight. My brothers and I could no longer leave our mother’s sight, not even to play at the next-­door neighbor’s house. All our friends had to come over to our house to play. My mother didn’t let me go to the movies alone with friends until I was in high school.

			“Yeah, her kidnapping probably has something to do with why I’m a crime reporter,” I finally say, looking at Donovan. “I don’t know. I just know I’m good at my job. Most ­people claim to hate reporters, and yet, if you give them a chance, they’ll spill their guts every time.”

			I think about my uncanny knack in getting ­people to talk.

			“Even if they’ve done something really awful, I can usually find something we have in common, something that makes them trust me.” At this point, I’m just voicing my thoughts aloud, not realizing what I’m saying until Donovan pulls back from me a bit.

			“Really? I’m not sure that’s a good thing—­finding something in common with these creeps. Are you saying you can relate to Johnson?”

			I think about it before I answer. “No. I don’t relate to him at all. But I can detach enough from myself to carry on a normal conversation with him and make him feel like we are friends.” I realize it is now or never and blurt it out. “My sister was taken twenty-­two years ago, when we lived in Livermore,” I say. “Johnson told me something happened to him in Livermore twenty-­two years ago that changed his life.”

			Donovan turns toward me and looks me dead in the eyes. “I know.” Something in his face chills me. I watch him take a deep breath.

			“Gabriella, everything you say in that jail is videotaped. They send over copies of the tapes and transcripts of your visits to Johnson. I don’t need to—­or want to—­pump you for information. I know everything already. After you mentioned the name Caterina to Johnson, I did a little digging and found out she was your sister. We’re looking hard to see if there is any connection between her and Johnson. If there is, I promise you, I’ll get him. I’ll nail him for it. He’ll never see the light of day again. I’ll make sure his life is hell. He’ll be sorry he ever heard my name.”

			His words send hot tears to the corners of my eyes. Die before cry. I hide my face in my hands until I regain control of my emotions. I feel his arm around me, his fingers lightly rubbing my shoulder. I lift my head, and my eyes are dry. We talk more about Caterina’s abduction. I tell him about how I only have vague, blurry memories of it. I don’t tell him that those memories are surfacing more now that I’m writing about Jasmine.

			Instead, I share a memory I love, of Christmas morning. We both woke when it was still dark out.

			“Ella, are you awake?” she asked me.

			I mumbled a yes.

			“Let’s be quiet and see if we can hear the reindeer on the roof,” she said.

			I smile at this memory. “We must have sat there for an hour straining our ears to hear Santa landing his sleigh on the roof. And then, right before the sunrise, we heard something. Now, I know it was probably just a squirrel running across the roof, but at the time, it sounded like little reindeer feet. I remember Caterina’s eyes growing wide, and we darted for the window, but of course didn’t see anything. My sister had a naive innocence about her and truly believed in everything magical. She believed in fairies and leprechauns and little ­people. She was so certain and excited about their existence, I couldn’t help but believe in them, too.”

			I don’t say that when she died, I stopped believing in everything but monsters.

			Donovan hugs me closer, and it feels like every muscle in my body has turned to mush as I ease my body into the crook of his arm. He softly trails a finger along my cheek. I find myself holding my breath. He pulls me toward him, putting his other arm around me, wrapping me in a strong, warm embrace. I can feel the hot breath from his mouth on my hair. Then he pulls back, meeting my eyes. “You’re so sexy.” His voice is husky and his mouth millimeters from mine. He cups my chin and kisses me softly on the lips, then pulls back. It’s not enough.

			I curl my legs on the couch, pressing myself closer to him. He reaches for me again, this time gently caressing my head, then plunging his fingers through my hair. My scalp ripples with pleasure. His hand continues down through my hair, and his fingers softly follow the curves of my body, down my neck, along my shoulder, and then down my side. His touch sends flutters through my body as I feel his fingertips travel down the length of my torso.

			He scares me and thrills me at the same time. Why am I still a little bit wary? Part of it was hearing about that other girl and the reaction it set off in me. I don’t want to feel that way. Ever. I don’t want to feel nearly ill with jealousy. I’m not the jealous type. Why does hearing about someone else he loved feel so awful? We barely know each other. It’s an absurd reaction on my part.

			But there is something about him that both draws me in and makes me want to run away. I sense something in him, something tense and fierce that makes me just the slightest bit afraid.

			I brush these thoughts aside as he pulls me close to him and stares into my eyes, sending shivers down my back with the intensity of his look. His fingers still roam across my body, but his gaze never leaves mine. My breathing becomes erratic.

			Then he pulls me to him. His lips are urgent, velvety, and warm. Nothing else in the world exists besides his mouth. I don’t even notice at first that I have thrust my hands into his hair. He wraps an arm around my waist and easily pulls me to my feet. We stand with our hips pressed tightly together. I can’t help it, I gasp underneath his mouth. My arms fall from his hair and wrap around his back at his waist.

			He breaks the kiss and takes my hand, leading me out of the living room toward the hall. He stops once to kiss me, and I grab his hand and lead the way. Soft light pours into the hallway from an open door at the end. Holding his hand, I feel like a child on her way to the park. I feel like laughing and skipping. I’m smiling in the dark. I hesitate in the doorway, taking in the scene. A bed with a fluffy chocolate brown duvet dominates the room. Votive candles in black, leather-­covered holders are scattered on a dark wood dresser.

			Donovan is behind me in the doorway. He wraps his arms around my waist from behind and dips his head, nuzzling the spot where my neck meets my shoulder. The friction from his unshaven face sends chills down my spine. I lean my head back, soaking in his sensual touch. Then I can’t help it and turn around so I can meet his lips with my own. He backs me up gently until I feel the bed against the back of my knees. He pulls back, and there is a question in his eyes. Right then, I know there has never been a doubt—­not from the first moment I saw him. I have never been so sure of anything in my life.

			Then he stops and pulls back, holding me at arm’s length. I answer the unspoken question in his eyes by tugging his shirt over his head.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 19

			A CLOAK OF gray clouds presses down from above as I leave Donovan’s this morning, reluctantly dragging myself from his warm bed, the memory of his lips on mine still vivid. I blush remembering how he wouldn’t let me go until I promised to return that evening. Thoughts of last night curl my lips into a smile and help lessen the anxiety of what awaits me at the paper.

			Less than thirty minutes ago, Kellogg had called. On a Saturday. This can’t be good, I thought. It wasn’t. The Trib scooped me on a story. Apparently, an anonymous source said that Child Protective Ser­vices was investigating Kelly Baker.

			“You better come into the office,” Kellogg told me.

			“There is no way I’m going to get anything from CPS on a Saturday. I’m screwed.”

			“I know. Evans wants you in anyway. You don’t want to piss her off any more than she already is. I have scorch marks on my ear from her call.”

			I feel guilty that Evans bitched at Kellogg. It would have been completely within his rights to pass the ass chewing on down to me, but he didn’t. I really am grateful that Kellogg is my editor, but sometimes I wish he would stand up to Evans just once. He always defers to her idiotic wishes, even when I know he doesn’t agree with them. Maybe he’s desperate to keep his job so he can keep the hefty payments flowing to his Mercedes-­driving, Chanel-­wearing ex-­wife.

			Before I get out of my car in the newspaper parking lot, I’m nervous, so I make the sign of the cross.

			The newsroom is empty. But to my surprise, Evans is already in her office. She crooks a finger at me as I try to sneak by her doorway.

			“Close the door and please sit down.”

			With her fastidious pale blue suit and puffy, coiffed hair, she reminds me of Nancy Reagan. She is about as humorless as the former first lady, as well. She is one of those newspaper executives who made it up the ladder without having ever been a reporter. She has no idea what reporters go through to get a story or how long it takes to develop sources. In her eyes, it should happen overnight. Her story ideas often stem from something she has a personal interest in, so she will pull reporters off news stories to work on articles such as whether leaf-­guard gutters are really worth the investment. Crime doesn’t usually fit into this category. Maybe that’s why she has an inherent distaste for my beat—­and as a result—­me.

			“I’ve already warned you that we are extremely disappointed in your coverage of the Rosarito girl’s disappearance.”

			She’s such a bitch. She doesn’t even say Jasmine’s name, just the “Rosarito girl.” I try not to show my disgust as she continues, pursing her thin lips, which are painted a jarring coral color.

			“The publisher and I have discussed this, and we cannot understand how you could miss the story in today’s Tribune.”

			Today’s Trib is spread out on the desk in front of her. Red ink circles several paragraphs. She doesn’t have one single plant, personal item, or photo in her office, I notice. There are only some framed newspaper pages and an old piece of a printing press, its hulk shoved into a corner.

			Evans leans over to retrieve one of the papers that fluttered to the floor when I closed her door. As she does, I get a glimpse of hot pink satin peeking out of her neckline. When she straightens up, it doesn’t show, so I almost wonder if I imagined it.

			I take a deep breath and figure I have nothing to lose at this point. “The CPS story is sketchy,” I start tentatively, but then my emotions kick in. “I honestly can’t believe the Trib even printed it in the first place. They used an anonymous source and didn’t get confirmation by Child Protective Ser­vices. It’s sloppy reporting. Frankly, if I had come to you guys with that story, you would have never run it without more proof. Not in a million years. It’s not news.”

			Evans’s eyelids first widen at me, then narrow to slits. That’s probably another reason she’s out to get me. I think I’m the only reporter who ever questions the Dragon Lady. By the look in her eyes, I suspect I better learn to bite my tongue. She pronounces her words slowly, enunciating each letter.

			“I expect you to get that story today. Unless you show a marked improvement in your coverage, you can expect not only to lose the Jasmine Baker story, but you will also be taken off the police beat. We’ll talk again at your performance review. I see it is coming up.”

			I know my mouth is open. I close it and head toward the door. I walk out of her office shaking with anger. I knew she didn’t like me, but I had no idea my beat could be on the line so easily. I can’t help but think it must have something to do with May and her father—­Evans’s not-­so-­secret lover. Her attitude makes me worry about my job. But that would be absurd, wouldn’t it? Nobody loses a job for getting scooped. Or do they?

			I worked so hard to get this job. For so long, working for a newspaper this size seemed like a dream.

			After graduating from college in San Diego, it took me two years working the night cops beat at small newspapers to prove I had the chops to work at a big daily. I first met Kellogg at a journalism conference, then spent the next year calling him every Friday to ask if he had any job openings. Eventually, he got sick of my pestering him and decided to give me a shot.

			I spend Saturday in the newsroom trying to track down someone—­anyone—­from CPS. No luck. I’m bummed. Not even the thought of going back to Donovan’s later helps. Finally, close to deadline, I give up and write a three-­inch brief saying that the Trib reported this and we can’t confirm it. Kellogg, who came in to work the night shift, is not happy. It’s the death knell to quote another newspaper.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 20

			ONE GOLDEN SUNBEAM escapes through the crack in the drapes and shines right on my pillow. I turn my head. Donovan is eyeing me between half-­closed eyes. After getting bitched out by Evans yesterday and failing to nail down the story, it was so nice to head straight to Donovan’s welcome arms. We made deli sandwiches, drank a bottle of wine, then spent the rest of the evening in bed. I don’t think we fell asleep until nearly dawn. I squint at the clock. It’s nearly noon.

			“Must. Have. Coffee,” he says, throwing the covers back and yawning. “Get dressed. We’re going for a walk.”

			While Donovan uses the bathroom, I start rummaging around his closet until I find a pair of his faded Levi’s. I’m not wearing my dress for a third day in a row.

			I cuff the jeans, which are soft and comfy but falling off my hips. Digging around, I grab one of Donovan’s belts and cinch it tight. Then I rifle through a pile of clothes on the floor and retrieve the supersoft white button-­up shirt he was wearing last night before I stripped him. I leave the top few buttons undone and tie the tails at my waist before I slip on my sandals. He laughs at me in the bathroom mirror as I splash water on my face, then use my finger as a toothbrush. I slick on some lipstick, run my fingers through my hair, and prop my sunglasses on my head as a makeshift headband.

			Seeing my flushed cheeks and bright eyes in the mirror sends a tremor of anxiety through me. Everything is going so well. Almost too well. Nobody could be this perfect for me. Is he too good to be true? I brush away this thought even though deep down inside I’m vaguely aware that in some ways I’m just waiting for the other shoe to drop.

			In the bedroom, Donovan shoulders on his holster and picks up his gun. Seeing his smiling face dissolves all my doubts.

			“Really?” I gesture to his gun. “Are we going somewhere dangerous because I can’t run very fast in these heels.”

			He’s not amused. “I don’t go anywhere without my gun.”

			“Okay then, Sheriff.” I give him a salute and grab my bag out of the living room. I eye the expensive coffeemaker on the counter and wonder why we can’t just have a small cup to get us started.

			Donovan tugs at my hand. “Come on. It will be worth it.”

			We clomp down his stairs and into the bright sunshine. I pull my sunglasses down over my eyes. We cross the street to get onto the walking path that circles the lake. Donovan grabs my hand and pulls me close as we walk. Occasionally, when I think he isn’t looking, I tuck my head into the collar of my shirt and inhale his scent—­a mix of cologne and soap and something else.

			The lake has a wide paved path for walkers, joggers, and bikers. There are two kiddie parks scattered along the way and benches placed sporadically. Within moments, we pass a pavilion with white Roman pillars. Nearby is a sandy beach. A toddler in a swim diaper and big floppy hat digs in the sand with a shovel as his dad watches from a bench. As we walk along the tree-­lined path, I grab Donovan’s hand and stop him under a fragrant maple tree, closing my eyes to inhale deeply. Before I open my eyes again, Donovan grabs me and gives me a long kiss. I can feel the rush of air and hear the padding footsteps of joggers veering around us on the path. We walk past the boat launch with its docked gondolas and rowboats. An older man sits on a bench feeding the ducks that have come up out of the lake and surround him. I smile at him as we pass.

			He gives us a huge grin, and yells after us, “Ain’t love grand?”

			Donovan laughs, but the man’s words make me uneasy. Love? Is that what this is? I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I look up at Donovan’s smiling face and force myself to smile back, pushing my worry away.

			Halfway around the lake, he pulls me into a little cafe on the lakeshore. The woman behind the counter smiles, her eyes encased in stylish red eyeglasses and her hair smoothed back behind her ears.

			“Good morning. The usual?”

			When our order comes up, I grab Donovan’s hand. “We’re sitting outside,” I say, and lead the way to tables facing the lake.

			I smile and break off a piece of my beignet. I close my eyes as the flaky sweetness meets my tongue. The first bite is heavenly. I make a small, happy sound and wipe the sprinkling of powdered sugar off my lips with a napkin.

			“You’re something else,” he says.

			I open my eyes. He is not eating but is watching me. “Why’s that?” I say between bites.

			“I like a woman who eats. I can’t stand it when women eat like birds—­salads and mineral water. I just don’t get it.”

			“Hmm. Must be the Italian thing. I can’t help it. I love food.”

			“It’s very sensuous, you know.”

			I just smile.

			When we return to the house, his answering machine on the counter has a blinking red light. I plop contentedly on a stool as he presses PLAY, but then busies himself in the kitchen.

			A sultry voice makes me freeze.

			“Hi, darling. Sorry you weren’t feeling well. I hope you are better. I’ll give you a call later today. We can hit Saks Fifth Avenue. We still need to figure out what you are going to wear to the wedding. Oh my God, do you think we’ll get into as much trouble as we did last time? I still miss those panties! They were La Perla and cost a fortune. Can’t wait to see you.”

			Halfway through the message, I grab my bag and am nearly out the door. I can’t catch my breath. My face flushes with anger and embarrassment.

			“Ella?” he calls after me when I’m halfway down the stairs. The nickname pulls me up short. I stop and close my eyes for a second. He yells down from the top of the landing. “You can’t even bother to stick around, so I can explain?”

			I don’t answer.

			“Hey. Hey, I’ve got news for you,” he continues. “I’m not that guy.”

			I open my eyes and walk away, turning the corner. I knew it—­he is too good to be true. There it is. Proof. I know better than to ignore my gut.

			I get in my car and start to pull away. As I do, I see him come around the corner. I watch him in my rearview mirror. He stands in the middle of the street with his hands folded across his chest.

			I realize I’m being foolish. But I don’t care. This isn’t going to work. It’s moving way too fast. I’ve only spent two nights with him, and my feelings for him have already surpassed those I’ve had for long-­term boyfriends. Calling me Ella—­the nickname my family has for me—­momentarily paralyzed me with fear. He’s getting too close.

			Even if that woman isn’t his girlfriend, I realize I can’t see him anymore. I just can’t do it. I’ve just met him, and already my heart felt like it shattered in a million pieces when I heard another woman call him darling. I can’t do this. I might as well tell him now before we both have too much invested in this. I pull over and close my eyes. When I open them, I see my knuckles turning white from gripping the steering wheel. Suddenly, Donovan is at my window.

			Rolling it down, I don’t look over.

			“What the hell is going on?” He sounds furious.

			I swallow hard and close my eyes again. Now or never.

			“I’m sorry. I can’t do this. I just can’t.”

			“Can’t do what? Talk to me like a normal person? Listen to an explanation? That’s absurd.”

			I can’t argue with him. I know it’s not rational, but everything inside me is screaming for me to run away from him. To run away before I lose myself.

			“No, it’s not just that. It’s . . . everything.” It’s all the things I can’t say out loud. It’s because he called me Ella. It’s because he’s too good to be true. It’s because he’s going to break my heart. It’s because I could fall for him. It’s because I’m worried I already have.

			He waits. I don’t look up. I don’t say anything.

			After a few seconds, I sense rather than see him leave.

			Sitting in my car on the Bay Bridge, I realize I’m still wearing his shirt when I get a whiff of his boy smell. I fight back tears. I will not cry. Die before cry.

			I can’t risk it. I can’t keep seeing him. Not when it hurts this bad this early on in the relationship. I know I’ve made the right decision, but it doesn’t help me fill that emptiness inside.

			For once, even the San Francisco skyline fails to cheer me up.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 21

			DEEP DOWN INSIDE, I’m horrified that there isn’t a reason ­people grow up to be serial killers. Maybe they are just born evil. Maybe sometimes the truth is that those frenetic, drooling, wild-­eyed monsters I imagined as a child are real. They lurk in the darkest night, just waiting to snatch innocent children, like my sister, off the streets.

			I’m not the only one who thinks this.

			Jasmine’s disappearance has provoked sympathy and outrage from across the Bay Area. “Thanks for calling. Please feel free to write a letter to the editor,” I tell each caller.

			Jasmine has been missing now for three weeks.

			I’m having a hard time concentrating today. I can’t stop thinking about Donovan. Despite the lump in my stomach, I know I did the right thing by breaking it off. Things were moving way too fast between us. I felt out of control and couldn’t ignore the warning signs.

			I shake away the memory of his hands on my body and focus on the computer screen in front of me. I’m writing a story about the date-­rape drug, GHB. Some local high-­school girls were slipped it during a school dance. Luckily, a chaperone noticed that the girls were falling down and incoherent and took them under her wing while she called 911.

			Then I get a call from an 18-­year-­old woman who says her name is Jill.

			“I was wondering if there is any more information on Jack Johnson.”

			“Why do you ask?”

			“About five years ago, I was picked up by a man named Jack,” she says.

			As soon as she says this, I stop fidgeting and start typing, taking down every word she says.

			“He picked me up at on my way home from middle school in Monterey. He took me to play miniature golf and to Burger King, where he bought me a cheeseburger. Then he put a bandanna around my eyes and took me to his house. He started to kiss me and wanted to have sex with me. I didn’t let him, and he eventually drove me home.

			“But here’s the thing, the house he took me to—­his house—­it was weird. He didn’t have a key—­made me wait in the front while he walked around to the back, then opened the front door for me. It was a long time ago, but when I saw his name in your story, I knew it was the same guy.”

			“What was the house like?”

			“It was the exact same as all the other houses in the neighborhood, kind of beige and really big, like fancy ones, but they were also kind of eerie—­looked like nobody was home. I was a little impressed he lived in a house that nice but couldn’t figure out why he didn’t have a key. I figured he maybe was borrowing it from a friend or something weird.”

			“What was it like inside? Did it have expensive-­looking furniture?”

			“No, that was the thing. It was totally—­or almost empty. I really only saw the living room, and it was like a kid’s room. It had a bed and a bunch of video games and stuffed animals and other toys. I thought maybe he was house-­sitting or something.”

			“Do you think you could take police to that house again?” I hold my breath, waiting for her response.

			“I don’t think so. I’ve tried to find it before. And even if I did find the neighborhood, I don’t think I could tell his exact house. Like I said, all of them looked alike, you know, one of those kinds of tract-­home neighborhoods.”

			“Do you remember anything about the terrain? Were you in the woods? Were you in a rural area?”

			“It was foggy that day, so maybe by the beach. He kept me blindfolded until we got to his house, then he didn’t seem to care anymore and let me see and left me out front by myself. Don’t you think that’s weird? I mean, I could’ve run and knocked on the neighbor’s door. But he never acted like he was kidnapping me—­and it didn’t feel like he was. It was more like we were on a date, and he just didn’t want me to know where he lived. He was never worried I was going to run away. And when I told him no, he just put the blindfold on me and took me back home. No sweat.”

			I ask her if she’s called the police.

			“I don’t know who to call. And what do I say? Some guy blindfolded me but when I said no, he just took me home? I don’t think that’s a crime.”

			I hesitate before answering. “I understand, but something about it struck you as odd, and if you think it was Jack Dean Johnson, this could help the police. I mean maybe he . . . picked you up as an . . . experiment. I think you are very lucky.”

			Silence.

			“Yeah. It was odd. You’re probably right. I was lucky.”

			“Can I tell the police what you told me and give them your number? Maybe your information will help someone else to have that same luck.”

			“I guess so.”

			“Is there anything else you remember that you think might help?”

			“No,” she said. “Wait. I don’t know if this means anything, but right before we got to the house, like only a minute before. He stopped and got out of the car for a second, then came back.”

			“What do you think he was doing?”

			“I don’t know. I thought maybe he was moving something out of the road or something.”

			“Did you hear anything?”

			“I heard something that sounded a little bit like a creaky door.”

			“Great. That does help. Thanks, Jill.”

			I hung up after asking her to please call back if she remembered anything else.

			Was the man who picked her up Jack Dean Johnson? Monterey was about two hours south of here. That seems far away, but who knows? If it was Johnson, why did he let her go? He never mentioned taking someone and letting her go. Why was she allowed to live?

			Although there’s not much to go on—­a nondescript house in a subdivision full of similar houses that might possibly be by the beach—­I know I have to call Donovan and tell him what she’s said. I’m filled with relief when I get his voice mail and can just leave a message with Jill’s information. It was more than a week ago that I ran out of his apartment. He’s never called.

			I spend the rest of the day fielding e-­mails and calls from cranks. Like the one from the woman who says she had a vision that Jasmine was at the bottom of Jewel Lake.

			“I have a good record for this. I usually know where missing children can be found,” she says. Suddenly, I remember my mother slamming down the phone and wailing, “I wish these crazy ­people would just leave our family alone!”

			I tell the woman on the phone I’ll check into it. This woman is insistent that I hear her out, though. Right before I hang up, she says, “I saw her. She’s in the lake. She’s there, waiting for someone to find her.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 22

			I IDLY SWIRL the vodka in my rocks glass as I watch a ­couple nuzzling in a booth nearby. I sit at the bar, near the tuxedoed piano player, waiting for Nicole and Lopez to arrive. It’s Friday night, and the restaurant is packed. I want a cigarette badly but am counting to ten to stop myself from getting up and bumming one from the guy smoking right outside the window. We are meeting the sheriff and some of his top guns for a late dinner. I rushed home after work, showered, changed, then drove back across the Bay. The sheriff is an elected official above all, and this is part of his attempt to have a good relationship with the press.

			I love the ambiance at Jax, with its deep black leather booths and dozens of chandeliers. One wall of the restaurant is a floor-­to-­ceiling window looking onto a tropical courtyard covered with vines and flowers and strung with small, festive, white lights. Cobblestone steps lead up the hill, and diners waiting for their tables can stroll through the gardens above. The bar where we are sitting opens up onto another patio enclosed in foliage. We often take sources to Jax’s for drinks and use the company credit card. We know the bartender, and he knows to always give our guests an extra pour in their drinks. More alcohol means looser lips. I always leave him a generous tip.

			I stand up to hug Nicole when she walks in, then smooth out my green jersey halter dress when I sit back down. We agreed to meet early so we could get some drinking in before we sit down with the sheriff and his cronies.

			Nicole barely says hello before I blurt out my woes.

			Being friends with Nicole helps me feel normal. The things we discuss—­a body dismembered by a train or a dead baby found in a Dumpster—­are generally not socially accepted topics for dinner conversation. We’ve talked some at work since Jasmine disappeared, but I haven’t had a chance to really fill her in. I suddenly realize I desperately need to confide in a friend.

			I tell her about Evans’s threatening to take away my beat. I tell her about how annoying May is, trying to steal my job. And then, reluctantly, I tell her about my brief romance with Donovan. I don’t say that I feel out of control. That I feel reckless, and that’s one reason I felt like I needed to run away from Donovan.

			“Wow, I guess we haven’t talked for a while. I guess I still thought you were with Brad,” she says. For once she doesn’t have a snappy comeback. She looks searchingly at me, and her eyes seem a little sad. “You doing okay?”

			I nod, but then have to turn away. I can’t bear to see the look in her eyes. It borders on sympathy. I don’t tell her that I can’t stop thinking about Donovan and sleep in his shirt every night. If I’m not dreaming about Jasmine, he’s the one inhabiting my dreams. She’s been gone now for nearly a month. I know deep inside she’s not going to be found alive. Not after all this time. Nights have gotten even worse, to the point where every night this week I’ve downed a half bottle of wine with dinner before I even try to go to sleep. I don’t tell her this, either.

			Before she speaks again, she puts her fingers on the bridge of her nose, like suddenly her head hurts.

			“I’ve known you five years, and this doesn’t really seem like you. Are you sure that maybe covering this Jasmine Baker story might be getting to you in ways you might not realize?” I can tell her words are guarded. She doesn’t want to upset me. But she’s wrong.

			“Maybe I just felt like having sex. Maybe I want to do what men do for once—­get laid without any emotion or attachments.”

			A crease grows between her eyebrows as she watches me. I can tell she wants to say something but is holding back.

			I look away and down the rest of my vodka in one gulp. I know I’m lying. And not just to Nicole. I’m lying to myself.

			WE ARE ON our third round of drinks, and I’m feeling no pain, when Nicole nudges me and nods toward the door. I glance over. Donovan is standing across the room, dressed in a sharp-­looking suit.

			I haven’t seen him for two weeks, and now I can’t take my eyes off him. He looks amazing. He is laughing with a group of ­people. I shrink down a little on my barstool, but like he has a sixth sense, his head swivels, and he immediately spots me. He turns to a stunning woman in a beaded black dress, grabs her by the hand, and heads my way.

			Oh no. Please no. He’s already seeing someone new, and he’s going to introduce me? I think I’m going to be sick.

			“This is my cousin, Jennifer,” he says, introducing us to the woman. He then goes on to explain how they were just at another cop’s wedding and are on their way to the reception now in Jax’s banquet room. At first I think how stupid it is to have a wedding on Friday night, but then his words sink in.

			His cousin?

			He took his cousin as a date? I can tell by his smirk that he knows what I’m thinking. This must have been the woman on the answering machine, too. I feel warmth spread across my cheeks. Even having him this near me makes me dizzy with desire. We just stare. The silence is awkward.

			Nobody says a thing. Finally, I hear Jennifer’s tinkling voice say, “Ahem, well, I think I might go powder my nose.”

			“Good idea. I’ll join you,” Nicole says, quickly grabbing her clutch.

			I spin my napkin around under my glass for a moment. I finally look up at him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I acted that way.”

			Silence.

			He gives me a look as if he expects me to say more than that, but I’m frozen, paralyzed, and speechless. I want to say so much, but words fail me. He turns his back. I know I’m going to lose him. This is my chance. When I start to speak, I’m actually stammering. “Can we try again? I know a really good tamale place. My treat?”

			He turns back around. “I’m pretty busy.” His face is hard, but I catch a challenge in his eyes. He wants to make me work for this.

			“How about tomorrow?” I realize I’m holding my breath waiting for him to answer.

			Right then, Lopez arrives.

			“Hey, man,” he says to Donovan, and slides right between us, astonishing me by planting a big kiss on my lips, then putting his arm around me, eyeballing Donovan. The two men stare at each other for a moment. I can tell by his set jaw and the throbbing vein on his neck that Donovan is not amused.

			Then Moretti comes over. This party’s getting crowded—­all with ­people I like. I can’t help but smile when I see him. He’s also attending the wedding. He’s only about five-­foot-­eight but faithfully wears expensive-­looking black shoes with built-­in platform heels to give himself a bit of a boost. He is trim and energetic and that, ­coupled with his thick head of black hair, makes him seem at least a decade younger than his fifty years.

			He’s wearing his trademark Armani suit. While most detectives wear jeans and blazers, Moretti investigates the messiest murders in that suit, which must have cost him a few paychecks.

			He swoops down and kisses my cheek. “Hey, kiddo.”

			Then he turns to Donovan. “Sorry to break up the party, but they’re about to announce the bride and groom. We gotta go.”

			Donovan glares at Lopez, then turns to me.

			“I’ll pick you up at seven.” He turns on his heel and leaves. No smile. No conversation. No warmth.

			While I watch him walk away, I realize I never gave him my address. Oh well, I’m sure he’ll figure it out.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 23

			SHORTLY BEFORE SEVEN on Saturday, I uncork a bottle of pinot noir and light every candle in my studio apartment. In the back of my mind, I wonder if Donovan’s idea of revenge is to stand me up, but I don’t think he’s like that. Right on time, he buzzes the downstairs door. I push the button to let him in and rush to the mirror to check my makeup. I open the door to his knock a little too quickly.

			Before I can say hello, he grabs me around the waist and pulls me close. His mouth on mine cuts off my words.

			While I pour our wine, he wanders around my tiny apartment, stopping at a small wall painted deep red and blanketed in family photos. Most of them are black-­and-­whites.

			“Is this you and Caterina?” he asks, pointing to one where we are sitting together on our front steps with our arms around each other. We have on matching dresses. “Cute.”

			It is one of my favorite photos of Cat. I haven’t looked at it in years. I don’t need to, really. Its image is burned in my mind.

			As Donovan paces my apartment, it seems even smaller with him inside it.

			“You play chess?”

			“Yup.” I eye the board warily. It is sitting precariously on the register. I moved it there earlier when I was cleaning my place. He is towering over it, and I realize I’m holding my breath, hoping he doesn’t knock it over.

			“With who?” He picks up my stack of postcards, and I cringe as his hand brushes one of the pieces, making it teeter.

			“My friend Tomas. We play by mail. We met on Market Street last winter when he was visiting from the Ukraine. We’ve been playing ever since.”

			He gives me a look that makes me wonder if he’s jealous of this unknown chess partner halfway across the world, but then he seems to shrug it off.

			“Uh, I don’t know how to say this, but isn’t that a little boring? I mean, geez, how long does it take you guys to play a game.”

			I laugh and take a sip of my wine. “It’s not boring in the least. Obviously, you don’t play chess, do you?”

			“Nope, and I’m not interested.” I breathe a sigh of relief as he moves away from the board, which wobbles but stays balanced on the register. “So, you any good?”

			I just smile. He probably doesn’t even know what being a chess master means.

			“But seriously, how long does it take to play a game?”

			“Depends. This game just started, but the last game took us nine months.”

			“Are you kidding me? No offense, but that sounds like hell. I don’t think I’d have the patience for that.”

			“Probably not,” I say, handing him his wine.

			He grabs my wrist and leads me to the couch. He walks backward, staring at me, then sits, putting his glass on the coffee table. Then, without breaking his gaze away from mine, he puts my glass on the table and pulls me into his arms.

			We’re going to be late for dinner.

			ALTHOUGH MY FIRST love will always be the Italian section of town, the Mission District is also dear to my heart. Its colorful murals, exotic wares, variety of ethnic foods, and the fiery Latin temperament of its residents makes me happy. The Mission has its own personality, like a spicy, sexy, Mexican soap-­opera star. The district is home to many ­people originally from Mexico, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. Before college kids and artists discovered it, the area mainly consisted of beauty salons, taquerias, check-­cashing centers, and auto-­repair shops. It’s now home to funky boutiques, hip nightclubs, and ethnic restaurants.

			My heart is dancing happily and my mouth keeps curving in a smile as we drive there. Donovan drives with one hand, not letting go of mine. Even when he shifts gears, our intertwined hands work together. My pulse races when I look at his profile. Sometimes, I’m struck dumb by his looks.

			We find parking just off Valencia Street and walk the few blocks to El Farolito. The little taqueria is always packed. Right next door is the Sweetheart Bakery, where I buy a pink-­iced pan de luce to bring home for the next morning.

			A life-­size mural of the Virgin Mary covers the adobe façade above the door to El Farolito. The side of the building also has a colorful Mexican-­style mural of Jesus reaching his arms up to Heaven. Inside, the taqueria is crowded, but it looks like many ­people are ordering their food to go. After ordering at the counter, we luck out and find an empty table right underneath a star-­shaped piñata that says Corona on it.

			Over cold bottles of Pacifico beer, tamales, and carne asada burritos, Donovan finally brings up my meltdown.

			“You know, this isn’t easy for me, either. It’s moving pretty fast for me, too.”

			I gulp and nod.

			“I really like you. I don’t know where this”—­he gestures back and forth between us—­“is going, but I’ll try to be honest with you, okay?”

			It takes me a minute to get the guts to look up and meet his eyes and nod.

			I swallow hard, and the words come out very quietly. “It sort of freaked me out when you called me Ella. Only my family calls me that.”

			Of course, he reads between the lines.

			“So, let me get this straight because I’m not a detective for nothing. It “freaked” you out when I called you that because it meant I was getting too close, right?’

			I nod sheepishly.

			“And, from what I can figure, your M.O. when ­people get close is to what? Run away?”

			“Sometimes,” I say, biting my lip and looking past his shoulder out the window. “Okay. Maybe not sometimes. Maybe all the time.”

			“Well, that’s a shame,” he says, arching one eyebrow. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that the only way to find love is to make yourself vulnerable? To take a chance?”

			Love? Who said anything about love? I feel my cheeks flush with heat.

			“There are no guarantees in life, El—­Gabriella.”

			I give him a small smile and reach over to put my hand on his. “It’s okay. You can call me that. It just . . . surprised me that one time, that’s all.”

			“Okay, Ella,” he says it loudly with a bold wink and takes a giant bite of burrito.

			We’re halfway through our food when I remember to ask him if he ever got my message and called the woman, Jill, who thinks Johnson picked her up a few years ago.

			“Yeah, I went to Monterey and we drove around to see if any of it looked familiar to her.”

			“Did it?”

			“Yeah, that was the problem. It’s all tract housing, and every little neighborhood and cul-­de-­sac looks exactly like every other one.”

			“Sorry. I didn’t know if it would help or not. She seems pretty convinced it was Johnson.”

			He shrugs. He’s used to dealing with tips that don’t pan out.

			We’re just digging into our dessert flan when his cell rings. He glances down at the number.

			“I better take this,” he says, and heads for the sidewalk outside. He paces the sidewalk in front of the restaurant’s big front window. He is talking and scowling. After a moment, he comes back in.

			“Sorry, I have to go,” he says. “I’ll drop you off first.”

			“Gee, thanks.” He gives me a look. “Just kidding. Remember, I’m the girl who gets it—­I’m the one usually dumping my date over a dead body. It’s a dead body, right? You are a homicide detective.”

			We are walking down the sidewalk holding hands, but he suddenly stops walking and turns toward me. “It’s a skull. A child’s skull.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 24

			“WHAT?” IMAGES OF Caterina flash through my mind. Her little body was found eight days after she disappeared, in a rural area next to a country road. Some off-­road bicyclists spotted her hand sticking out from under a bush. Her killer had tossed her into the brush like so much garbage. The medical examiner said she’d only been dead a few hours. When I peeked into her casket, she looked just like she was sleeping.

			Donovan is staring, waiting for me to say something.

			“Is it Jasmine? I need to go with you.”

			“Only if you want to get me fired.”

			“Can I say another source tipped me off?”

			He’s not budging an inch. “If you want me to work as a janitor instead of a cop, then go ahead.”

			I’m still stuck on the horrifying image of the flesh having fallen off a child’s dead body.

			“A skull? But . . . it’s only been a month.”

			“Sometimes it doesn’t take long outdoors, depends on the weather and if animals are around.” He says it matter-­of-­factly. I cringe at his words.

			“Sorry,” he says, noticing my reaction, but then he is busy punching numbers on his cell phone.

			He spends the drive to my place talking on his cell, coordinating with the other detectives and trying to get Jasmine’s dental records and a forensic pathologist on scene, somewhere in the South Bay. I hear him say “Los Gatos Police.” In front of my building, I kiss him good-­bye, then lean in through the open passenger door. I chew my fingernail for a minute. His fingers tap the steering wheel. He’s anxious to leave.

			“Maybe Moretti told me?” I try.

			He won’t bite.

			“If I show up there, nobody will know I heard it from you.”

			“Listen, a few cops know we’re dating. I don’t know how they know, but they do. Some ­people have made some comments already. I can’t have my girlfriend show up at the crime scene. I work with a bunch of detectives. They’d put two and two together so fast your head would spin. You’re going to have to wait and find out through your regular sources. You can’t let anyone know, or I’ll lose my job.”

			I’m so taken aback by that word—­girlfriend—­that I just nod as he drives off. Am I his girlfriend? Since when? I can’t decide if the ripple that traveled across my flesh when he said that was good or bad. Quickly, I call his cell.

			“Yes?” He sounds irritated.

			“Will you call me if it is Jasmine?”

			“Okay. If it is her—­I’ll call.”

			BACK INSIDE MY apartment, I plop on my couch. A skull that might be Jasmine’s? I’m not ready to face that this is how it all ends. Logically, I know the odds of finding her alive were dismal, but there was always that slight chance. I was so excited about the thrill of the chase—­about getting a scoop—­that it was easy to forget what it all meant. A skull. A little girl’s skull means she is dead. Dead like Caterina. Nobody is going to save Jasmine, either.

			I turn on the TV, then turn it off. I get off the couch and start pacing. I’m itching to call someone—­Moretti or someone else who can confirm that the skull is Jasmine’s. I know I promised Donovan I would wait to hear from him. What was I thinking? Why did I do that? My relationship with him must be distorting my news judgment. I don’t know what to think about Donovan’s calling me his girlfriend.

			All I know is that for the first time in my life, I’ve put a relationship above my job, and it doesn’t sit right with me. Every instinct I have is telling me to grab my keys and head for Los Gatos. I bet I could find out where Donovan and the other investigators were if I made enough calls. But then I realize I should relax. These things take time. Sometimes, it takes a few days to track down dental records. And if they have to do DNA testing, it could take weeks before the skull is identified.

			But deep down, I know it’s her. I pace my apartment, then finally settle on my couch with The Art of the Chessmaster.

			The book likens chess to warfare, an analogy I love. The key to mastering chess and defeating your opponent lies in being the one who makes the fewest mistakes.

			“Chess involves two personalities engaged in psychological warfare.”

			I can’t help but think of Johnson when I read these words. We are in full battle. I’m trying to get him to confess his crimes, and he’s trying to string me along with just enough information to keep me coming back to see him.

			He’s smart, but I’m banking on being more strategic.

			This chapter is about one of my favorite chess themes, the Phoenix theme.

			Just like the phoenix rising from the ashes, a key piece that was sacrificed earlier in the game is resurrected when a pawn gets promoted.

			“The queen’s bishop willingly puts itself in danger to gain ground on the chessboard, knowing that a pawn will soon make it across the board and be promoted to a bishop. Meanwhile, the ranks of the white player have been invaded sufficiently to lead to mate in three.”

			I can’t help but think of Jasmine—­and maybe Caterina—­as pieces sacrificed in Jack Dean Johnson’s game. In their case, there is no hope of resurrection, but he must be made to pay for their sacrifice.

			As I read, I try to concentrate, but I keep checking my cell phone to see if I’ve missed any calls. Finally, I throw the book down. It served its purpose by temporarily distracting me from my dark thoughts. But the reality is, I’m trying to avoid facing what I know in my bones. Jasmine is dead. I don’t want to admit it, but I’m just waiting for Donovan to call and tell me it’s true.

			I walk around my apartment, drawing my curtains together and turning off lights. In the dark, I walk to the sliding-­glass door leading to my balcony and look over at the white spires of the church. Only the pointy tips are visible peeking out through the mist. The fog is rolling in from the water, creeping closer. It’s headed my way.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 25

			THAT NIGHT MY dream of Jasmine metamorphoses into a nightmare. At first, she is still running and laughing on the playground. I watch her dress blowing in the wind as she twirls on rings, then skips toward the edge of the pavement bordered by woods. I watch her trip. Something on the ground catches her eye. She gazes at the ground. Then she screams. She stands with her mouth wide open, screaming and looking down at her feet. Suddenly, I’m watching her from high in the air above the playground as if I’m a balloon.

			Swiftly my view pans down closer and closer until I’m right above her head, seeing what she sees, almost through her eyes. At her feet lies a skull. Worms are spilling out of the eye sockets. Jasmine’s scream goes on and on.

			I’m breathing hard when I awake. The clock says six o’clock. I check my phone—­no messages. I want to be ready when Donovan calls in case the skull is Jasmine’s, so I head to the bathroom. I take a quick shower with my phone nearby on the bathroom sink. I’m drying off when it rings. It’s not Donovan. It’s Nicole.

			“Holy shit!” she says.

			“What?” I shout back.

			“Channel 10,” she spits out.

			I rush into the living room with a towel held to my chest and flip on the TV. The station is broadcasting a live shot from a hillside in Los Gatos. A TV reporter stands at the base of a brushy hill right in front of a string of yellow crime-­scene tape blocking off the wilderness behind her. At the bottom of the screen, the words “Possible skull of missing Rosarito eight-­year-­old girl found in Santa Cruz Mountains” scroll by.

			Shit. Shit. Shit.

			“Yes, Bob,” the reporter says to the anchor back at the station. “From what we’ve been told by forensic experts, in the wilderness like this, it is possible that a body could be skeletal after only a few weeks. The environment and wild animals would contribute to that condition.”

			Unbidden, a shocking revelation occurs to me: Caterina’s kidnapper must have kept her alive until right before her body was found. When I peered into her casket, she looked like she was sleeping. If she had been killed and left in the wilderness for even a day or two, she wouldn’t have looked like that. No makeup artist is that talented.

			The television reporter’s voice snaps me back to reality. I don’t have time to think about Caterina. I flip through the channels, still holding the phone to my ear. Every once in a while, I hear Nicole curse. Then, on Channel 7—­pictures of the Los Gatos hillside. I flip the station again, and the same picture is on another channel. Then it gets worse.

			“Gabriella?” Nicole says in my ear. “Have you seen the Tribune?”

			“You’ve got to be kidding,” I say, and hastily open my front door to grab the papers and flip open the Trib.

			I quickly scan the front-­page article under Andy Black’s byline and my eyes light on the one name I do not want to read in this story. “Detective Sean Donovan of the Rosarito Police Department confirmed that the skull was that of missing eight-­year-­old Jasmine Baker.”

			My heart sinks.

			“Fuck,” I say into my phone, and sink into a kitchen chair.

			“Weren’t you on a date with Donovan last night?”

			“God, you don’t want to know,” I wail. “We were at El Farolito, and he got a call about a skull. He made me promise to keep it under wraps. I made him promise to call me as soon as it was confirmed.”

			“Looks like you’re the only one who kept a promise.”

			A beep indicates that I’m getting another call. It’s Kellogg.

			“I know. I’m on my way,” I answer, grabbing my handbag and keys.

			I’m about to hang up when Kellogg uses my first name, “Gabriella?”

			Uh-­oh, it’s just like when you were in trouble as a kid, and your parents used your full name.

			“Evans wants to see you later today when you get into the office.”

			AS I DRIVE to the South Bay, I swear and punch my steering wheel and dash in frustration. I try to reach Donovan but keep getting his voice mail. Not only does the Trib scoop me because my own “boyfriend” gave them the story, but every TV station in the Bay Area is on the scene ahead of me. I pull into a parking lot where the cops and media have set up camp at the base of a hiking trail just as Donovan’s car is pulling out. Our cars are facing in the opposite direction. We both roll down our windows. Our faces are less than a foot apart.

			“I was just calling you.” He holds up his phone.

			“A little late.”

			“First chance I had.”

			“But you told me you would call when you knew it was her. When was that?”

			“Around 3 A.M. We confirmed it with her dental records.”

			“You didn’t have time to call me, but you had time to give the Tribune the scoop.” I’m gritting my teeth. A little bit of spit flies out of my mouth. “You talked to my competition, but you didn’t bother to call me?”

			Donovan’s eyes narrow a bit. “Hey, he showed up here in the middle of the night. All I know is that he called Roberge at home, then she called me and told me to go ahead and talk to him. It wasn’t a regular press conference or anything.”

			Like that matters. “You mean you didn’t have two seconds to call me? Really?” I know investigating a homicide in the first hours is grueling, but I’m supposed to be his girlfriend, for crying aloud. Instead, he gives the scoop to Andy Black of all ­people.

			He stares past my head for a minute. I see his knuckles turn white as he grips his steering wheel.

			“I’ve been up all night. I just helped bag a little girl’s skull for evidence. I wasn’t worried about your scoop. I was more interested in figuring out how I was going to catch the sicko that did this. That’s my job. It’s not worrying about your little newspaper games.”

			That does it. He’s mad, but I’m furious. How dare him mock my career?

			“I might lose my job over this. I risked everything to keep your confidence, to build up trust between us by not reporting it until you gave me the go-­ahead. I sat at home, confident that you would call when you knew something. That was dumb. This shouldn’t be so hard. I was right before. This”—­and here I make the same back-­and-­forth gesture he made in the restaurant last night—­“is a mistake.”

			He stares at me for a minute.

			“Maybe you’re right.” He drives away with a little squeal of his tires.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 26

			FLESH-­COLORED BANDAGES CRISSCROSS Jack Dean Johnson’s face.

			“Some punks ambushed me in the canteen last night when they heard what I was in here for. No big deal. I’ve got plans for them.”

			Then he gives me a sly smile. “Did you hear they found her skull?”

			I swallow my revulsion. I’m here because maybe if he gives me something worthwhile, it will save my ass when I get to the paper later. My only chance is to get a confession or something from Johnson now, before the entire press corps sweeps in on him. Right now, I’ve got nothing. Well, I’ve got something, but it is only repeating what was already on the front page of the Trib this morning. I visibly cringe remembering how Donovan gave Black the scoop last night instead of me. Johnson notices me wince.

			“If you’re here to get me to confess or tell you about the skull, I’m not saying shit. Cops and FBI already dragged my ass out of bed last night. They’re coming back in a few I heard.”

			I ignore him.

			“Now that there is a body, they probably have evidence. What if it leads them to you?”

			“I ain’t worried about that happening, but let’s say hypothetically, worst-­case scenario? They send me to prison, and I get killed in a year. The sooner I die, the sooner I get back to my next life.”

			I’m a little confused. “What do you mean? Reincarnation?”

			“Yes. Do you know what the ultimate punishment would be for me? To come back as a woman.”

			He smiles at me. But his smile never reaches his eyes, which are blank. His left eye meanders off so far, I have to look away.

			“Are you going to tell me what happened to Jasmine, how she ended up on that hillside?” I ask.

			“I already told you, I don’t lie. I said I would tell you one day, but today’s not that day.”

			He’s going for a stalemate, but I haven’t given up on checkmate, yet.

			“I got an interesting call this week,” I begin, “From a woman named Jill. She says you picked her up in Monterey about five years ago and took her to your house.”

			I watch him carefully when I say “Monterey” and “Jill,” but his expression doesn’t change. I wait for him to answer.

			He lets out a long sigh. “Everyone wants their fifteen minutes of fame, don’t they?”

			“That wasn’t you?”

			“Hell, I don’t remember. I picked up so many girls in my time, it could’ve been. Or maybe not. Who knows.”

			“She says you let her go when she didn’t want to have sex. Is that something you ever did?”

			He shrugs and his eyebrows lift. “Maybe. I don’t know. Although it’s not really my M.O. to take no for an answer.”

			“This is your chance to tell me your story about Jasmine. Once they charge you, you’re screwed. Your attorney’s not going to let you say jack about it. Nobody is going to hear your side of the story until you have your day in court. This is your one chance. Maybe she did something and died by accident while you had her, right?”

			He doesn’t fall for it. He gives me a skeptical look. “I got plenty of chances to talk whenever and wherever and however I want.”

			I’m not getting anywhere. I’ll let it go for now.

			“What about Caterina? Let’s talk about her.”

			“I’m not saying anything specific about her right now, I told you that. Ask me something else.”

			I glance at my watch. I need something, anything new to put in the paper tomorrow if I want to keep my job. Then I hit on it—­I can write a story about how the mind of a child predator works.

			“Tell me how you find the children you’ve taken. How many have there been?”

			“I can’t answer how many,” he says. “How do I find them? Easy. You have to continuously be alert, and the opportunities will present themselves. Go sit in a schoolyard, ice rinks, movie house, malls, playgrounds. Pay attention. Shut your mouth and open your eyes. You will hear parents who are refusing to give their kids things, then you offer to give the kid that: money, McDonald’s, a trip to Disneyland.”

			When he says this, I remember Jasmine’s little handwriting saying she wants a trip to Disneyland. It makes my heart lurch.

			“Is that what you did with Jasmine?”

			He sighs and rolls his eyes.

			“Okay, then tell me how you choose the kids?”

			“I told you already,” he says. “I have my standards. I’m going to talk to the kids who are unhappy at home, who don’t get what they want. They will want what I have to offer. They are innocent. They don’t play games. It’s the adults who are stupid.

			“In fact, I think kids are the only ones who get it. I can have conversations that are more meaningful with kids than any adult on this planet. They still have that sense of wonder and awe about the world. They are more in touch with God—­or a higher power or whatever you call it—­than any adult walking this green earth. The kids are the ones who get it. I like kids so much that I wanted to have a career working with them. If I hadn’t gotten in trouble as a teen and gotten a record, I would have become a counselor for kids.”

			Again, his crazy is shining through. “But you’re a . . . you prey on kids,” I finally manage. “Let’s say you’re telling the truth, and you love kids.”

			“I told you I don’t lie,” he interrupts.

			“Okay, so if you love them, how can you kill them?”

			I note that he doesn’t deny killing them but is only worried about justifying the murders.

			“I told you that ­people sometimes kill so they don’t get caught doing something that society doesn’t approve of. But you know after a while, you hate to see something you love suffering, and it’s often better just to put it out of its misery.”

			It sounds like he keeps his victims alive for some time. “What do you mean after a while?”

			“Well, it doesn’t matter how fucked up some kid’s home life is, eventually she’s going to miss her family. It’s just like when you don’t want to see cute little Rover suffering when he gets sick, so you take him to the vet and have him put to sleep. Same deal. We kill things we love all the time in this country. Look at Kevorkian, for example. ­People kill other ­people they love all the time. Maybe that’s what God or Buddha wants us to do?”

			“I doubt that.”

			“How do you know that I’m not releasing these ­people into Nirvana by what I do?” he says, lifting one eyebrow. “Maybe I’m saving them from their miserable little lives? How do you know I am not freeing them from pain and suffering? Unlike Chris­tian­ity, Buddhism has recommendations, not commandments. That’s the beauty of it, you can interpret it any way you like, but the basic idea is that you have the freedom to do what makes you happy.”

			“I think you are using it to justify your actions,” I say.

			“You can think that if you want. I like grilled cheese sandwiches, baseball games, and having sex. Does this make me a bad person?”

			“But you aren’t having sex with another consenting adult. That’s the problem.”

			“You don’t think kids are capable of saying what they like and don’t like? Believe me, they are. I told you that the kids are the only ones who get it. Maybe one day, I’ll tell you what Caterina liked.”

			I suddenly wish the glass wasn’t between us. The rage I feel inside at his words would probably give me the strength to kill him with my bare hands. He meets my glare with a smirk, as if he’s happy to have gotten that reaction.

			Just then the guard comes. I stand up and turn my back on him, not moving until the elevator door opens.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 27

			ADELE IS STILL in her nightgown when I arrive. I usually try to visit her at least twice a week while I’m up in Rosarito talking to the cops or Jasmine’s parents.

			I want to be the one to tell her about Jasmine. If she hasn’t already heard.

			She hasn’t.

			“That’s a shame,” she says wearily, and sinks onto her sofa. “Just a damn shame.”

			“Are you feeling okay?” I say, taking in her unusually disheveled appearance.

			“I’ll be alright, dear. It’s my heart. It often troubles me, but it’s been going on for so many years that I’m quite used to it by now. I had to wait until the first of the month to get my heart medicine, and so that seems to have had some adverse effect.”

			I’m silent for a moment. I’m not sure what to say, but I take the plunge.

			“Do you need money?” I ask quietly.

			“No, no thank you, honey. As I said, I’m just a little distressed to have you see me like this. I’m going to get dressed if you don’t mind. I’ll be out in a moment or two.”

			She heads to the bathroom. I stick two cups of hot water in the microwave before pulling up the covers on her bed and taking my regular seat on the couch.

			Adele is more subdued than I’ve ever seen her. Is it from hearing about Jasmine’s death? For the first time, I realize she’s getting up there in years. Usually, she’s so spunky I forget that she’s in her late eighties.

			Dressed, Adele emerges from the bathroom and heads to the kitchen to make our tea. I’m futilely trying to push the cat away from me with a magazine when she walks in.

			“He likes you. You should feel privileged. He doesn’t care for many ­people. I found him at the animal shelter. I think he was abused.”

			“I’m sorry, I’m just not crazy about cats.”

			“That’s quite alright. He had to grow on me, too. Now I’m very fond of him,” she says, picking him up and nuzzling him under her chin.

			Something has been bothering me, so I decide to just flat out ask.

			“Adele, you said you were too busy to marry, but nobody is really too busy to get married are they? What stopped you? I saw your picture, you must have had tons of marriage proposals.”

			“Well, I did have a few, I guess, but only one that really counted.”

			I wait, and she realizes I’m not going to be satisfied with that answer.

			“Oh, I suppose it boils down to fear,” Adele says, and lets the cat squeeze out from under her grip. “I must admit, I only have one regret in my life. I was afraid to love.”

			“Did you get hurt?”

			“Oh no, it was nothing like that. It was something else. You see, I was afraid to lose myself.” Adele settles back into her chair and smiles at the memory. “Oh, Tommy. He was my boss at the hospital, and he was everything a girl dreamed about. My fondest memories are of the years I spent with Tommy, but eventually they ended because he wanted to get married. I refused.”

			I raise my eyebrows to encourage her to continue.

			“You have to understand that in those days, when a single girl married, she essentially lost her entire identity. It was just wiped out. I wouldn’t have been Adele Sommers anymore. I would have been Mrs. Thomas Worthington.

			“Oh, yes, Tommy promised me it wouldn’t be like that, that I wouldn’t lose myself and that he would encourage me to remain my own person, but I was too afraid to believe and trust. I was too afraid to love. Some really terrible things happened to me in my life. I don’t regret them because they all shaped me and made me who I am today. But I do regret that. I regret that I shut the door on love.”

			Adele stops and takes a long sip of her tea before giving me a piercing look.

			“Listen to an old lady—­if love comes knocking, don’t shut the door on it.”

			I don’t answer but nod to be polite. I don’t tell her I’ve already blown it with the best man I’ve ever met—­Donovan. I don’t tell her my track record for shutting the door on love is 5–0. Instead, I drink my chamomile tea, munch some biscotti, and say good-­bye.

			EVANS IS FINISHING a chicken salad at her desk when I walk in.

			It is never, ever good when the editor calls you into her office on a Sunday when she should be home in her pajamas watching the Home and Garden channel or something.

			After visiting Johnson and Adele, I spent the rest of the morning getting the details of the skull discovery from Roberge and trying to get a comment from Baker and Silva, who are sequestered at the police station. I hope that will make Evans happy.

			It doesn’t.

			“Sit down.” She doesn’t look at me until I do. That’s when I know.

			I’m screwed.

			The biggest story yet about Jasmine, and I missed it by a mile. I’m only grateful that Evans doesn’t know I’m dating the lead detective on the case. The humiliation would be unbearable.

			Evans puts down her fork and peers at me over the top of her silver-­framed eyeglasses.

			“When is your review again?” she asks.

			“It hasn’t been scheduled yet.”

			She flips through her desk calendar and marks something down. “Let’s do that now, then. How about in two weeks?”

			“Whatever.” I shrug.

			“And we’ve decided to take you off the crime beat. We’ve called May in to work. She’s going to take it over, so please give her all your files. Finish today’s story; and then, when you come in tomorrow, you’ll start covering the education beat—­at least temporarily. Karen is gone.”

			Karen is gone? What does that mean?

			“And you can consider yourself on probation. If you’ve showed improvement by your review date, we will make you the permanent education reporter. With the budget cuts, we’ve decided not to have both a night and day police reporter. We’re just having one person on that beat, and May seems better equipped to handle the job.”

			I feel like I’m going to vomit, but I don’t want her to see it. I close my eyes for a half second. Think fast. I need to be able to keep visiting Johnson—­if his attorney still lets me. If that’s taken away, I don’t know what I’ll do. I still need to find out about Caterina.

			“Can I at least finish writing my profile of Johnson?” I hold my breath. It’s a lie. I’m not working on a profile of him. Yet. This will at least give me an excuse to keep visiting him.

			“You’ve got one week.”

			She purses her lips closed and stares at me above her glasses, waiting for me to thank her, I’m sure. Unbelievable. I guess I really shouldn’t be surprised that Evans would cut the crime beat down to one reporter when a huge crime story is happening right in our paper’s backyard. I walk out without saying a word.

			BACK AT MY desk, I’m grateful it’s late, and all the other weekend reporters have gone home for the day. When I walk by, I glance at Karen’s desk. It is empty of her normal family photos and her coffee cup. A few weeks ago, she’d screwed up a big Sunday story on the new governor’s state budget for education. In several places, she had the wrong numbers and facts. She claimed she mistakenly mixed up some preliminary numbers she’d obtained.

			Of course, it made it worse that the Trib had the right numbers. It was pretty bad, but in the past, the most the error was worth was a write-­up in her file, not getting the ax. The days of smooth sailing at a newspaper job have changed. Each day, it seems like the upper-­level management is less concerned with having a quality paper and more concerned with making a profit.

			I bet Evans used Karen’s screwup as a way to cut staff to trim the budget. It all makes sense, I think, as I walk back to my desk.

			The little darling gives me a smarmy look when I walk up.

			“You’re supposed to give me all your files,” she says with her hand out.

			“I’ll give you all my files when I leave later. This is my story. It always will be no matter what the editors say. You are just picking up my crumbs.”

			“Whatever. It’s my story now. You couldn’t handle it,” she says, and walks off.

			My eyes land on Jasmine’s missing-­persons flyer taped on the wall beside my computer and the small photo of Jasmine propped against my monitor. I slide open my top desk drawer and see Caterina’s little face peering up at me from the framed picture.

			Don’t worry, I think as I look at the two innocent faces. It’s not over yet.

			I grab Jasmine’s picture and take it back to the photo department so Lopez can scan it and use it for my story. At first, I don’t notice him, and then I hear a big crack. Lopez is hunched over in his chair near a trash can, and his arm is moving back and forth. I realize he is punching the metal file cabinet. It has a big indentation where he keeps planting his fist.

			“Chris? What’s wrong?” Then I notice the monitor next to him has a photo of the coroner’s deputies solemnly carrying Jasmine’s skull in a body bag as they traverse a rocky hillside.

			“My granddaughter, Lucia? She’s the same age as Jasmine,” he says, looking up and hastily wiping a tear onto his sleeve. “It’s cool, man. It just got to me for a second. Her skull was so little, man. So fucking little. There’s a special place in hell for ­people who do things like this to kids. I’m okay now. But I tell you what, I wouldn’t mind taking that fucker out by myself.”

			I silently hand him the photo of Jasmine.

			BACK AT MY desk, I write my story, putting in personal details about Jasmine’s life that no other reporter but me knows. I don’t get up for dinner but continue writing, trying to convey through my words the tragedy that was this little girl’s life. As I write, all the adrenaline that had been coursing through my body suddenly leaves. The whirlwind emotions of the discovery of Jasmine’s skull, the encounter with Donovan, and the fury at being taken off my beat suddenly overwhelm me.

			It feels like a tremendous effort to lift each finger off the keyboard. I remember what Donovan said and the scorn in his eyes. Of course, I understand what he was saying—­he was too busy dealing with the skull of a little girl to worry about my getting a scoop. But still, I trusted him.

			I don’t know what is wrong with me. I’m so angry that he gave Black a scoop that I’ve lost track of what the story is really about—­a dead little girl. Is that what the reporters covering Caterina’s story cared about—­getting a scoop? Am I that heartless? I just feel numb. There is no way I can turn my back on Jasmine now. She deserves justice more than ever.

			I quickly look around the newsroom. Nobody is paying attention. I turn my back to hide what I’m doing in case May suddenly returns. Then I slip the important files that contain the majority of my notes, my source phone numbers, and so on, into my bag. I put a few useless notes and press releases into another file, toss it onto May’s desk, and walk out.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 28

			AT HOME, I shrug on an oversized peacoat and pull a navy blue stocking cap low over my ears before pounding down the stairs in my heavy boots.

			Within fifteen minutes, I’m at the corner of Market and Powell, a little winded from walking fast. The squeal of buses, sirens, and cable cars nearby fades into the background as I hunt for an empty spot.

			Plastic tables covered with chessboards are placed end to end in two long rows. I find a vacant table and plop down on the cold plastic chair, not looking around me.

			I need to play some chess and get into the flow. I need a way to escape my thoughts and feelings right now. I don’t want to think. I don’t want to feel. I’m going to move around the black and white pieces until it grows dark and the streets are so sketchy with drug dealers, gang members, and groping drunken men that I’ll need to hail a cab back to North Beach. I want to immerse myself in the games on Market Street until I lose myself. I’ll deal with reality again tomorrow.

			“Natasha.” The hearty slap on my back almost knocks the wind out of me. It’s Georges, the Bulgarian, who runs the chess games. “Where you been sweetie? We’ve missed you.”

			I dig in my jeans and unearth a wadded-­up dollar bill that I hand to him with a Mona Lisa smile. It costs a dollar to play for an hour. How much you bet on each game is up to you.

			Nobody here knows my real name. When I come to Market to play chess, I don’t talk. The only words I utter are “check” and “checkmate.” I come to play real chess players—­some are Soviet chess masters, others homeless men from the Tenderloin, and others businessmen in three-­piece suits. In front of the black-­and-­white-­checkered board, we are all equals.

			Once the regulars figured out I could play, they accepted my refusal to talk.

			It didn’t take me long to earn my stripes. I’ve been playing since I was six years old. It was something one of my uncles taught me during the six months after Caterina’s death, when I stopped talking. Now, when I play on Market Street, I don’t speak.

			I sometimes think chess saved my life. After Caterina died, even when I wanted to talk, the words would not come. The doctors told my mother that there was nothing physically wrong with me. But I refused to interact. I went about my day like normal—­doing all the things I was supposed to do—­except speak.

			One day, my uncle Domenic showed up with a chessboard. He set it up on the big wooden kitchen table. I watched silently as he showed me the moves. He tried to get me to play, but I only watched.

			“Okay then. I’ll go ahead and move my piece,” he told me. “If you want to move your piece while I’m gone, that’s okay.”

			Then he left.

			In the middle of the night, I snuck into the kitchen and moved my black knight, then hurried back to bed.

			In the morning, my mother set the table for breakfast around the chessboard, acting as if it weren’t even there. When my uncle came over later, he didn’t mention the game, but after he left, I noticed he had moved his white bishop. We played this way for five months. Finally, one day my uncle came over and brought a chess timer.

			“I’m going to show you a new way to play—­how the real chess players do it.”

			I was intrigued by what real chess players did, so I sat down. I liked punching the button after I made my move. The fast-­paced game was exhilarating. To my surprise, I quickly saw how to put my uncle in check.

			“Check!” The word flew out of my mouth before I realized it. My silent spell was broken. Gradually, the grayness that surrounded my world also lifted. And my love for chess only grew stronger. In college, I finally achieved the rank of chess master.

			Now, I don’t spend nearly as much time as I should on the game, but I play Tomas by mail and try to get down to Market Street when I can. Tonight, I feel my blood pounding, excited about the game. I hope a worthy opponent takes the seat opposite me. Georges usually shoos away anyone who isn’t serious about the game. He’s oddly protective of me even if he doesn’t know my real name.

			For some reason, even though I didn’t respond to the Russian players who tried to talk to me at first, Georges assumed I was from the Soviet block and started calling me Natasha.

			“Natasha, even if you don’t speak English. It’s okay. You’ll pick it up one day. If an old seahorse like me can do it, you can, too.”

			They’ve never questioned why I don’t talk. They just accept me for who I am. That’s one reason I like to come here. I’m anonymous here. I am not a reporter. I am not an unmarried Italian-­American daughter. I am not the sister of a dead girl.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 29

			AFTER HIS RITUALISTIC wiping down of the phone, Johnson asks me if I got his message.

			“No. When?”

			“Yesterday. Someone else answered your phone. She kept asking me why I killed Jasmine—­she asked me about ten times.” He laughs.

			I bite the inside of my lip. “Let me guess. Was her name May?”

			“Yeah, that’s it. I remembered it because it was a month of the year.”

			I try to remain calm. “What did you say to her?”

			“I didn’t. I just told her to leave a message for you that I called.”

			“Well, I never received a message. What were you calling about anyway?”

			“I was bored. Got me out of my cell.”

			“The editors want me to write a story about your life—­a profile—­so I have a bunch of questions to ask you. What was your childhood like?” I ask. “Did anything happen to you that might have caused you to be who you are?”

			He smiles his gap-­toothed, sort of bashful smile.

			“Nah. That’s what the FBI keeps asking. I had a normal childhood. It has nothing to do my choices as an adult. The feds told me if I agree to a bunch of interviews about my life, and they use me as a case study, they might be able to cut me a deal.”

			“Are you serious?” I hadn’t realized the FBI was talking to him so much. It’s been three days since they found Jasmine’s skull. Nobody has charged him with her murder. He was right. There doesn’t appear to be any evidence pointing to him.

			“Yeah, so why should I give all of this to you for free?”

			“Because you want my story about you to be fair?”

			That is apparently good enough because he continues. His eye wanders as he gives me details of his life, and I look down, scribbling what he says as quickly as I can.

			He was born April 20, 1958, to Dean and Sharon Johnson. His father was in the U.S. Marines and his mother a homemaker. He gives an odd smile when I ask about his mother and balls his hand into a fist in his lap.

			“She was Suzie Homemaker. Just like any other mother during that time. Cooked and cleaned and all that shit.”

			I try not to look at the fist he has made and press him to talk more about his mother, but he changes the subject. That’s okay. I’ll come back to mother.

			“We were a working-­class family. I played baseball. I hunted, camped, rode motocross. My dad would wake me up at three in the morning to take me fishing sometimes. He coached Little League. Playing ball always made me happy. I used to play baseball and football in the streets with the other kids in the neighborhood.”

			His life sounds mundane. Normal. I ask more questions. I’m digging. There must be something else. I want to go back to his mother. There was something there. But I’ll wait.

			“Was anything in your childhood rough?”

			“No tougher than anyone else’s. If I did something wrong, I got whupped with a wooden spoon or a belt. The kindergarten teacher once called up my dad to complain since it hurt for me to sit down, but he just hung up on her.”

			I don’t say that nowadays, his teacher would have reported it to child protective ser­vices.

			“Would you say it was physical abuse?”

			“I’m not sure what would constitute physical abuse. I think it was better in the old days when there was discipline and kids were spanked when they misbehaved.”

			“Do you remember the times you were spanked?”

			“Hell yeah. I was whooped all the time. It was part of growing up during that time. Shit, my earliest memory is getting smacked when I was three.”

			“What for?”

			“How am I supposed to remember? I was three, for Christ’s sakes.”

			“What about sexual abuse?”

			“No.” His answers are so matter-­of-­fact. No matter what I ask, he appears unruffled and almost as if he’s enjoying talking about his life.

			I ask him when he first had a girlfriend.

			“We were both fifteen. Mostly we just hung out together at the empty lot with the other kids in the neighborhood, smoking cigarettes and trying to find older kids to buy us beer.”

			“Did you have sex with her?”

			Suddenly, a look in his eyes freezes me. I barely breathe. It only lasts a few seconds, but it seems longer. For a minute, he seems to stare right through me. “Yeah.”

			He will not elaborate. It’s almost as if I imagined it—­that hard glint in his eyes—­but I know I didn’t. I’ve never had this strong a reaction from him before, so I push on.

			“What did she look like?”

			“She was just a little thing,” he says, and his eye starts to wander as he remembers. The moment is gone. The blank look is back on his face. “Everyone used to think she was someone’s little sister, but she was in our grade.”

			“What color hair did she have?”

			“Brown, like yours,” he says, then meets my eyes. “Like Caterina’s.”

			I freeze. I don’t even breathe. His eyes are probing, and he tilts his head a bit. “But maybe Caterina’s was a little bit different, a little darker than yours.”

			He’s just guessing, I think. He saw my reaction, and he’s adjusting for it.

			“I think you’re bluffing,” I say. “I don’t think you know anything about Caterina. I don’t think you took her.”

			His eyes are empty, a chasm of nothingness that sends chills down my spine. He suddenly seems dangerous to me, even though a thick pane of glass separates us. But I wait, not dropping my gaze.

			“Well, it was a long time ago,” he finally says. “Maybe I didn’t take her after all. Sometimes they all get mixed up in my head, you know.”

			“Tell me something that proves you took Caterina. One thing, and I’ll believe you.”

			I don’t know if I mean the words, but I need him to give up something that will help me know one way or the other. I’m nearly sick with frustration.

			“She cried for her mama for two days straight.”

			I close my eyes for a second and swallow. “Any little girl would have done that. Tell me something specific to her, to my sister.”

			“You’re just going to have to trust me.”

			“Not good enough.”

			“Well, there was something about a jump rope, if I remember correctly.”

			I drop the phone involuntarily. His eyes widen. I try to cover my reaction by faking a coughing fit. I bring my fist to my mouth and hold up a finger to tell him to wait a second. I walk over to a dark corner, trying to get out of his sight line, continuing my fake coughing fit. How could he know that?

			I look back over. He’s craning his neck to see me. I see his bulging eyes, one wandering madly, watching me, and I feel bile rise into my mouth. I give a few more strangled-­sounding coughs. Pull it together. Keep him talking.

			I pick up the phone again. “Sorry. Cough drop almost went down the wrong pipe. What else? What else can you tell me about Caterina?”

			“That’s enough for now,” he says. “Don’t you want to know about my life for your story?”

			Fine. We can play that way. I look down at the list of questions I compiled to ask him.

			“Do you do drugs?”

			“I used to smoke weed and do coke. In the last ten years, I’ve been in a pretty happy peaceful place ever since I quit.”

			“Are you happy right now? Locked up?”

			“Yeah, I’m still happy.”

			“How can you be happy? Don’t you have a guilty conscience for all the things you’ve done?” I try to keep the outrage out of my voice.

			“Why do you need a clear conscience to be happy?” he says. “I believe in basic, simple world peace through individual happiness. That’s what I learned from Buddhism.”

			It’s so absurd, I move on to another question.

			“When did you start studying Buddhism?”

			“When I joined the military.”

			“Military? What branch?” I make a note to look up his ser­vice records.

			“Enlisted the day I turned eighteen. Army. Yep, the old U S of A government was the one trained me to kill. What do you think of that? Good use of taxpayer money?”

			I look at his emaciated frame, and he must see the doubt in my eyes.

			“I didn’t always look like this. My motorcycle wreck fucked me up. I used to be in good shape,” he says. “Can’t do shit now.”

			“Were you honorably discharged?” He looks away. I’m going to assume that’s a no.

			I glance at my watch. The guard is going to come in any minute. Now’s the time to ask about his mother.

			“I always ask ­people I profile to share one memory of their mothers,” I lie.

			His left eye wanders, and his other eye looks off into space. His hand goes back down to his crotch, and he flexes it into a fist. Squeeze. Unsqueeze.

			“Right after my grandma’s funeral. Found my ma lying in bed. Had her hat and shoes on still. She was crying.”

			As Johnson tells the story, his eyes seem to lose focus the more he gets absorbed in the memory. I don’t want to jar him out of it, so I barely move my hands as I take notes, without looking at my notebook and keeping my eyes on him.

			“So I come beside her and pat her arm, you know, to comfort her?”

			I nod.

			“I tell her ‘It’s okay, Mama. Don’t be sad.’ And she just pulled me up on the bed with her and sort of hugged me and was laying on my arm some. She laid there so long my arm fell asleep. But I didn’t care.”

			He stops and gives me a wan smile.

			Was that it? “What happened then?”

			“Dad came home. She jumped up and started fixing herself up.” Johnson stopped, and his dead black pit eyes refocused on me.

			“And?” I prod.

			“She asked me what I was doing in her bed. I told her she pulled me up there. She called me a liar and whupped me.”

			When he finishes, his eyes look down at the desk in front of him. Just then, the guard unlocks the door.

			On my drive home, I realize that during several parts of my interview, I almost forgot Johnson was a self-­proclaimed killer. This realization—­that I could be talking to a stone-­cold serial killer like I’d talk to my own brother—­disturbs me more than nearly anything else he told me today. Except the jump rope. How did he know about that? Was it in the newspaper at the time? I remember the thick folder in my desk. The one that contains the newspaper clips from Caterina’s kidnapping. Maybe it’s time I take a look at them.

			Not today, though. Maybe tomorrow.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 30

			CHUCK HARRIS HAS a raspy, longtime smoker’s voice.

			He’s a former neighbor of Johnson’s in San Jose I’m talking to for my profile piece. The news research department found him for me by searching under Johnson’s old addresses. He’s a fifty-­five-­year-­old auto mechanic who helped Johnson work on his car while the two smoked and drank beer, Harris tells me.

			“I’m sorry I don’t know what else to tell you,” he says. “I really don’t know the guy.”

			“That’s okay. Just tell me what you can.”

			“He was cool until he had his motorcycle accident. He was laid up in the hospital for a ­couple months. When he got out, he limped, said his hip hurt like hell. But it was more than that. You could see it in his eyes. They were wild and crazy. He was different. I knew he was going downhill, but I didn’t know how badly. That accident had something to do with it—­it’s not just head problems.”

			After a few seconds of silence, Harris adds, “But if he likes little girls, he can kiss my ass.”

			MY BIG PLAN for today is to go see what the mother of a serial killer looks like. I don’t know if I believe Jack Dean Johnson took Caterina. I don’t even know if he really took Jasmine. But I do know that he took another little girl and wasn’t going to bring her back alive. Even if he didn’t take Caterina or Jasmine, I know deep down inside he is truly a killer. Even if he didn’t kill the dozen or so ­people he claims, he has killed before.

			But what exactly has made him this way? Maybe his mother will help shed some light on this.

			TIME TO MEET Mommie Dearest.

			The address in my notebook matches the numbers on the gray condominium in front of my parked car. The condominiums are in a quiet residential neighborhood in San Jose that is shaded with old trees. I peer through my windshield at the windows of the house where Sharon Johnson lives. I take a deep breath and walk to the door. It opens almost immediately after I knock.

			The woman standing before me is whippet thin and only comes up to my shoulder. Her eyes are crystal blue. They are the first things you notice. A slash of peach lipstick is smeared on her thin lips. She wears beige slacks with sharp creases down the legs and an ivory blouse buttoned up to her neck. Her hair is so blond it is almost white and is pulled back into a neat bun. She looks both scared and mean. Like a little yappy dog trying to act tough around a German shepherd. She might be little, but she’s not afraid to bite.

			“Mrs. Johnson? I’m with the Bay Herald,” I say, handing her my card. “I’m doing a story about your son, Jack. I talked to him but wanted to also talk to you.”

			She looks me up and down, then wearily opens the door and gestures for me to come in. Inside, it smells like furniture polish in the tidy living room. She perches on a love seat underneath a picture of Jesus. A Bible sits on the end table between her chair and the couch where I sit. Gold curtains are neatly tied back from the windows, and vacuum marks crisscross the beige carpet. A clock on the mantel is ticking loudly. There are no photos anywhere.

			“Go on ahead,” she says before I even take out my notebook. “I’m sure I’m not going to be able to help you any. You say you talked to Jack? Of course he would talk to you.”

			The way she says it makes me feel dirty, as if I’ve done something wrong. I pull my blazer closed as she gives me the once-­over, her gaze lingering on the three-­inch heels of my pumps.

			“Ma’am, when I spoke to your son, he described a pretty typical childhood filled with Little League practice and fishing trips. I wondered if something might have happened to him later on that . . . changed him.”

			She begins fiddling with a doily on the arm of her chair. “I honestly don’t know why Jack is the way he is. We gave him everything a boy could need. He never wanted for anything.”

			She dabs her eyes as if to wipe away tears, but when she glances at me, her eyes are dry.

			“Ma’am, I have to ask these questions. It’s my job.”

			I try the question again. “Did anything traumatic ever happen to Jack when he was a child? Did he hit his head? Did he have problems at school?”

			She pinches her lips together and shakes her head. “No. He was always a good boy when he was young. But he did give us a bit of trouble in high school, but that’s just because he couldn’t keep his privates in his pants. He thought he was in love with some little floozy. But I put a stop to that.”

			I hope my face doesn’t convey my surprise at her sudden vehemence at this memory. I try to sound sympathetic.

			“It must have been hard for you to see him with a girl you didn’t approve of.”

			“Well, it was. I grounded him for a month. He had to read the Bible aloud every night on his knees in the kitchen. And then I had a little talk with the girl’s mother. By the time he was off restriction, the little whore was going to another school.”

			Whoa. Again, I work hard to keep a blank face, free of reaction to her words—­especially her choice of words.

			“Do you think having him read the Bible helped?”

			She looks at me like I’m stupid.

			“Why, of course it did. That’s the only way to fight off what Satan wants us to do. What else could we have done?”

			“Well, I’m not a mother, but it seems to me that most teenage boys go through that stage,” I say, but can’t believe I’m actually in a position where I am defending Jack Dean Johnson in a way.

			“It’s a sin.” She starts speaking faster. “The Bible says that having sex before marriage is wrong. Those urges are sinful, and it was our job as parents to correct that.”

			“Did anything like that ever happen again?”

			“No, he was able to control his sinful nature after that . . . until now, I guess,” she says.

			Sharon Johnson’s eyes are darting around, and she shakes her head and adjusts herself on the couch, smoothing the legs of her pants with her palms. Johnson told me in jail that his father was dead. This might be my last question, but I need to ask it.

			“Ma’am, I know this is painful, but I have to ask you this—­Did Jack’s father abuse him in any way? Maybe yell too much or hit him too hard?”

			She stands. I push on.

			“Did his father drink a lot?”

			She raises her arm to point to the door. Her hand is shaking, and her lips are pursed.

			“It’s time you leave, young lady.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 31

			EVOLVING PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH has shown that sociopaths—­­people who act without empathy or remorse—­are basically the same as psychopaths. Different names for the same thing.

			Back in the newsroom, I’m finishing up my profile about Johnson. It’s only Thursday, but they want the story early. It’s going to run this weekend—­the one-­week anniversary of discovering that Jasmine was dead.

			I dial Dan Reynolds, a renowned criminologist at San Jose State University, who often speaks to the media about psychopaths and serial killers to ask him about this for my story on Johnson. A few years ago, we talked about sociopaths in connection with a woman who didn’t show a shred of remorse after she killed her three children by locking them in the garage with the car running.

			“Can you tell me about sociopathic behavior again?” I ask. “I think I’m dealing with one.”

			“Remember, psychopaths and sociopaths don’t have to be criminals or dangerous ­people. Chances are you work with at least one if not more sociopaths,” Reynolds tells me. “The typical office sociopath is the man or woman who will step on everyone else on the way to the top spot at the company. That doesn’t mean he or she is violent. Most often, they are just lacking in empathy for others. They aren’t aware they are hurting others. Or if they are aware, they truly don’t care.”

			“Yeah, I think our paper has at least one of those around,” I say, looking over at May, who is oblivious beside me.

			“Believe me, every office has one,” Reynolds says. “Did you know that what makes someone a psychopath is actually a huge field of study for geneticists?”

			“So, ­people might be born that way? It might be in their DNA?”

			“Yes, that’s what they are looking at.”

			“What about serial killers? What makes someone become a serial killer? Does anybody know?” I ask.

			“A common trait among serial killers is they often were abused, either physically, sexually, or mentally as children,” Reynolds says. “For instance, John Wayne Gacy’s father beat him and called him a sissy and faggot. Then Gacy turned around and raped boys, accusing them of being gay.”

			I tell him about my visit to Johnson’s mother earlier today and her overreaction to his normal teenage behavior.

			“There might be something to that. There is a theory out there that some potential serial killers turn violent because their mothers rejected them in a traumatic way. Then, instead of attacking their mother, they take out their rage against someone who reminds them of their mother, in a sense killing her each time they take a new victim.”

			Although Johnson’s high-­school girlfriend may have had brown hair like mine (and Caterina’s, I think, cringing), his petite mother has blond hair and blue eyes. Just like Jasmine.

			“Would that be enough? A messed-­up mother?” I say.

			“Well, remember there are other factors, and a serial killer is not created overnight,” Reynolds says. “It occurs as a process of escalation. It usually begins with sexual fantasies and ultimately ends in murder. Sometimes, the first death happens by accident or simply as a way to cover up a sex crime. What happens is that somewhere along the line, the thrill from killing becomes greater than the thrill of the sexual violence itself. So then the ultimate goal becomes the murder, not just the violent sex act.”

			“That sounds like what Johnson described to me,” I say. “The first murder happened just because he felt like it, almost on a whim. But after that, almost every sexual encounter led to murder.”

			“Yes, that sounds about right.”

			MY NEXT CALL is to a former FBI profiler, Gunnar Svenningsen. Although retired, he is an expert on serial killers and occasionally called in to assist with current FBI investigations. I am not surprised when he tells me that Johnson fits the profile of a classic, megalomaniac, psychopathic, serial killer who lives for the media attention he has been receiving.

			“He reels you in by taunting you with details of his exploits but never providing any proof. He wants you to keep coming back. He thrives on your attention and seeing his name in the newspaper,” Svenningsen says. “He believes he is smarter than you are, smarter than the cops, smarter than his victims, and believes he will never be caught. Even though he is in jail right now, he really believes that he can dangle information about Jasmine and get away with it. In his mind, he is a genius. Luckily for us, he’s not as smart as he thinks, and this is why he got caught for taking that little girl.”

			Serial killers are supposedly acting on compulsive behavior that stems from something that happened in their youth. I tell him, too, about Johnson’s mother.

			“That is a possibility,” he says. “You never know what goes on behind closed doors, though. See, that’s the thing—­we don’t know what ­people are like when no one is looking. Most serial killers appear normal and maintain jobs and family lives. They aren’t the weird loners who seem creepy to us. The truth is, they are more likely to be the guy who lives next door.”

			I tell him what Johnson’s neighbor said about his acting strange after his motorcycle accident.

			“We do have some documentation of ­people who led peaceful lives, then became violent after suffering a severe head injury.”

			I frown, remembering what he told me. “Never mind, from what he told me he was raping and killing way before that.”

			“Then maybe it had nothing to do with it,” Svenningsen says. “In many serial-­killer cases, there really is nothing we can point our finger to, and say, ‘This prompted this man to go out and rape and kill.’ We just don’t know what the ultimate cause is. If we did, maybe we’d have some chance of stopping them.”

			I stay late at work finishing my story before I leave.

			His world is an eight-­by-­ten-­foot jail cell where he directs the action like a filmmaker. He is starry-­eyed from the headlines about him. It makes him feel ten feet tall.

			As his trial for kidnapping looms, Jack Dean Johnson grows more desperate for the spotlight.

			It’s no great surprise that Johnson fits the profile of a full-­blown, textbook psychopath—­in simplest terms, an extremely narcissistic person without a conscience. A group of experts, including a former FBI agent and a criminologist, all agree on this.

			They say Johnson is a man who thrives on control and manipulation, getting one over on others. He is utterly self-­absorbed. He has no remorse. If he has a conscience, it’s a weak one. He enjoys making others suffer. He believes he is supremely smart.

			He strings ­people along with his tales, feeding them one crumb of credibility at a time.

			When the media attention is focused on him, Johnson probably feels like God, Reynolds said.

			And despite his cat-­and-­mouse games, he definitely may have committed all the crimes he has laid claim to and may very likely be a serial killer, Reynolds said.

			“He has all the traits of one,” Reynolds said. “He has no emotion. He has no guilt. And he obviously is capable of murder.”

			The article goes on with comments from his mother and ends with the quote from his former neighbor saying Johnson can kiss his ass. A separate story runs that includes all the information I researched about sociopaths and serial killers. Both stories will run Sunday morning, the day the newspaper likes long feature stories that ­people can take time to read over their leisurely morning coffee.

			As I leave the office tonight, I feel a sense of unease. I’ve turned in my profile on Johnson, effectively ending my career as a police reporter. Now, I get to cover education on Monday. Fuck me.

			Researching the story has kept me busy and focused. It has helped me keep darker, unpleasant thoughts at bay, on the edge of my conscience.

			Except late at night. Alone in the dark, my mind floods with images I try to blot out during the day—­Caterina, Jasmine, Donovan. I can only push those thoughts away for so long. And once my eyes close in sleep, they fill my dreams. Donovan’s usually angry at me and far away, too far away for me to talk to or touch. My subconscious does not let me forget that distracting myself from those thoughts during the day is only an illusion. They are always there. Waiting.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 32

			AS SOON AS I get home, I open my freezer and grab a bottle of Absolut. I pour about three fingers’ worth into a tumbler, grab an old pack of smokes I find rummaging through a dresser drawer, and head to the roof of my building. On the way up the stairs, I pluck an empty beer bottle out of a recycling bin to use as my ashtray.

			I plop down onto the roof and bring the glass to my lips. The first sip tingles icy hot on my lips, in my mouth, and on my tongue. As it trickles down my throat, I feel the warm trail it leaves as it travels down my insides. I’m immediately embraced by a warm sense of well-­being. The education beat! Fuck them all, I think, and laugh. It sounds more like a raspy witch cackle. I take another pull on my drink.

			My back relaxes against the concrete wall that surrounds the roof, which is still warm from the sun. I put the empty beer bottle between my feet and flick my ashes into it. From my perch, I can turn my head and watch the last of the sunset as it ripples and sparkles on the Bay. In the other direction, I see the skyline of the city I love. But I turn away. Superimposed on any view are two faces: Jasmine’s innocent grin and Johnson’s leer. Caterina’s little face is back in the dark recesses of my mind. She is safe there. I push her back every time she tries to emerge. Stay put, little one.

			I notice that a ­couple from my building somehow snuck up onto the roof when I wasn’t looking. They stand with their arms wrapped around each other watching the sunset. They look back uneasily at me. I raise my glass to them before they turn away. As darkness falls, I grab a warm sweater and the Absolut bottle out of my apartment before returning back to the rooftop. As I pass by the mirror by my front door, I see that my hair is tangled and that I have deep purple circles under my eyes.

			Much, much later I stumble downstairs into bed and wake in the morning with a hangover. For the first time in a long while, I realize I did not dream. I pop four aspirin before leaving the house.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 33

			MY HEAD IS throbbing. For so many reasons. I’m making appointments to meet with principals at all the schools I’m now supposed to cover. Now that I’ve turned in my profile on Johnson, I have to work my new beat. Anything on the crime beat is off-­limits. Even so, I secretly fax a request to interview Johnson, then stop by Kellogg’s desk.

			I fidget and don’t want to meet his eyes. “I guess I’m going to go drive around my new beat and find where some of these schools are.” Just saying it makes me want to throw up.

			He stops typing and turns his chair to face me. “Listen, between you and me, I don’t have as much say in some of what goes on around here as you might think. Sometimes, decisions are made that I don’t agree with one bit. Just want you to know that.”

			I nod and walk away. Now I feel even worse for lying to him, but every fiber of my body is urging me toward Rosarito.

			Satellite dishes on news trucks arch into the sky in front of Jasmine’s apartment building. I watch the madness from my car. Reporters stand in clusters on the sidewalk, gossiping, I’m sure. Occasionally, a reporter bangs on the front door to no avail. I know Adele won’t open up for the reporters, but even the little girl who usually lets me in is not answering the door today.

			I sip out of a Thermos of hot coffee. When I open the lid, the steam fogs up a teardrop portion of the windshield in front of me. I reread the street signs for the tenth time. I’m on Code 5—­stakeout.

			I’ve grabbed the big crate out of my trunk that has what I think of as my tools of the trade and put it on my passenger seat. It contains hiking boots, jeans, a fire-­retardant poncho, a few granola bars, bottles of water, a portable police scanner, binoculars, manuals on fires and homicides, copies of Freedom of Information Act requests, a first-­aid kit, and a camera.

			I peer through the binoculars at the front door, trying to spot if anyone is peeking out, and munch on a granola bar that I wash down with some water. I don’t see a thing. I’m waiting for something, some clue that will show me whether Jack Dean Johnson really killed Jasmine. But is it here? Am I wasting my time? Is he just telling me he had something to do with taking Jasmine just to get attention and his fifteen minutes of fame?

			Nicole calls to check on me.

			“Be careful. If Evans gets wind you’re still trying to cover this story, she’s going to ship you to some weekly covering the garden club.”

			Not if I get a huge scoop she’s not. If I can get the story proving who kidnapped and killed Jasmine, then I’ll be untouchable. I’ll go straight to the publisher with it and demand my beat back.

			A few ­people go in and out of the Victorian, rushing away from the TV reporters and cameramen who run up to them, trying to get an interview. However, there is no sign of Kelly Baker or Richard Silva. I’m daydreaming when I notice movement by the front door. I lean toward the steering wheel and point my binoculars toward the steps. It is Adele’s cat, Dusty. What’s he doing outside? Adele told me he was an indoor cat only. I get out. When I get to the building, I slowly walk up the stone steps, calling his name softly.

			A TV reporter with heavy makeup runs up and shoves a microphone in my face. Her cameraman’s face is not visible behind the huge lens he has pointed at me.

			“Excuse me? Do you live in this building?”

			I turn and glare at them. “I’m with the Bay Herald.”

			“Oh, sorry about that.” But they don’t leave. Instead, the reporter turns to me. “Hey, do you happen to have a phone number for the parents?”

			“Please leave. You’re scaring the cat.” With all the commotion, the cat is backed into a corner, with his back arched. As I move closer, he hisses at me. I start clicking my tongue and calling his name. The broadcast reporters retreat back to their news vans. The cat relaxes. He seems to recognize my voice and flattens his back, lying down on his front paws. I scoop him up and hug him close. His fur is matted. He is so light. Holding him is like holding a fluffy down pillow or bag of cotton candy. Underneath his fur, there is nothing there.

			“How did you get outside?”

			I start banging on the front door. Nobody answers. I pound it harder, and shout, “Open up.”

			That gets the attention of the little girl in the front apartment. She peeks out. When she sees me, she opens the door. I slam it on the mob of reporters who start running up the concrete steps behind me. They begin pounding on the glass. I ignore their shouts. I knock on Adele’s door. Nothing. I bite my lip. What if she is inside and hurt? “Adele? Are you home? I have Dusty. He was outside.”

			“She dead.”

			I turn. The little girl is leaning against her apartment door. Dread creeps across my back and up my neck. My face feels cold and numb.

			“What did you say?”

			“She dead. Something smelled nasty. The landlord, he come, open the door, and she dead.”

			I hug the cat to me and close my eyes for a moment. God, no, I think. Not Adele, too. The cat meows and struggles against my arms. I open my eyes and crouch to speak to the girl.

			“Are her belongings still inside?”

			The little girl looks confused.

			“Her things, her bed and clothes, are they still there?”

			She shook her head until her little braids whipped back and forth across her face.

			What? I saw Adele less than a week ago. How could they have been so heartless? What did they do with all her things? Poor Adele.

			“Who’s taking care of her cat?”

			“Dunno. It’s always trying to get inside. Mama tole me not to let it.”

			I blink back my tears, hugging the cat closer. I wish I had been a better friend to Adele. I should have had her over for dinner at my apartment. I could have even invited her to Nana’s house for Sunday supper. I should have made her take my money for heart medicine. What if that is how she died? She was so alone. She said once the cat was all she had in this world. I figure Adele was all that cat had, too. I walk down the hall, clutching the cat, and knock on Apt. 8. No answer.

			“I know you’re in there,” I say quietly before I turn away. “I’m sorry.”

			Juggling the cat, I walk back down the hall, eyeing the front door and the reporters pressed against it. About six faces peer in on me, watching me, silently. I turn to the little girl.

			“Honey, why don’t you go in your apartment now? Don’t open the door if anyone knocks. Don’t talk to any of those ­people. You just stay inside until they leave.”

			She nods. Her big eyes in her small face watch me as she slowly closes her door. I open my sweater and stick the cat close to my chest before I open the front door. I can barely squeeze by as they rush in and try to beat each other down the hall to Kelly Baker’s apartment.

			I whisper into the cat’s ear. “You’re going for a ride, Mister . . . or are you Miss?” I guess I don’t know. I just assumed it was a boy.

			On my way home, I stop at a convenience store. I sit in my car, hugging the cat and trying not to cry. Die before cry. I go inside and buy a new pack of Marlboro Lights, a few tins of cat food, more vodka, and milk. When I walk back to the car, the cat has its paws up on the window and looks like it is meowing for me.

			At home, I take a wet washcloth and try to clean the cat with it. I don’t want to try to give the pathetic thing a bath yet. Its fur is wet, but at least it looks a bit better. In the kitchen, I pour the cat food into a small bowl I place on the tile floor and watch it frantically wolf it down. When it begins licking the empty bowl, I pour in some more food and fill another bowl with water. It stops while there is still food left, so I figure it has had enough.

			I pour a tumbler of Absolut. I down it and decide to pour the vodka into a big, pink, plastic ice tea glass this time so I don’t have to come down from the roof for a while. I’m heading toward the door when a loud noise startles the cat and it goes screeching by me. I jump backward and lose my balance, falling back on the register, gouging my lower back, and sending the chessboard and pieces skittering across the room. I look at the mess ruefully, kick a few of the pieces, then turn away.

			Before I go up to the roof, armed with my drink and cigarettes, I lock the cat in my bathroom with the water and food bowls. I hope if it has any business to do, it will do it in there.

			“NICE JOB ON that profile of Johnson yesterday,” Kellogg says when I walk into the newsroom Monday. After a few minutes of shuffling papers at my desk, I tell him I’m spending this week getting to know my new sources on the education beat. But I’m not.

			Instead, every day I drive endlessly around Rosarito. Sometimes I’ll start at the northern border of the city, at the top of the hill where Interstate 80 begins to dip down into the city. To my right is the amusement park and beyond that, the bay. I’ll drive all the way to the south of the city near the waterfront. I take side streets and wander through neighborhoods, but eventually I always end up in downtown Rosarito in front of Jasmine’s apartment building. Some days I park there for hours, peering over at the front door. This time I’m alone. The TV reporters are on to bigger stories. Occasionally I gain access to the building. I always make the sign of the cross when I walk past Adele’s apartment. It doesn’t matter how many times I knock on Baker’s door. No answer. For all I know, the ­couple doesn’t even live there anymore.

			As soon as it is dark, I head home, where my bottle of Absolut waits for me in the freezer, so I can drink myself silly. The alcohol blots out my memories. Once I’m drinking, I don’t think about Donovan. I don’t think about Jasmine. I don’t think about Caterina. I just drink until I feel sleepy. Then I wake up each morning and practice my acting skills again.

			It’s strange coming home now. Every time I unlock my door, a little ball of fur greets me with way too much enthusiasm. I always thought cats kept to themselves and were disdainful of ­people. Not this one. At night, the damn thing acts as if I have been gone for days when I show up. It curls its furry gray body around my legs and continues to wrap around me as I walk, nearly tripping me. I no longer lock it in the bathroom at night when I go up to smoke and drink on the rooftop since it obviously knows how to use the litter box I bought.

			I bought a cat bed, a little fluffy round cushiony thing that I put on the floor beside my bed. Each night, I firmly place the cat in it, pushing its back down, until it reluctantly crouches, as if waiting for me to turn away so it can get up again.

			“This is your bed. This is where you sleep,” I tell it. ­“People sleep in beds. Cats sleep on the floor. You’re just lucky I bought you a bed so you don’t have to sleep on the cold floor.”

			It never listens to me. Every morning I wake to find the little bugger has crept onto the foot of my bed, curled up like a ball. When it sees me, it stretches languidly, blinking its eyes and yawning without an ounce of guilt.

			In the mornings, the cat joins me on my balcony and curls up on the seat opposite me as I read the papers and drink my coffee. Donovan only haunts my thoughts late at night when I fall into bed. I still wear his shirt to bed each night even though it is starting to smell. It has become my talisman. I no longer dream about Jasmine. Deep down, I believe that if I keep wearing his shirt, it will continue to protect me from my nightmares.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 34

			I CLOSE MY eyes for a moment and visualize that I’m wearing a Teflon vest over my shirt before I pick up the phone at the jail. I try to play it cool. Nothing can touch me.

			Today, Johnson’s birdlike hands clutch a metal walker when he enters the room. He grimaces as he sits down on the stool across from me. It’s been more than a month since Jasmine disappeared. And more than two weeks since they found her little skull.

			“So, have I been replaced as the ‘Poster Boy of Evil’ yet?” is the first thing he says. He is grinning.

			I give a wry smile. He cannot touch me anymore. I will smile at him, talk to him, and convince him we are friends, so he will tell me what happened to Caterina and Jasmine. They deserve that. He deserves to be locked away forever, where he can never hurt another little girl again. They deserve justice—­that is all that is left for them now.

			“You should do a story about how they are treating me in here.”

			I hope they are beating him and pissing in his food. But I try to keep that out of my voice. “What’s going on?”

			“The powers that be had the wisdom to house me in a dorm here with 119 other prisoners. Of course, the dorm is full of caped crusaders, wannabe crime fighters. They wait until I’m asleep, then they walk by and throw mustard and fish oil on me.”

			He watches me. I keep my expression blank.

			“Well, I finally caught one of them.” Then he smiles. “Being the kind, considerate soul that I am, I returned the favor. I waited until he was sleeping, then I pierced the punk’s eyeball. Now I get my own room.”

			Check. My poker face is gone. I feel the blood rush to my cheeks, and I swallow hard.

			“I have a hard time believing you did that. If you really did it, why are they giving you privileges like being able to meet with me?”

			“Don’t believe me then. The reason they are letting me talk to you is because the punk is so scared of me, he refused to narc on me. They know it was me but can’t prove it. Nobody is saying anything. Now they are all scared of me. I don’t think any of them will try any of that bullshit again.”

			I’m so rattled by what he told me, I need to change the subject. His trial for kidnapping is in two months.

			“Jack, say you get acquitted—­for whatever reason—­what then?”

			“Then I’m gone. I’ll be in some little hick town working somewhere or back out on the floating canneries in Alaska, somewhere remote. Probably have to leave the country, even. I won’t be able to live a normal life anywhere where this has been publicized.”

			“How will you survive?”

			“Work is no problem. I can do auto repair. I can chop wood. I can build homes. I can run a line, catch a trout, shoot a deer.”

			“What if they find evidence tying you to Jasmine’s murder? I’m sure they haven’t given up yet.” I say it to get a reaction. It doesn’t work.

			“They ain’t gonna find any evidence. I told you that. But let’s just say hypothetically they do. If I’m going to spend the rest of my life in jail, give me some money, and I’ll give you a blow-­by-­blow account and confession of everything. If they can get evidence, this is the last fucking rodeo for me.”

			I’m tired of his stories. He’s had enough fun toying with me. I need some answers.

			“You promised me you would tell me about Caterina and Jasmine. It’s been nearly six weeks since you said that. I’m sick of waiting. I need to know when that is going to happen.”

			“Yes, we need to talk about Caterina.”

			“I asked you when. When are we going to talk about her?”

			His face has that blank expression again, that complete and utter lack of warmth. A black hole lacking any emotion. When he looks at me, it is without recognition. I get the feeling he could be could be talking to the wall. For a moment, he has checked out. Then he comes back. A long blink, then a glint of recognition appears in his eyes again. His left eye wanders.

			“Soon. My lawyer is working on something,” he says.

			“A plea bargain?” I scoff.

			“I didn’t say a plea bargain.” He cocks one eyebrow.

			I ignore it. I’m not playing his game. The clock is ticking—­the guard will be here any minute.

			“You said something about money. If you are locked up, what would you do with all that money anyway?”

			“I need surgery. My hip is deteriorating. Now I have to use this thing,” he says, pointing to the walker. “I can barely walk. I can’t defend myself in prison with one leg. I need money for an operation. I need money to have things like books and a TV. You can buy all kinds of things in jail. You can buy drugs, sex, cigarettes, protection. Anything you want.”

			I check my watch. We’re almost out of time. I’ve saved the best for last. Even if it means he’ll never talk to me again, I’m going to say it.

			My favorite chess book suggests that maybe the answer to my questions lies in pressing him harder.

			“Psychology cannot be underestimated in studying your opponent and gaining insight into his future moves. For instance, does he appear calm or anxious in reaction to your move? Is there something, some subtle body-­language clue that can give him away? Examine whether he is cautious or carefree in response to your move.”

			I’m sick of pretending to be his friend to get information. Things are different now. I don’t need him anymore for a story. Besides, I saw Black leaving the jail when I arrived. Is Johnson talking to other reporters now? Fine. Black can have the goddamn scoop. I just need Johnson to tell me about Caterina. What I’ve been doing—­playing nice—­is obviously not working. I’m ready to try something different. Let’s see how Johnson reacts to what I say this time.

			“I’ve got a theory,” I say, and wait for him to pay attention. He stops and watches me, waiting. “My theory is this: What if, say, just maybe, you read about Jasmine’s kidnapping in the paper and decided that would be a good way for you to get attention . . .”

			I pause and watch as his eyes narrow dangerously, watching me. His left eye stays steady. I steel my gaze at him, an open challenge in my eyes as I continue. “And, then let’s say you try to do it, too—­to kidnap a little girl, but you aren’t as smart or clever as the other kidnapper, and you get caught. And then, because you like the attention, you pretend to be this longtime killer, but you’re not. You’re just a pathetic little man whom nobody likes and no woman in her right mind would sleep with.”

			I watch his eyes turn even blacker, and his knuckles holding the phone are white. His other hand is flexing open and closed in his lap. I get the feeling that if he could, he’d smash this window and wrap his clawlike hands around my neck. A shiver of fear runs down my spine, but I also feel exhilaration run through me. That’s right, you bastard. Don’t underestimate me.

			Suddenly, he throws the phone and pushes back his chair. I jump back as the phone hits the glass on the other side a few inches away from my face. My heart is racing, and I’m starting to hyperventilate. He’s at the glass door pounding for the guard, just out of my sight. I turn away. I’m afraid to see the look on his face. I stand in the dark near the elevator, pushing the DOWN button again and again, afraid to turn, but I can sense his eyes on my back, and I swallow and close my eyes, praying for the doors to the elevator to open. Finally, they do, and I step in and don’t turn around until I hear them close behind me.

			On the way to my car, I call a low-­level source I have who works in the jail.

			“Hey, did you have an inmate get poked in the eye with a pen last week?”

			“Yeah, the dude ended up losing his eye.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 35

			THE TAVERN NEAR the jail is dark inside, but one end of the bar has a few empty seats, so I plant myself on a stool and order another vodka. I feel reckless tonight. I recognize that ache, that longing to fill something inside that is empty. I don’t have to rush home tonight. Nobody is waiting. I push an image of Donovan down into the dark recess of my mind.

			By the time the bartender hands me my vodka, my eyes have adjusted to the dark. At first I imagine I’m seeing things. I haven’t seen Donovan for weeks. But there he is—­sitting at the other end of the bar. I become so flustered I knock my glass, spilling a little bit of it. He nods and slightly raises his glass to me before he takes a sip. I wonder if he was also at the jail just now. I can’t believe my bad luck. I feel like I accidentally summoned him out of the ether by thinking about him. Out of all the bars in the Bay Area, he has to be at this one, on this night. Unbelievable.

			He’s with another cop I vaguely recognize. Donovan nods occasionally or responds to what the other cop is saying, but he never takes his eyes off me. Is he going to come over and talk to me or just stare all night? It’s unnerving. I’m trying to avoid looking at him when Andy Black appears at my side.

			“Hey, Giovanni, what you drinking?”

			He had been sitting in one of the booths, he says. I guess I’m not the only reporter who needs a drink after visiting Johnson. For the first time, I really take a good look at Black. He is cute, with his long eyelashes, even if he is the competition. I try to smooth my hair a little and straighten my skirt, but then notice my blouse has wine dribbled down the front.

			“So you needed a drink after you talked to him, too?” I ask.

			“Nah.” Black takes a big swig. “I needed a drink because he wouldn’t talk to me. He keeps denying my requests.”

			I’m surprised by this and try not to gloat.

			After two more drinks, I’m giggling like a schoolgirl when I happen to glance over at Donovan. He gives a little smirk. Screw him.

			Then, I feel Black’s hand on my thigh. It is so light, so tentative that at first it feels as if my sweater has slipped off the back of my chair and onto my lap. Then I know. His eyes meet mine, but I turn away. I cup my hands around my glass, which is dripping with condensation and bring it to my lips. I catch sight of my face a few feet away in the bar’s long, etched mirror. My cheeks are flushed. In the dim lights reflecting from the bar, my features are soft as if illuminated by candlelight. My lips are parted and wet. My eyes are sparkling. The colorful bottles above the bar seem to shimmer in the light.

			Suddenly, I can feel Donovan’s eyes on me like laser beams. I only need to turn my head slightly to see him, but I hesitate. I feel like a child caught cutting her hair with scissors. I look over at him for a long moment. He has a question in his eyes. I break my gaze and glance down at the napkin I have wadded into a tight ball in my fist. But then I remember his comment. I wonder what he thinks about this “little newspaper game?” Then I whirl back to Black, tossing my hair as I turn and grab his hand. I can almost feel Donovan’s eyes boring into me. Good. Now, he knows there’s no chance for us ever.

			Without a word, Black scoops up my sweater and bag in one hand and leads me out of the bar into deep darkness where the streetlight has gone out, and the moon has gone behind a cloud. His movements are sure. He presses me against the wall of the building. In one deft move, he grasps both of my hands in one of his and raises my arms above my head, holding my pinned hands as he dips his head. His kisses are demanding. He is anonymous in the dark. He could be anybody. When he pulls back from kissing me for a moment, I can’t even make out his features. A shadow kisses me—­a warm, urgent crush of darkness. I’m caught up in the kiss until I realize I’m imagining Donovan’s mouth on mine. I pull back and stare right at Black’s shadowy face. I feel the rough wall against my back, my head, my legs.

			He pulls me back toward him, and I have to catch my breath from the suddenness of his embrace. A thought briefly flitters through my head—­should I stop? My mind says yes. My body says no. I am adrift. I am floating. I am going to ride this current and see where it takes me.

			A FEW HOURS later, I’m in Black’s bed in San Francisco. It’s late, but I’m still awake. The green luminescent numbers on the clock’s dial tell me it’s two o’clock. I stare at the blinking red light of a smoke alarm. I’m naked. I want my pajamas. Black’s breath is heavy with sleep beside me. I can just see a small slice of his smooth chest visible by a shaft of streetlight that seeped in between a sliver in the heavy drapes.

			Too late, I realize what a horrible mistake I’ve made. I thought of Donovan the entire time, and it made me feel emptier than ever. I also realize that what just happened doesn’t even begin to fill that hollow inside me—­the one that always surfaces in the deepest of night. Lying in the dark next to Black, I have never felt so alone.

			Maybe for a few hours in Black’s bed I was able to blot out my dark thoughts. But it was temporary. When I close my eyes, images of two little girls, at first, laughing and running, then screaming in terror, flash on the backs of my closed eyelids.

			I make the sign of the cross and scoot closer to Black, placing my arm lightly across his chest and my mouth near his neck before I close my eyes. I’m confused when slow tears form at the corner of my eyelids. I quickly brush them away. Die before cry.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 36

			I HIDE IN the back of the church with sunglasses on. Theater-­type lights brightly illuminate the altar in the one-­story wooden church. A few bouquets flank three pictures of Jasmine that are placed on the altar underneath the hanging cross. I can’t go examine them because they are right in front of May, who is sitting in a navy blazer diligently taking notes. I want to kick her in the teeth. Black is here, too. But he’s sitting right by May, so I can’t even say hello to him. I’m not supposed to be here. I’m banned from covering it. I practically begged to be allowed to go. “It’s not your story anymore,” Evans told me.

			Besides, Black hasn’t called me since I stayed over the other night.

			Because they are keeping Jasmine’s skull for evidence, there can’t even be a funeral, so the volunteer searchers finally decided to schedule a memorial ser­vice.

			Besides a big front-­page story by May that rehashes everything I’ve already written, the Jasmine story is in limbo. Police haven’t been able to tie anyone to her death yet. Since my last visit, Johnson hasn’t approved any of my requests. Maybe his attorney finally tightened the screws. I remember Johnson’s saying his attorney had something in the works. Maybe that has something to do with it. I glance around the church. Jasmine’s mother and stepdad are no-­shows. Again, I wonder if they moved away. I wouldn’t blame them.

			From my seat in the back of the church, I spot Donovan sitting with some uniformed officers. I snuck in late, and I plan to sneak out early, so I don’t run into him or May. I don’t want to see the scorn in his eyes. He’s not stupid. He watched me leave with Black. I feel a wave of guilt and fatigue swarm over me. Even if he wanted to patch things up with me, now I’ve blown it.

			The memorial is bleak. Not one single person who knew Jasmine gets up to speak. Did anyone here know her? What about her teacher? A school bus driver? A neighbor? Nobody.

			A minister says a few words, but it’s not enough.

			“Jasmine never had a chance. She was being raised under some tough circumstances and had a lot to deal with in her life, including having lost her father at a young age. Despite this, she tried to make a real home and a real family out of what she was given.”

			It is a stark contrast to Caterina’s funeral. Hundreds of ­people showed up. Old Italian women dressed in black shawls took turns keening and watching over her tiny casket before the ser­vice. The altar was overflowing with flowers and photographs of my sister. It was all a blur of faces, flowers, and ­people patting me on the head.

			A sudden memory makes my heart lurch: a beam of sunlight striking Caterina’s small silver casket and blinding me for a moment as it’s lowered into the ground. When I next looked, straining to see around through figures in dark clothes above and around me, all that remained was a small mound of earth with the deep blue sky above it. She was gone. The distant buzz of a bumblebee mingled with muffled weeping and sobbing sounds. I lurched and struggled to run to the grave, but my grandmother’s tight, dry grasp on my hand turned me toward the car.

			My feet dragged behind me, and I kept looking back over my shoulder as my grandmother shushed me. I could see my mother collapse onto the ground, lying flat and grasping at the dirt as ­people pulled her away. I was only six, but I knew what happened after that casket went in the ground. You never saw them again. The dirt was still fresh at the grave beside Caterina’s. Only a few days before, I had watched them lower my father’s coffin into the ground. When we drove away from the cemetery, all the colors suddenly faded to gray, and a heavy pall settled on my heart. In the deepest night, I can still find it there.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 37

			ON THE WAY back to the newsroom, I check my messages. Kellogg wants me to meet him in Evans’s office immediately. What now? What else can she possibly do to me? I think they forgot about having my review. Maybe that’s going to happen right now. Great.

			And then I know. Because this time when I walk in, Evans asks me to close the door. I do so, then turn around. Kellogg and a security guard are sitting in front of her desk. Immediately, my stomach clenches. Kellogg has his head between his hands. He looks up at me, and his eyes are sorrowful.

			This is bad. This is it.

			Evans doesn’t even offer me a seat. “I specifically told you that you were off the Jasmine story, and now I just found out that you were at the funeral. The ser­vice was held in the middle of the day, when you were supposed to be working. Since the Jasmine story is no longer your beat, I can only assume that you were there when you were supposed to be at work. That means you lied and were engaging in personal business during company time. That is grounds for dismissal. A security guard will escort you as you retrieve your personal belongings.”

			“I still think you should rethink this move,” Kellogg finally speaks up. His voice is wavering. I look up, surprised to hear it. “And you should also rethink taking Gabriella off the police beat. I really wanted to say this before, and now I’m going to tell you what I think. She is our only connection with a serial killer. She’s the only one he will speak with, and if we let her go, then we lose that advantage. Is that worth it?”

			It’s the first time I have ever seen Kellogg stand up to Evans. His hands are trembling, and he stands there awkwardly, waiting for her response. He’s smart. He’s appealing to her competitive side. The more scoops I have, the better she looks to the big corporate honchos. I hold my breath. Maybe it will work.

			She dismisses his claim with a wave of her hand and a whoosh of air. “Oh please. May will be able to get him to talk just as easily. I’m not worried about that. In fact, maybe May will get him to finally confess. He hasn’t really told Gabriella anything valuable yet.”

			I don’t know why I thought Kellogg could change her mind. She’s had it in for me for months. This is personal. It doesn’t matter what I say.

			Kellogg stands up. “I’m so sorry, Gabriella,” he says, not taking his eyes off Evans. “Believe me, this was not my idea, and I don’t support this decision one bit.”

			Evans’s mouth drops in surprise as Kellogg walks out of her office.

			The security guard, an older man, follows me to my desk. I start to pack up my few personal belongings—­my photo of Caterina, some books, and other personal items. Then, I remember something. I wait until the guard’s eyes are on the big TV, watching the game, and I unearth the folder with Caterina’s clips and slip it into my bag.

			Kellogg comes up and gives me a strange look before he begins chitchatting with the security guard about the Giants’ game. The guard turns his back to me, and they discuss the score. Kellogg’s arm hangs over my desk. An envelope and a piece of paper drop down. The letter is addressed to me and has a county-­jail return address. It’s from Johnson. The other piece of paper is a fax approving my interview request with Johnson. I quickly stick both in my bag. At the door, I hand over my badge and give Kellogg a hug. It’s a bit awkward, but he hugs me back. Neither of us says a word as I walk away.

			I feel ill, but it’s my heart that hurts the most. My body seems heavy, sluggish. My legs feel like sandbags, and it takes enormous effort to walk to my car. I haven’t had a proper meal in more than a week. During the day, I exist on vending-­machine snacks—­pretzels, candy bars, and potato chips. At night, booze and smokes fill my empty stomach. All I want to do is go home and crawl in bed and sleep for a week. I don’t want to think. I don’t want to feel. I don’t want to move.

			I open Johnson’s letter and read it sitting in my car. I know I’m prolonging leaving the newspaper parking lot. Driving away will make it final.

			Gabriella,

			I’ve been violently sick the past two days from some E coli virus, but feeling somewhat better. I’ve got some problems with your article on me. My attorney says I shouldn’t talk to you or I would’ve gotten back to you sooner. Things have changed now.

			Question: If I seek the public eye so much (as your experts claim), why did I REFUSE OVER 40 media interviews, 15 of those with TV stations?

			Here comes the best part—­your EXPERTS. Talk about trying to be self-­important. FBI guy: “You don’t see feeling in this guy. He’s all EGO.” Did Gunnar say how I managed to keep my EGO hidden from view for 43 years? Or the 22 years since my first killing? How does he explain that?

			Now, I could NOT believe this part,

			“He’s not super intelligent, but he is cunning and shrewd and very manipulative.”

			I don’t believe I’ve got to PROVE if I am smart. The simple fact that they have NOT caught me speaks in itself. Why do you think I should give the coppers ANYTHING to prove any other crimes?

			Spending the rest of my life here could NEVER be punishment for all the things I’ve done. Hell, it doesn’t even cover just the sex crimes.

			The cops will NEVER figure it all out.

			Stop the FUCKING TYPEWRITER, what is this shit? You: “like a typical psychopath, Johnson also blames his victims for what he does to them.”

			Because I talk about sex with kids in other countries or how much it happens in this country, DOES NOT MEAN I BLAME the victim.

			How many times have I told you, I do the things that I LIKE DOING.

			Gunnar Svenningsen is a Bozo: “Isolate this guy. He can’t stand that. He’ll go crazy.”

			Some already think I’m crazy. Being isolated does not bother me because I LIKE MYSELF.

			Buddhist meditation works wonders.

			“Do you really THINK I’m blowing smoke-­up-­your-­ass? It is good to doubt and question things I say. But IF you believe me to be lying, then our time is being WASTED!

			Do you think I should just hand YOU all-­the-­good-­info (confessing-­in-­detail) on a silver platter? NOT

			I’m thinking about calling you Clarice, YOU know, as in Clarice STARLING. What do you think of that? You sort of remind me of her. But she was more patient. You need to be patient. I’ve told you this is to be A TIME-­consuming mission. It’s going to take time if you want to find out about Caterina. If you don’t want to invest the time, LET me know NOW! I bet another reporter might want to talk to me instead. Like that one, MAY. I don’t think you like her, do you?

			Does seem to me that lots of questions are going UNASKED about Jasmine? Why is that?

			Like maybe, why was the HEAD separated from the rest of the body? Was the rest of the body in the same AREA as the HEAD was found? Was all the meat still on the rest of the BONES? Etc etc . . . It really is quite simple. Lots of things I’ve already told you, you just were NOT paying ATTENTION to what I was saying!

			I did hear something ’bout a navy blue sea bag, them are quite handy and useful items. Not as handy or as useful as good ol’ gray duct tape. Anyhow, I’ll put an end to this rambling for now.

			Jack

			I crumble the pages and toss them in the backseat. My engine turns over with a growl, and I don’t even bother to look behind me as I back out of my parking spot and head to North Beach. Stuck in Friday night traffic waiting to enter the Caldecott Tunnel, I call both Nicole and Lopez and tell them I got the ax. They are both outraged on my behalf, but I can tell they don’t know what to say.

			“I’m still going to visit Johnson as much as I can,” I tell Nicole in a rush.

			There is such a long pause that I wonder if the call has been dropped. Then, she responds in a wary voice.

			“Really? Do you think that’s a good idea? I mean, what are you going to do with what he tells you if you can’t write an article?”

			“It’s not just about the articles. It’s about finding out what happened to Jasmine—­and Caterina. Just because I don’t work for the paper anymore doesn’t mean I’m giving up on this. But don’t say anything. Please? It needs to be a secret. Can you do that for me?”

			“Of course,” Nicole says, but she sounds worried.

			Cars behind me honk, and I use it as an excuse to hang up. I didn’t like the disapproving tone in her voice. So what if I still want to cover the story? I can find someone to print my articles. And really, I was telling the truth—­the most important thing is finding out what happened to Jasmine and Caterina.

			I punch the accelerator as the traffic opens up inside the tunnel. I speed past cars in the Caldecott Tunnel, cutting in and out of lanes of traffic. A few angry drivers honk at me, but I give them the finger. When I emerge on the other side and see the city stretched a few miles in front of me, I decide I don’t want to wait to get home to get a drink.

			I take the Highway 13 Berkeley exit and head for the Claremont Hotel.

			The posh old hotel has fantastic panoramic views of San Francisco and always makes me feel rich for the day. Tonight, I order my Absolut and sink into a leopard-­print lounge chair near the grand piano and a planted palm tree. Then I order another drink. And another. I’m flirting with every guy in the place by the time the bartender cuts me off.

			“Why don’t you give me your keys, miss?”

			“Oh, I’m not driving, silly,” I say, smiling. “I just live over on Ashby Avenue. We’re practically neighbors. I know I can’t drive like this!”

			“I’ll call you a cab,” he says. “I don’t think you should walk home, either.”

			“Great,” I say with a bright smile. “Thanks. I’ll go use the ladies’ room first.”

			Instead of taking the stairs to the bathroom, I stumble out to my car. I have trouble getting the key into the ignition, but finally turn the engine over. I only make it about a block before I hit a curb and end up parked kittywampus on the sidewalk. I look over and see a child’s bike in front of a house, only a few feet away from my fender. The sight makes me sob. I open my door and lean my head out to vomit, getting some in my hair.

			What the fuck am I doing? I straighten out my car, bumping off the sidewalk and putting it in park on the side of the road. I reach into the backseat and pull an old blanket over me before I lean my seat back and close my eyes, rubbing my miraculous medal between my fingers.

			In the morning, I wake early, shivering, with my head throbbing and back aching from sleeping in the front seat of my car.

			Halfway across the Bay Bridge, the fog shrouding the city overtakes my car. Every once in a while, the mist parts, and I get a glimpse of steel gray buildings arching up and disappearing into the concrete-­colored sky. As I cross over Terminal Island, off in the distance there is a small patch of San Francisco bathed in sunlight. It’s hard to tell for sure, but it looks like it is right about where my church sits.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 38

			THE CANDLES FLICKER, casting shadows on the statue of the Virgin Mary before me. Although there are four shrines to the Madonna in Saints Peter and Paul Church, she is my favorite: Her smooth ivory hands clutch a cherub-­looking baby Jesus, and pink roses form a crown above her lowered eyes. Dried and blackened red rose petals are scattered at her base in homage. The alcove smells like melted wax. Deep sapphire glass holds votive candles.

			I stuff a ten-­dollar bill in a metal box and light four of them: one in remembrance of my father, one for Caterina, one for Jasmine, and one for my own sorry self.

			I spent about thirty minutes in the shower earlier, ridding myself of the vomit and filth, and although I nearly rubbed my skin raw scrubbing, it did nothing to cleanse me of the dirtiness and despair I feel. There’s only one way to do that.

			As my eyes adjust to the dim interior, I see that the church is not empty. It never is. A man with thin, blond, slicked-­back hair is walking to the front of the church. He is wearing a deep orange cardigan and has a slight limp. The sight sends a chill down my spine, and I don’t realize I’m staring until he stops at a pew near the front, genuflects, and sits with his hands folded looking up at the altar. Another man with a balding pate has his arm bent around a stooped, silver-­haired woman. They are both kneeling in their pew.

			Brilliant hues stream from stained-­glass windows depicting Bible scenes. The massive high altar is white marble and gold and always seems to be glowing on its own no matter what time of day or night I visit. The familiar, comforting smell of incense hangs in the air.

			Suddenly, a woman in a pink sweatshirt with the hood pulled up over her head is at my side, asking me for fifty cents. I tell her I don’t have any change even though I do. She wanders away to the back of the church where a kaleidoscope of colors filters down from the rose window above the huge, wooden church doors. What have I become? I watch the woman leave. When I was in college, I would actually pull my car over to hand homeless ­people dollar bills. What happened to that girl? Instead, I’m walking a tightrope on the edge of a precipice, fighting the temptation to fall into the darkness.

			I lower myself onto a worn embroidered rug padding the base of a dark wood kneeler. I close my eyes, bow my forehead, and fold my hands in prayer on the kneeler’s armrest. The church is an oasis of silence and peace. Very faintly, seemingly from a distant shore, I can hear the sound of traffic outside. The clatter of a janitor wheeling a trash can through the sanctuary momentarily startles me.

			I begin by reciting several prayers I memorized as a child. They do nothing to cast out the gloom and desperation that has been closing in on me for the past few weeks. The fleeting murkiness hovering around me for years—­just out of reach—­has finally found a chink in my armor, like insects that can squeeze under the cracks in the door. The day my father died, the shadows made their first appearance, fluttering above me, trying to get in. At Caterina’s funeral, they settled their weight upon me, and my world became a surreal tabloid of hopeless gray. It took years before they scattered.

			Now I feel the heavy cloak of despair again. The reminder that men like Jack Dean Johnson really walk this earth has darkened my world. Even if he didn’t take Caterina—­or even, Jasmine—­he’s preyed on other innocent children like them.

			My chest becomes tight. My nose begins to run and I cry. I angrily wipe my face on my sweater sleeve.

			“God, how could you take away my father and my sister? I was only six years old.” Now I’m sobbing. “How could you let that happen?”

			Through my tears, I realize I’m not only sad, I’m angry. In fact, I’m furious.

			“And you let that monster take Jasmine,” I say between clenched teeth. “She only wanted to be loved. She was a little girl.” It all comes out in such a rush. My clasped knuckles are white, and my rings dig into my palms. By now, tears are dripping from my cheeks onto my hands. Along with Caterina and Jasmine’s, other faces flash before me.

			I remember Adele’s neatly folded afghan in her windowless apartment. Nobody even knew she had died. How can you be that alone in the world? I think of Evans, who I suddenly realize is bitter and lonely. A vivid memory of her sitting alone in her office at night eating dinner comes to me. For the first time, I feel sorry for her. I stop praying and just cry. I haven’t cried like this since I was a little girl when my father and sister died. Big, gulping sobs. I bury my face in my folded arms on the armrest. After a long while, the tears stop flowing.

			I wipe my face on my sleeve and stand. I’m weary. I’m hungry. But I feel a gossamer sense of peace start to spread within me. By this time, the shadows in the church stretch deeper. Only the west-­facing windows continue to splash geometric rainbow slivers of light onto the marble floors. I rummage in my purse and come up with a fistful of change. I look around, but the woman in pink is gone, as is the ­couple. Only the man in the sweater remains.

			On my way out, I stop at the font of holy water that faces the altar at the rear of the church. A big, brass, bell-­shaped cover is off to the side, allowing midweek access to the bowl’s contents. I dip my three middle fingers into the holy water and bless myself.

			For the past twenty-­two years, I’ve been okay with not knowing the specifics of Caterina’s kidnapping and murder. But now I realize that’s not working for me anymore. Writing about Jasmine has unleashed emotions and memories I didn’t even know existed. And despite the fear of breaking my mother’s heart, I’m starting to feel that I need to know the truth. That I might need this more than I need anything else in the world—­even my mother’s approval.

			Outside, the fog is seeping through Washington Square Park, muting sounds and making the bustling shop fronts seem like they are on a distant shore. As I walk back through the park, I fish a crumpled pack of cigarettes out of my bag and drop them in a trash can. At home, I poke through my cupboards. I haven’t been shopping for a while, but after watching my mom scrape together meals through some lean years as a single mother, I know how to cook with a bare pantry.

			I peek in the freezer. I eye the bottle of Absolut—­the third one I’ve bought in a week—­and unceremoniously dump its contents down the sink drain. The cat watches lazily from the kitchen floor. Poking around in the freezer, I find a loaf of sourdough bread and set it out to defrost. I also sauté some frozen French-­cut green beans in olive oil, salt, and slivers of garlic. I unfurl a can of anchovies and lean down, scooping them into the cat’s dish.

			“Here, Dusty. You’re going to love these.”

			He eyes me suspiciously for a moment. I don’t blame him—­it’s the first time I’ve called him by his name. He waits a second, then, with his tail swirling above his head, daintily licks every last bit of anchovy from the small dish.

			For my entree, I make pasta cacao e pepe, a simple pasta with pecorino Romano cheese and fresh black pepper. I know an easier way to make it by grinding some fresh black pepper, but I like to make it the way my mother does. I take a handful of black peppercorns and heat them in a cast-­iron skillet until they become fragrant and begin to slightly pop. As the spaghetti noodles boil, I let the peppercorns cool while I grate a handful of pecorino Romano. Then I mash the peppercorns with a pestle and mortar until they are ground. Once the spaghetti is al dente, I drain it and immediately mix it with a little hot water, the pepper, and cheese.

			The pasta, with a slice of bread, the green beans, and a glass of cabernet sauvignon makes the perfect meal. Even though I’m dining alone, I set the table as my mama taught me, china plate, cloth napkin, and even light some candles. I finish every bite. I clean the dishes, then start on my apartment, which has been neglected for weeks.

			I feel guilty when I start hunting for chess pieces, finding some under my bed, others in the closet. I’m going to have to write Tomas and explain. I’ve thrown away his postcards without looking at them. Once my apartment is in order again, I tackle the loads of laundry that have piled up and even give Dusty the bath I should’ve when I took him in, which he’s not thrilled about.

			Then, even though it’s early, I crawl into bed. Once I get settled in, I lean over, pluck Dusty off the floor, and lift him onto my bed with me. He kneads the pillow next to me with his paws and walks in circles until he finally settles into a big puffy poof near my head.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 39

			I TRAIL BEHIND Nana in her flowered blue dress as she wanders through her garden with a big straw basket, examining this and picking that, preparing me a care package to bring home. Terra-­cotta pots of basil, thyme, coriander, and Italian parsley line the paths. I walk past plots filled with tomato, eggplant, lettuce, and zucchini plants. During the summer and fall, I leave my grandmother’s house every Sunday laden down with whatever crop has burst forth in bloom.

			Nana plucks the ripest tomatoes and the freshest greens and carefully places them in the basket as she talks to herself in Italian. I pause, closing my eyes, savoring the love and peace that I always find in her presence.

			My grandmother has been my confidante since I was a small child. Today, I confess everything to her. At first, I only told her about losing my job, but then my forlorn love life is brought up as we wash off the vegetables from the garden. Turning off the faucet, she turns and takes me by the elbow.

			“Ella, why you don’t want to be married?”

			“It’s not that I don’t want to be married, Nana,” I say, and begin patting tomatoes dry. “It’s that nobody I date understands how important my job is to me. I just don’t know if I can be a reporter and a wife.”

			“But your job is gone now.”

			I shake my head sadly. “I know, but I’m going to get another job, even if it means I have to move away. And when I do, I’m going to need your support. I know Mama is going to flip out if I move, but being a reporter means everything to me. I’m not happy unless I’m reporting. It’s my passion.”

			Nana doesn’t say anything. She turns on the water and hands me a purple eggplant. When I put my hand on it to take it from her, she won’t let go until I look her in the eyes.

			“Mia cara, passion is good, very good, but if you not have famiglia, too, you have nothing. Niente.”

			“I have a family, Nana.”

			“No, not the same.” She takes both of my hands and peers up at me. “You think you can’t love because of Caterina and your papa?”

			“No, I love,” I say, giving her a hug. “I love you, don’t I?”

			“Many ­people I love are gone, mia cara, but God makes sure you never run out of love. Amore is everything. Nothing else matters. Capisce?”

			“Yes, capisco. I understand.”

			“Good girl,” she says in exaggerated English, and pats me on the arm.

			We fill our glasses with wine and walk back out into the garden. The setting sun is turning the sky behind us golden. I want to draw out this day as long as I can. I decide to stay overnight instead of heading home to my empty apartment.

			“NANA,” I SAY as we walk down the cobblestone path in the garden, “do you believe in evil?”

			She stops and squints her eyes looking at me. “Naturalmente.” Of course.

			“Does it scare you?” I say, leaning over and picking some weeds creeping onto the path.

			“No.” She gives a gap-­toothed smile that reminds me of Caterina’s smile. “God and Jesus and the Virgin Mary are most powerful.”

			“But if that is true, then how come bad things happen?” I pause. “How could God let that happen to Caterina?”

			There. I’ve said it out loud. To someone who knows me—­and loves me.

			She stops, then takes my hand and leads me to a little stone bench in her garden. “Sit,” she says.

			I wait as she settles her dress around her.

			“Mia cara. We are not supposed to know the why,” she says, grasping my hand in both of hers. “We who are left behind are only supposed to do one thing. Do you know what that is?”

			I shake my head.

			“We are supposed to live.”

			THE NEXT MORNING, I end up driving my grandmother to a doctor’s appointment and don’t leave until after lunch. She sends me home with a basket of fresh vegetables and a full heart. She also hands me a black velvet bag. Inside, I find a necklace, a gold chain with a golden horn on it—­a corno or cornicello.

			I immediately recognize it.

			“Put it on. It was your papa’s,” she says, looking at me and clamping her lips tightly. I know better than to argue when my grandmother has that look on her face, so I put it on beside my miraculous medal and tuck it into my shirt.

			Wearing the cornicello—­the Italian horn—­is supposed to protect you against the malocchio—­the evil eye. My brothers both wear the same necklaces. My dad had his on when he died.

			Driving home, stuck behind dozens of red taillights waiting to pay the toll to cross the Bay Bridge, I remember to turn on my phone. I had switched it off in the exam room when it began ringing while the doctor was listening to Nana’s heart. I saw it was my mother calling and knew I would have way too much to explain about why I was with Nana and not at work. When I turn it back on, my phone shows nine missed calls. But only three are from my mother. The other six are from Lopez. I’m about to call him back, when my phone rings.

			Lopez shouts at me. “Giovanni, where the hell you been?”

			“Talk to me.”

			“I’m at the jail, man. I just watched that fucking psycho Johnson drive away in a Cadillac.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 40

			“WHAT?” A FEW cars honk as I cut them off getting over to the far right shoulder. I stop in front of a NO PARKING sign. I’m shaking.

			“You there?” he asks.

			I stare at the waters of the bay. To my right, I can see Alcatraz. “I don’t understand.”

			“He’s on the streets. Off on a fucking technicality. I tried to follow him. By the time I got to my car, he was gone.”

			“That can’t be,” I say, almost to myself. “His trial isn’t for weeks yet.”

			“It was an emergency hearing or something,” Lopez says. “Call the courts guru, man. She’s got the skinny.”

			I pound my fist on my steering wheel. I’ll never get the story now. He’ll disappear, like he said, and I’ll never know what happened to Caterina. I hang up and call Nicole. I don’t even get a chance to say hi.

			“Holy shit! I’m trying to reach the D.A. I’ll call you back,” she says, and hangs up.

			I’m just exiting off the Bay Bridge and near the Embarcadero when she calls back.

			“Okay, here’s the deal,” she begins. “It’s fairly complicated, but the exclusionary rule is grounded in the Fourth Amendment, and it is intended to protect citizens from illegal searches and seizures. It also protects defendants from prosecutors and police who illegally gather evidence. What it says is that any evidence gathered illegally violates Johnson’s rights and therefore is inadmissible. It gives him a defense that doesn’t even consider whether he committed a crime or not. Instead, it looks at how the evidence against him was gathered, not what the evidence proves. It could be rock-­solid evidence against him—­which it is in this case—­but because a judge didn’t sign the search warrant—­the case was thrown out.”

			I’m trying to digest what she has said. “So what exactly happened?”

			“What happened was the cops jumped the gun and executed the search of Johnson’s car before an actual warrant was signed by a judge. The cops thought they had probable cause to search the car, based on the description of the vehicle. But Johnson’s attorney got a copy of the liquor store’s surveillance video. It shows a nearly identical car with a blond driver in his thirties pull into the lot at nearly the same time. That vehicle wasn’t searched. That effectively shows that by searching Johnson’s vehicle with an unsigned warrant, they violated his rights against illegal search and seizure.”

			My mind is still reeling as I try to follow what Nicole is telling me. That’s what Johnson meant when he said his attorney had something in the works. Good God.

			“Because of this,” Nicole continues, “the judge ruled that the search warrants were not valid. The emergency hearing was held this afternoon, and the search warrant was tossed. All the evidence the cops gathered with it was also tossed—­anything that proved the little girl was in the car, such as her fingerprints, her clothes, strands of her hair, and so on. Because that evidence was critical to the prosecution’s case against Johnson, his attorney successfully argued for the charges to be dropped. The judge did so, but reluctantly. At that point, he really didn’t have a choice but to release Johnson.”

			“So a cop fucked up the search warrant and a child killer is free to walk this earth?” I don’t know what else to say.

			“Gabriella?” The way she says my name makes me nervous.

			“Yeah?”

			“There’s something else you should know. The D.A. told me something off the record.” She pauses for a few seconds. “It was Donovan. He gave the go-­ahead to search. He was the cop who fucked up.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 41

			I PERCH ON the edge of my couch flipping through the channels broadcasting the news about Johnson. I haven’t taken off my jacket or set down my bag. I ignore Dusty’s hungry meowing and just sit and watch the footage of Johnson’s release. I flip from channel to channel. They all show the same thing repeatedly: Johnson’s getting into his attorney’s car and giving a cocky wave to reporters. His smile is the boyish, “aw shucks” grin he often gives me. I pull my jacket closer and glance at my door to make sure I locked the dead bolts. Finally, I shut off the TV and feed Dusty.

			When my phone rings, I see it’s Donovan calling on his cell. I don’t know what to say to him. We haven’t spoken for weeks. I start to pick up the phone, then put it back down. Dusty watches me. He meows and begins to pace, sensing my anxiety. Finally, the phone stops ringing. A moment later, a beep indicates I have a message. I play it twice just to hear his voice. It sounds garbled, not like him. I hear something in his voice I haven’t heard before. Is it fear? Guilt? Shame?

			“Maybe you should go stay at your mother’s house . . . when they were cleaning out Johnson’s jail cell, they found some papers under his mattress. They were all about you—­your business card—­looks like one you left for Jasmine’s parents, photocopies of some old newspaper stories about your sister, all your articles.” He pauses for a minute. “Listen . . . he has your address. If I don’t hear from you, I’m going to call SFPD and have them send a patrol car over to watch your place.”

			I immediately dial him. I get his voice mail. At first, I’m disappointed, but then I’m relieved: He cares enough to call me and maybe send a patrol car over to protect me, but he doesn’t care enough to come himself? Fine. I lie to his voice mail. “Thanks for letting me know. I’m heading to my mom’s right now. I’m already in the car.”

			While I’m speaking, my phone beeps. He’s trying to call me back. I ignore it. I need time to think. Johnson’s free. It’s Donovan’s fault. It’s all too much. All I know is I’m not going anywhere tonight. I picked my apartment not solely for its lovely balcony views but also for its security.

			You have to have a key to gain entrance to my apartment building, and my neighbors are nosy. Any strange-­looking man isn’t getting into this building without someone’s noticing. Because I’m on the fourth floor, I’m not really worried about anyone getting in through my windows or balcony. However, just in case, I call Lopez and tell him what I need.

			Twenty minutes later, he’s on my couch, showing me how to load and fire a small silver gun.

			“Now, listen, man, this is important: You can’t shoot through the front door and get away with it, but if anyone comes inside the building or into your apartment, you go ahead and blast the fucker. Okay?”

			I feel silly that I procrastinated and didn’t get my own gun yet, but thank him and tell him I’ll return it in a day or two after I have a chance to buy my own. The gun is not registered, he says. If I do shoot it, I’ll have to come up with some story about where I got it. I’m not too worried about that right now.

			After Lopez leaves, I double-­check all my windows and doors and prop a wooden pole against the runner on my sliding-­glass door, even though my balcony is four stories above the ground.

			I fall asleep and dream about a limping man, a dark figure loping toward me as I try to escape. I run down deserted city sidewalks dimly lit by old-­fashioned streetlamps, casting fearful glances behind me. He moves like a shadow. His body elongates until it seems as if he can stretch all the way and touch me even though I’m a block ahead of him. I turn a corner and hide in an alley, crouching behind a Dumpster, holding my breath.

			I wake, and it feels like a weight is pressing down on me in the dark. I cry out, but no sound comes. I keep struggling out of the depths until finally I’m alert. I sit up shivering and flip on my bedside light. After a few moments, I turn it off, lie back down clutching my miraculous medal and my dad’s cornicello, and fall into a deep, heavy sleep.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 42

			MY INSIDES FLOOD with a wash of fear when I hear the voice on the other end of my phone. I sit up in the predawn darkness of my apartment, clutching my cell phone and seeing with blurry eyes that it’s only six o’clock.

			How in the hell did Jack Dean Johnson get my cell-­phone number? He’s been out of jail less than twelve hours.

			“Gabriella? It’s time. I told you that you were one of the few. You’ve earned it. Meet me at the Oakland Harbor tonight. If you follow Terminal Street, it will dead-­end. Follow the dirt road to the veteran’s memorial dock at the end.”

			I grab Lopez’s gun and creep to my front window. I slowly draw back the curtain and peer out into the darkness. I don’t see anybody on the street below. I also peek through my peephole into the hall outside my door. Nothing.

			“How do I know you’re going to really give me the goods?” I finally say. “How do I know you’ll really tell me what happened to Caterina. And Jasmine? Why now? You’re a free man. Why would you jeopardize that?”

			“I figure I owe you. You might find this hard to believe, but I’m a man of my word. Besides, I’m not worried about the cops now. I’m meeting with you, then hopping on a freighter heading overseas. No one’s going to give me work here. I need to go far away, where nobody has seen my face plastered all over the news. Don’t worry, there are no strings attached. After tonight, no one will ever see or hear from me again. You’ll be the last one to ever hear from me.”

			I hesitate for a few seconds. It’s my last chance to find out what happened to Caterina. And if I get details about Jasmine, it might be a way for me to get my job back, but I just don’t know. He might be lying. He must sense my reluctance because he immediately ups the ante.

			“And I have some things to show you to convince you.”

			“What are they?”

			He practically whispers it. “Pictures.”

			A chill runs down the length of my body.

			“Caterina?”

			“Jasmine. Your sister was a long time ago. I would have been stupid to keep something around that long.”

			Proof that he took Jasmine but not Caterina. For some reason, this convinces me he’s telling the truth. If he wanted to lure me into meeting with him by lying about having pictures, wouldn’t he have said they were of my sister?

			Pictures proving he took Jasmine might be just what I need. I’ll take them straight to the cops. He thinks he’s so smart, but they’ll be able to find him. I’ll also take copies to my publisher with my story and get my job back. Or maybe, I’ll take it over to the editors at the Trib. But most important, I’ll finally find out about Caterina and Jasmine. I swallow a big lump of fear that rises in my throat. I can’t afford to be afraid. This is my one shot.

			“Fine. I’m there. I’m not in the mood for any games, so you had better come through with it. What time?”

			“Eleven thirty.”

			I hang up without responding.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 43

			I RESIST THE temptation to turn on the TV and watch more footage of Johnson grinning at reporters as he drives away. Instead, I open my laptop.

			I start writing down everything I know about Jasmine and Jack Dean Johnson, so I can use it as background when I come back tonight with the details of my interview. I sift through the piles of notes that I snuck home from the office a few weeks ago. I set the file with Caterina’s news clippings on a corner of my desk. As I’m rummaging through my messenger bag, I find Jasmine’s school essay—­the one I stole from her apartment—­and reread it before I begin. I will craft my last story about Jasmine with everything I have, so it honors her memory. That is probably the only justice she will ever get: having someone tell her story.

			As I’m writing, my phone rings more than a dozen times, but I don’t even bother to see who calls. Around eight, the enormity of what I’m going to do hits me. After nearly two months, I’m going to find out what happened to Jasmine and Caterina. I think I need some backup. I dial Lopez.

			“I have another huge favor to ask you. Something has come up. I need to meet a source over at the Oakland Harbor tonight, but I don’t really trust him. He wants to meet in an isolated place, and I think he’s a little shady.” That’s an understatement.

			He ignores the fact that I’m being vague and evasive.

			“You want me to come with you?”

			“No.” I say it too quickly. “He wants me to come alone, but do you think you can swing by the harbor tonight where the veteran’s memorial dock is and make sure I’m okay? Around midnight? And do it so he can’t see you but you can see that I’m okay and maybe watch until I leave?”

			“Sure, man.” He sounds skeptical, but I know I can count on him to be there.

			I feel better after I talk to Lopez. I fix an omelet with fresh herbs for dinner and skip the wine. I want to have my wits about me when I meet with Johnson. I’m only able to choke down about three bites of my omelet. I toss the rest in the garbage disposal and go back to my story, polishing it, making it sound more like a novel than a newspaper article.

			Right now, I’m writing background for the story. I’m still not sure what my lead will be. I just don’t know how to begin the story yet.

			At quarter to eleven, I change into jeans, motorcycle boots, a black turtleneck sweater, and a big navy peacoat. Right before I leave, I send an e-­mail to Kellogg, which I’m sure he won’t get until the morning: “I’m going to have a huge scoop on Jasmine. Call me A.M.”

			I stuff the pistol into the deep coat pocket. It weighs my coat down on one side as I walk down my stairs.

			As I drive toward the Bay Bridge, thoughts crowd my head as I try to access how dangerous Jack Dean Johnson is to a physically fit grown woman. For starters, I think he preys on little girls because grown women scare him. Although he did poke out that inmate’s eye . . . but the guy was sleeping. He can barely walk and has to use a cane. If I needed to, I’m sure I could easily outrun him.

			The bottom line is if I don’t talk to him now, he’s going to disappear, and I will never know what happened to Caterina. Or Jasmine. But there is an even bigger reason. I can’t do anything about Caterina and Jasmine. But I can maybe stop him from ever doing this again. If I can prove that he took Jasmine, he’ll go back to jail. Because there is one thing I know deep in my heart—­he is going to kill again. Men like him don’t just decide to stop. If I don’t stop him, more little girls are going to die.

			I can turn over the pictures of Jasmine to the police as evidence. I’ll give them to Donovan. He’ll do whatever it takes to get Johnson convicted. Thinking of Donovan, I feel a tiny flicker of guilt, wondering if I should give him a heads-­up that I’m meeting Johnson? But I know if any cops show up, Johnson will split. He’ll be gone forever, off killing again, taking with him anything he might tell me about Caterina. And my big scoop will go with him.

			So much rides on this meeting that it helps me clamp down on the fear that zips through me when I think about meeting Johnson without a thick glass window between us. I feel a little better knowing that Lopez will swing by. But I still need to be ready for anything and never let Johnson get close enough to touch me. I also know that I will shoot him without hesitation. My resolve about this almost frightens me. Am I that cold-­blooded? Could I live with having killed someone, even in self-­defense? I think so. I absentmindedly rub the talismen I wear around my neck—­the miraculous medal and my dad’s cornicello—­hoping they will protect me against evil tonight. If not, I’m packing heat, and I’m not afraid to use it.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 44

			TOWERING LIGHT POSTS in the industrial Oakland Harbor area combined with a foggy mist light up the area in an orange haze. Larger bright spotlights illuminate machines unloading giant boxcars from cargo ships at the foot of the bridge. I pass them and drive on, deeper into the harbor area, where the lights are dimmer, and there are no ­people around. Terminal Road dead-­ends in a dirt road that continues south. I drive slowly down the dirt road, which runs parallel to the dark waters of the Oakland Outer Harbor.

			To my right, a tugboat slowly chugs along in the same direction, ghostlike as it sporadically disappears into the fog floating on the water. As I go around a slight curve, I notice the steering wheel is damp from my hands. I wipe my palms on the legs of my jeans. A cigarette would calm my nerves right about now. It is dark, and the drifting fog makes the area feel even more isolated than it already is. I lean forward toward my windshield, peering through the fog, looking for the dock.

			Finally, I come around a bend and spot it. Nearby, a beat-­up brown van without any side or rear windows is parked helter-­skelter. I make the sign of the cross and park fifteen feet away with my car pointed perpendicular toward the van. Turning off my lights, I wait a minute, but don’t see anything moving. I stuff my keys, phone, a pen, and notebook in one roomy pocket of my coat, leaving my purse on the passenger seat. In the other pocket, I wrap my fingers around the gun as I get out of my car and walk a big circle around the van. I see Jack Dean Johnson’s white face floating eerily in the darkness of the driver’s side window. He gestures to the passenger door.

			“Get in.”

			“I don’t think so,” I say.

			He chuckles. “Don’t worry. I’m not itching to get locked up again. I’m not going to stick around long enough to get in trouble. In less than an hour, I’m out of here. If I was smart, I would already be gone. If some cop recognizes me, they’ll pull me over for nothing, and I’ll end up dead.”

			“Why are you taking the time to talk to me then?”

			“I told you. I always keep my word.”

			I still don’t buy it.

			He reaches around behind his seat for a moment and then comes back with a cane. He opens the driver’s door and slightly stumbles out, then turns to grab his cane from the seat. Hunched over, he walks around the front of the van toward me. It takes him a good minute to get there.

			“There’s a bench right there.” He points with his cane.

			I figure it is as good a place as any. If I stand, I can watch the dirt road behind us, and Lopez will be able to see me. I tell him to sit, and I’ll stand.

			“Fine.” he says. He sounds weary. He is wearing a camouflage jacket and jeans with sneakers. They hang on his almost skeletal frame. He looks frail without the big baggy orange jumpsuit. He moves slowly and loses his footing once on the loose soil on the way to the bench, overlooking the bay. A few feet away, a small path leads to a dock. I can barely see well enough to take notes by the orange light making its way over from a distant lamppost. Johnson slumps onto the bench. He lights a cigarette.

			“Ah, it feels good to be out in the fresh air,” he says, and laughs. “You can sit down by me. Don’t worry, you’re safe. I’m not about to do anything to get locked up again. At least not until I’m out of this country.”

			I stand a few feet away. I want a cigarette, but can’t smoke and take notes. It’s bad enough I have to let go of the gun in my pocket to hold my small notebook and pen. I do not take my eyes off him. I stare right at him. I’m not in the mood for idle chitchat. Lopez will be here in a few minutes.

			“Caterina? How? Why? Start talking. Where are the pictures of Jasmine?”

			“Listen, I promised to talk to you, but I need one thing from you. I need to know that you are not going to call the police until I’m on that freighter and out of the bay. I want you to give me your cell phone and your car keys so I have enough time to get out of here before you can contact anyone.”

			“I can’t do that,” I say.

			“That’s the deal. I can’t risk your calling the cops before I’m gone. I’m gonna take them with me when I drive over to the dock parking lot. It’ll only take you about half hour to walk there and get your shit back. I’ll leave your phone and keys in the van, with the pictures.”

			“I want to see the pictures now,” I say.

			“Sorry, no can do,” he says. “I need to be long gone first.”

			I think about it. I’m not sure I have a choice at this point. He’s mistaken in thinking he’ll be safely out of the harbor in that time frame. Maybe that is what will be his downfall. As soon as Lopez shows up, I’ll have a ride and be able to call the cops. They’ll be able to find him before he’s out of the bay. I agree, so he’ll start talking.

			“Okay,” I say. “But I’m not giving them to you until after we talk.”

			“Hand me your keys and your phone.”

			Suddenly, I’m afraid not to do what he asks. But I also worry I’m making a mistake, leaving myself without a way out of here, but I also know Lopez is going to be here any minute so I fish my car keys and cell phone out of my pockets and throw them in his direction. They clatter on the gravel. He reaches down and scoops them up.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 45

			“SHE WAS PLAYING jump rope when I drove by,” he says as he pockets my phone and keys.

			I suddenly flash back to that day. Caterina and I had been fighting over who could use the pink jump rope first. I was halfway out the door when my mom called me back in, saying I couldn’t go outside until I brushed my teeth.

			Standing in front of the mirror with a mouth full of frothy toothpaste, I fumed about how unfair it was that my older sister always got everything first. All I ever got were her leftovers and hand-­me-­downs. Life was so unfair. I threw my toothbrush down and rushed outside. The yard was empty. I called for Caterina. The neighborhood was silent. In the distance, below our house on the sloping hillside, I could hear the hum of traffic far away on the freeway below. I looked around. I thought far down the road I could see the exhaust left from a car. No Caterina. Then I noticed the jump rope on the side of the road.

			“I asked her for directions, and when she came over to the car, I pulled her through the window and drove away. Nobody was any wiser. She didn’t make a sound. Didn’t fight or scream. Just sat there in her seat and stared straight ahead.”

			She would have been too frightened to move. She would have been paralyzed with fear.

			I swallow and close my eyes for a second before they snap back open in alarm.

			My pen has been poised above my notebook but I drop it on the ground. I was foolish to think I had to take notes. Everything he says is going to be permanently engraved in my memory whether I like it or not. I stick my right hand in my pocket and wrap my fingers around the metal of the gun, which is warm and smooth under my touch.

			“Why? Why her?” My voice is shrill. I barely can control the mixture of horror and anger surging through me. At the same time, I feel like a helpless child again.

			“I just was in the neighborhood, and the opportunity presented itself,” he says. “I really did enjoy her company, though. We had a really good few days, together. She was a sweet kid, cried all the time, but sweet. I’m sorry it had to end the way it did. Maybe if the laws in this country were different, I wouldn’t have to eventually kill my girlfriends in order to avoid prison.”

			I feel bile rising into my mouth at the word “girlfriends.” My hand closes tighter around the gun in my pocket and my other hand clenches into a fist, bending the small reporter’s notebook before I stuff it in my pocket. I can feel beads of perspiration on my neck even though the air is cold.

			I now know I could kill him with my bare hands. Now I know what ­people mean when they say they see red. My vision is obscured, and my heart is thudding so loudly it drowns out the sounds around me. I try to stay focused by rubbing the gun in my pocket. My fingers flex again, feeling the reassuring hardness of the gun. I run my thumb up and down the smooth metal. My eyes focus again, and I slit them at Johnson.

			“You bastard. You fucking ruined my family’s lives.” Everything seems surreal. I refuse to believe what he is saying. “You still haven’t told me anything that proves it was you.”

			“I told you, you’re just gonna have to take my word,” he said. “Do you want to know more?”

			I can barely stand up. I thought I wanted the truth, but I don’t think I can handle any more. My legs feel like they are going to collapse. All I want to do is sink down on the bench, but that’s where he is. The monster. A rage I have never felt before surges through my limbs. My hand squeezes the gun. I could shoot him right now. I could shoot him without blinking. I want him dead. If I hear him say Caterina’s name one more time, I won’t be able to stop myself. I’ll kill him. I make myself breathe deeply. In and out. Ten times. He is waiting and watching.

			I need to talk about something else for a minute.

			“Tell me about Jasmine.”

			“She was easy,” he says. “I’d seen her at the bus stop on Tuesday mornings when I picked up Mrs. Delaney for her weekly shopping.”

			I flash back to my conversation in the biker bar with Burt. He had said the only ­people they ever saw on that road were the bus-­stop kids and a “little old lady with her grocery bags waiting for a cab.” Holy Mother of God.

			“Why Jasmine?” I ask. “A lot of kids go to that bus stop.”

			“You could tell she didn’t have money. You knew right away her parents didn’t care about her.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Her hair was tangled and her clothes dirty. It was cold, and she didn’t have a jacket—­that kind of thing. Little kid like that, they are looking for love. They are quick to trust you.”

			“How long did you watch her before you took her?”

			“It’s not like that. You act like I was stalking her. I wasn’t. I just happened to come across her alone one morning. It was just a day when opportunity presented itself. Just like with Caterina”

			He pauses. I just stare at him.

			“How did you get her in your car?”

			“I asked if she wanted to go to McDonald’s and told her I would drop her off at school after so she didn’t have to ride the bus.”

			“That’s it?” I can’t believe it took so little for him to lure her to him.

			“That’s it,” he says.

			“What did you do after she was in the car?”

			“I took her to the hardware-­store parking lot and told her to change into a pretty dress. She liked it. Thought she looked pretty. I told her she was a knockout.”

			I wonder if he made Caterina do the same? I can’t bear to know. “Then what?”

			“I drove through McDonald’s, bought her a Happy Meal, and took her back to my bachelor pad. I told her that I had talked to her mom and that it was okay if she skipped school today and hung out with me. She was excited about it. I told her we would watch movies together and eat popcorn.”

			Oh my God. Is that what happened to Caterina, too? I’m trying to listen to his horror tale about Jasmine, but Caterina’s little face keeps appearing in his tale. I’m starting to lose it. I need to focus. Think like a reporter, Gabriella. Or better, yet, like a chess master. Plot your strategy. Get him to say what you want.

			“Did you take her to your home in San Jose? What happened when you got there? I don’t mean I want specifics about anything you did to her. Just generalities. Where did you keep her?”

			“You don’t need to know where I took her. She stayed with me during the day, but I locked her up in the closet when I left, you know, to get food and stuff.”

			I didn’t even realize he had kept her for so long. That means she was still alive when investigators were looking for her. He must have killed her right before he took that other little girl.

			“How long did this go on?”

			“A few days, then it was time . . .”

			“No details,” I say, interrupting him.

			“Well, let’s just say it ran its course. You know what happened after that. I still can’t believe they found anything. Some animal must have gotten to her.”

			I feel the blood rush to my face. My arms feel tingly, and I’m suddenly cold.

			“Anything else you want to know?” He watches me. “I gotta go now.”

			“Why me? Why are you telling me this? Why did you agree to talk to only me? Did you know I was Caterina’s sister?”

			“I knew. I saw you leave your card for those scumbag parents, and as soon as I saw your name, I knew. And I watched you. I took that other girl for you—­so you would stay in Rosarito working on those stories.”

			He took that other girl for me? I feel the sour taste of bile fill my mouth. I gag, then swallow it back down.

			“And when I got caught? Well, that’s why I agreed to talk to you and not the other reporters. You are the one.”

			A chill races across my scalp. “What do you mean?”

			“Not a lot of ­people understand, but you do. Because of your sister, you understand. That makes you special.”

			Fear courses through me. Special?

			I try to glance over at the road without his noticing, but he does anyway.

			“Are you expecting someone? If you told the cops to meet me here, it’s just your word against mine. That’s not enough, and you know it. As far as I’m concerned, we’re just having a nice friendly conversation here about the Giants’ winning streak.”

			He’s right. What he told me means little without the photos. I’m kicking myself for not bringing a tape recorder. Dumb.

			I highly doubt my telling investigators his sick tale will mean anything. They already suspect him of everything he’s told me. That’s nothing new. He’s said nothing that proves he took Caterina. And what he’s said surely won’t mean justice for Jasmine. Or Caterina.

			What he told me won’t mean much to the cops. Not without proof. Now, I’m wondering if the newspaper will even believe me? What if they think I made it up in a desperate attempt to get my job back? I need the photos, as awful as they may be.

			“Time for me to go get on that freighter,” he stands up and fumbles for his cane.

			What is stopping him from getting on that freighter without giving me the photos?

			“I need those photos. Give them to me now. I’ll still need to walk over to the dock to get my keys and then back again to drive away. You’ll be long gone.”

			He flicks his cigarette, stands up, and scowls. “You have my word, what I’m telling you. You’re going to have to take that chance. The walk won’t be bad.”

			I’m taken aback by his voice. It reminds me of the one time I confronted him in jail, and he threw the phone at the glass. That’s the only time I think I ever made him angry. But in the way he just spoke to me, I can sense a shift. I can sense something is different now that there is not a piece of glass between us. I don’t know what it is, but it makes me uneasy. I look back toward the road, praying I’ll see Lopez sitting in his car in the dark.

			Nothing. Thank God Johnson can barely walk. I look around, deciding where I should run if he turns and takes even one step my way.

			I stick my other hand in my pocket and grasp the pistol. I stand back and let him walk about ten paces in front of me to his van. Again, he loses his footing a few times when the cane hits gravel instead of solid ground, as he makes his way to his van. I wait and watch him. As soon as he leaves, I’m going to grab my purse off my car seat and start walking.

			I hope I won’t have to walk far before Lopez arrives. Where the hell is he anyway? He is ex–Green Beret. Maybe he’s hiding nearby, waiting for Johnson to leave. All I know is that as soon as Lopez gets here, I’m crawling into his warm car, grabbing his phone, and calling the cops to come pick up Johnson. But right now, I’m glad Lopez is either hiding or late. I’m afraid if Johnson sees him, he won’t leave the photos in the van for me.

			Now I’m impatient for Johnson to leave before Lopez arrives. Hurry, hurry, hurry, I think, watching Johnson’s slow walk. I linger back several feet and watch as he slowly maneuvers his legs inside his van and turns the ignition.

			When I hear the van’s engine rumble, I turn and hurry toward my car.

			Suddenly, I’m slammed to the ground.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 46

			THE BLOW SENDS me flying. I land with my face in the dirt. All I can see is the front tire of my car a few inches in front of me. Dirt is up my nose, and some is in my mouth. I cough and try to get up, but feel a hand holding my neck down. I feel the gun in my pocket digging into my rib cage under me. I try to wiggle my arm underneath me, but a heavy weight is pressing my chest down. My head is to one side looking at the glimmer of my hubcap reflecting the distant harbor lights. It takes me a minute to catch my breath.

			“You know, I’m actually a little disappointed that this was so easy. I thought you were smarter. That cane? Don’t really need it,” he says leaning over, so that his face is down by my ear. “You’re also not going to need these keys now, are you?”

			He laughs, and I hear my keys tinkle, hitting some gravel off to my right.

			There is no freighter. He’s not going anywhere.

			I quickly jerk my head back and smack him in the face with it. My head vibrates in pain, but I feel him reel back. Quickly, I roll my body, reaching my hand into my pocket fumbling for the gun. He is scrambling to pin me down. His face is blurred above me, but I can tell blood is streaming from his nose. I can smell his foul breath near my mouth. I cock the gun, still inside my pocket and aim it up so it is pointing toward his chest before I pull the trigger. The impact flings him off me, and I scramble away on all fours, like a crab, not taking my eyes off his motionless body. My ears are ringing and the recoil on the gun sent my own elbow plunging into my rib cage, which hurts like hell.

			A few feet away, I stop. Johnson’s body is motionless, but I think I can see his chest moving up and down. Carefully, I turn and look behind me and think I see something glimmering. My keys? I have to stretch to reach for them, taking my eyes off Johnson. I feel the metal on my fingertips when my head is jerked back.

			“You shot me, you cunt,” Johnson’s voice, full of vitriol hisses in my ear. “Do you think I’m going to show up without protection? I’ve got a bulletproof vest on, you stupid bitch.”

			He lifts my head back farther, so it is resting on his shoulder as he says this. Then, just as quickly, he slams my face into the dirt. He’s mumbling to himself, but I can’t tell what he is saying. I also think I hear some voices, but can’t be sure. Then I realize the voices are carrying across the water, from a boat in the harbor.

			I struggle again to get up, but the backs of my elbows are pinned by his knees.

			“Get off me, you freak!” I yell, and start wiggling from side to side. I’m able to bend one knee up behind me and kick him in the back with my foot, but it only grazes him. He jerks my hair again. My head snaps back, and he smashes my face back into the ground.

			Hard.

			I gasp. I taste more dirt, this time mingled with blood. As soon as I catch my breath again, I try to scream, but his hand holds my face down in the dirt.

			“I’ll have to think up something special for you . . . when I first saw you in Rosarito, I started making big plans for you. I’ve never done a sister act before—­even if it takes place a few decades apart.”

			“You bastard!” I scream, as he deftly ties my hands behind my back. I struggle, but he presses something sharp against my neck.

			“Do you have any idea how many times I’ve thought of what I was going to do to you when I got out of jail? I’m going to take you to my bachelor pad—­the place I take all my special ladies nowadays. It’s got a spectacular ocean view. Too bad you won’t see it. The only thing you’ll be seeing is the ceiling—­until I get tired of you. And you want to know the best part? When I imagine strangling you, just like I did your sister, it gets me off every time.”

			I know it’s over. I know Lopez isn’t coming. This isn’t the movies. I’m not going to be saved at the last second. I’m sure that businessman’s wife probably hoped until her last breath that the cops would arrive in time before her drag-­dressing husband found her hiding in the closet. But it was too late for her, and it’s too late for me. Something went wrong. Lopez should have been here already. I know I should be more afraid. I always wonder how ­people feel when they are faced with their inevitable death. What goes through their minds? What went through Caterina’s mind? I choke back my sobs but feel my face crumple in grief. The thought of her little face knowing she is going to die is the saddest thing I have ever imagined. The thought of my own death is not nearly as disturbing.

			I’m surprised by how I feel, a mix of fury, sadness, and a bit like a fool. I can almost hear my mother at my funeral thinking, “I can’t believe she would agree to meet with him alone. She should have known better.” It will also break her heart for good this time. Deep inside, I know that my most important job, since Caterina died, has been to stay alive. Now, my mother will have lost both her daughters. That’s the second saddest thing I’ve ever imagined. I can’t stop a sob from escaping this time.

			Then I feel as if ice-­cold blood is rushing through my body as I realize something—­they may never find my body for a funeral. If he’s to be believed—­and now I believe everything he’s said—­Johnson’s hidden bodies before. Bodies that have never been found. My face will just join the missing-­persons files. However, because I’m an adult woman, they’ll only write a small story about my disappearance. Then they’ll move on to a bigger story, and I’ll fade into obscurity.

			Johnson binds my legs. He is surprisingly strong. So much for thinking he was frail-­looking. He uses one palm to slam my face back in the dirt every time I try to lift my head. I continue to struggle, but his knees agonizingly dig into my lower back. Then I shudder. I feel him on me from behind. “Don’t worry. This is just a warm-­up. I’m saving you for later.”

			Then he pauses. “You see, I’m not as easily satisfied as I once was. But I’ve been giving it some thought while I was sitting around in jail, and I think I know what to do about that. And you can take credit for it. You’re the inspiration.

			“I’m going to keep you alive—­for a time—­and you’re going to watch me with my girlfriends. That way, you’ll finally understand. And here’s the part I’m really excited to tell you about—­I just can’t keep it a secret any longer. It’s who my next girlfriend is going to be. I’ve decided that I really like your family. And I especially like your niece, Sofia. She’s such a pretty little thing. She reminds me so much of your sister.”

			“Nooooo!” I lose my mind. I’m filled with a surge of anger and power and I arch and buck and shout as loud as I can. “Fuck you!” I scream, and struggle furiously to get up.

			“And don’t count on your cop friends to come save you because I’m not going back to jail. I got a little plan. If they try to come rescue you and your niece, we’re all going out together. I kill her, then you, then me. Got it? So you might want to quit screaming because if someone hears you and comes, that means it will just be me and her alone. Now, let’s get in the van.”

			This instantly quiets me. Johnson starts to pull me to my feet, but then I remember what the cops always say, once you go with a kidnapper, you’re dead for sure. Your only hope is to escape before he gets you in his vehicle. My only chance of saving Sofia is to escape.

			I begin screaming and fighting again. I must have surprised him because this times he slams my head so hard into the ground, I slightly lose my vision for a moment. This time, a few small pebbles are embedded into my face from the blow.

			I wonder if I’m passing out because suddenly the night fills with brilliant, blinding light and shouting.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 47

			IT TAKES ME a moment to realize the weight on my back is gone. An engine revs, and a car roars past. I hear footsteps running on the dock nearby and more shouting. I roll onto my back in time to see a figure rush by me. He is shouting into what seems like a radio. What? Is it Lopez? Is it the cops? Donovan? Was he tailing me?

			“Christ Jesus, are you okay? Were you shot?” A man stoops by my side.

			It’s not Donovan. I blink in the bright light coming from the water. I realize that I don’t know where Jack Dean Johnson is. I try to get up.

			“You have to get him. He’s after my niece.”

			I’m frantic, but when I try to sit up, a dark circle begins to close around my vision. The man grips my arm firmly. He gently lowers me to the ground, so I’m sitting propped up against a big boulder.

			“Listen, hold still, I’m going to try to cut these ropes off you, but it might take a minute, because all I have is my fishing knife. You’re safe now. Okay?”

			I nod and turn on my side. Suddenly, darkness obscures my vision. I realize it is blood dripping down. Johnson is getting away! I try to get up again.

			“Who’re you?” I finally spit out. It sounds like I’m drunk. “Call the police. He can’t get away.

			“I’m just a tugboat operator, ma’am. We heard a gunshot and some yelling. When we shined our spotlight, we saw that creep on top of you. Don’t worry, my partner got his license-­plate number and called the cops. They’ll get him.”

			I’m not convinced. A minute later, my hands are free. The man rips a part of a T-­shirt he is wearing under his thick coat.

			I struggle to stand, frantically looking around me for someone with a phone or a car or something, but my legs won’t support me and I slump back to the ground. “Tell them he’s going after my niece, Sofia Giovanni. They have to stop him.”

			Then a terrible thought occurs. What if he’s already taken her?

			“Here, this is fairly clean,” he says, handing me his T-­shirt. “I think you should hold this above your eye, you gotta pretty good gash there. Don’t worry, my buddy called 911. They’re sending an ambulance.”

			“Don’t need one,” I say, taking the shirt anyway. “What I need is to talk to the police.” The shirt I use to try to staunch the blood muffles my voice. I know I sound ungrateful, but I’m frantic.

			“They’re coming. Don’t worry. We told them your niece’s name.”

			But I can’t relax. Movement makes me dizzy, but all I want to do is jump in my car and go after Johnson. My body won’t cooperate. All it wants to do is hold still. The fabric I’m holding to my head quickly becomes soaked with my blood. Small bits of gravel that were embedded in my cheek fall off when I pull the shirt away for a moment. I gently feel my nose, wondering if it is broken.

			Meanwhile, the man is cutting my legs free. As soon as my feet are undone, he helps me to my feet. My back rests against the large boulder. My legs are shaking uncontrollably. He takes off his jacket and wraps me up. He hollers something I don’t understand to his friend. A minute later, the friend comes back. He carries a thick wool blanket he wraps around me as well.

			I’m a bit confused and feel like I just lost a few moments of time and I can’t afford to waste a second in finding Sophia and stopping Johnson. I grab the man’s arm before he walks away.

			“Did you call the police? Did you tell them what I said?”

			“Yes, ma’am,” the friend says.

			It’s probably about sixty-­five degrees out, but I can’t seem to get warm. Wailing sirens fill the silence. The first man greets the ambulance driver. Someone says the word “shock,” then an EMT with thick glasses begins taking my pulse and looking at my face with a flashlight. She deftly bandages my forehead.

			“We’re going to take you in and have a doctor check you out,” she tells me. Within a few moments, she and the other EMT, an older balding man with gray hair and a big belly, have lifted me onto a gurney.

			“I need to talk to the police. He’s after my niece.” However, I can’t say it without my teeth chattering.

			“Listen, give me your keys, I’ll follow in your car,” the nice tugboat man says. In the light, he looks to be in his late twenties with longish wavy hair and a scruffy beard. He has a deeply tanned face and friendly eyes. For the first time since he arrived, I muster a small smile.

			“Thank you.” Then I try to sit up, but a wave of nausea hits me. I lie back down and tell him I don’t know where my keys are.

			“But I have a gun,” I say, reaching into my pocket. I’m stuttering. I try to hand it to him. The EMT who is driving takes it from me and shuts the doors. More sirens arrive, this time on top of police cars. The EMTs are talking, but I can’t make out what they are saying until I hear: “Too bad. They can question her at the hospital.” Then the ambulance takes off.

			I’m cocooned in warm blankets, but still I’m shaking. My jaw is vibrating, and I can hear my teeth clatter. I seem to have no control over it. I know I’m lucky to be alive. The ambulance bumps along the dirt road. Thank God, they don’t have the sirens on. I’m embarrassed enough as it is to be taking an ambulance ride for a few scrapes and bruises. An EMT inserts an IV, puts an oxygen mask over my mouth, and attaches a monitor for my heart rate.

			“Did they tell the police? About my niece?”

			She just nods without answering the question. “The police will meet us at the hospital. We’re almost there.”

			That relaxes me a bit. Plus my head is so fuzzy I’m starting to drift off. Maybe it was something in the IV? “What’s all this for?” My voice still sounds slurred to my ears. Then again, my ears may not be the most reliable right now. They still ring from hitting the ground so many times.

			“Oh, just getting some more fluids in you and keeping an eye on your blood pressure and heart rate.”

			She sounds nonchalant. I know that is her training. If I were on the verge of death, she would still have that same tone of voice. I wonder if they think I’m in shock. Have I lost that much blood? Did I smack my head that hard? I close my eyes and say a prayer to the Virgin Mary to protect Sofia. I thank her for sparing my life and sending someone to rescue me. I should have known better. That tugboat operator noticing the attack and hearing my screams was pure luck. If they hadn’t, I would have been in the back of that van, headed for a blue duffel bag somewhere in the wilderness.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 48

			DESPITE MY PROTESTS, they wheel me into the ER on a gurney. I’m trying to sit up and yelling that I need to talk to the police when suddenly, someone sticks a needle in me, and I fall back. They wheel me into a small room with a curtain across the sliding-­glass door. A nurse puts a big rubber sheet on me, sending waves of heat onto my body. Whatever was in the needle makes me super relaxed. I’m trying to fight it. I need to save Sofia.

			A doctor pulls aside the curtain and enters my room. “How are you, young lady?”

			He is fresh-­faced and slightly overweight. I’m positive he’s younger than I am.

			“Much better. When can I leave? I need to talk to the cops.” I struggle to sit up, but again my body isn’t cooperating yet.

			“They’ll be here in a few seconds. Let’s take a look at that cut first.”

			He gingerly removes the bandages and peers over his Buddy-­Holly-­style glasses at my head.

			“Well you’re a lucky girl. Your blood pressure and heart rate have stabilized. I’m going to have to stitch the cut on your forehead. I’ll use sutures, which will minimize the chance they’ll leave a scar, but there are no guarantees.”

			“Go ahead, Doc. I’m ready. I need to go to my niece. I need to talk to the police.”

			“They’re on their way. Let’s just get this stitched up so you can leave.”

			After he finishes the stitches, he tells me I’ll be able to go home in a few minutes. I wonder if Donovan knows what happened to me? When the curtain opens again, I tried to hide my disappointment that it’s Moretti, not Donovan.

			“Moretti!” I sit up. “He’s after my niece, Sofia. You’ve got to stop him. Send some patrol cars to their house. He’s got to be stopped.”

			Moretti shakes his head. I can tell by the look on his face that it’s even worse than I imagined.

			I get out of bed and rush over, the hospital gown flapping open behind me. I grab his hands and look up at his face.

			“Tell me. Tell me now!” I grit my teeth as I say it and pull hard on his arms.

			“She’s already gone.”

			I sink onto the floor. “She’s dead? Oh God, no. Please no!”

			“No, not dead.” Moretti pulls me to my feet until my wild eyes meet his. “She never came home from school. Your brother thought she was at her cousin’s house until I called him just now. He’s half out of his mind.”

			“We’ve got to find her.” I’m clutching at his arms, and spittle is flying out of my mouth. “Go find her now!”

			Moretti grabs my face this time and cups my chin as he looks in my eyes.

			“I’ll find her. But you need to take a breath because I’m going to need your help? Okay? Can you do this? Can you help me so we can nail this creep?”

			His voice is firm and calm. I nod at him, wide-­eyed.

			“We need to find Sofia and make this lowlife pay.” I have never seen Moretti so passionate. “For us to find him, I need you to tell me everything. I need you to pull yourself together and remember everything you can so we can find him.”

			I start with Johnson’s phone call earlier in the day. While I’m talking, I keep glancing at the door to my room. I don’t know why, but I keep expecting Donovan to walk in the door. He never does. When I describe what Johnson said and did down at the harbor, Moretti’s eyes narrow.

			“Testa di cazzo . . . son a bitch . . . faccia di merda . . . asshole . . . figlio di puttana . . .” He paces the tiny room. While I talk, he interrupts me a few times to speak into his radio. He orders a search of all freighters leaving the harbor, and dispatch issues a BOLO for Johnson’s van. When he’s done, he digs into his coat pocket and hands me my phone.

			“By the way, the tugboat guy in the lobby says he found this on the ground. He thinks it’s yours. Glad you’re okay, kiddo. We’ll find her. I’m heading out right now to coordinate the SWAT and K9 teams. Do you need a ride home?”

			“No, go. Go find her. I’ll call a friend,” I say. He’s about to walk out when I ask him if Donovan heard what happened.

			His eyes meet mine. “Yeah. Unfortunately, I called him. He’s out on the streets looking for Johnson right now, but there’s a problem.”

			“What?” I say. I realize I’m holding my breath. I can tell he doesn’t want to tell me this part.

			“He’s out looking for Johnson, Gabriella. But he’s not looking for him as a cop.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			“I just found out that Rosarito PD suspended him this morning. Apparently, Channel 10 got tipped off that it was his fault Johnson was released.”

			“But he shouldn’t get suspended just for that,” I protest.

			Having Donovan’s screwup splashed across the news was bad publicity for the department, Moretti explains. They could have put that fire out. The problem was when reporters cornered Donovan, he got into a fistfight on TV.

			“What?” I can’t believe he would lose his temper so easily.

			“Yeah, he decked a reporter, and it was all caught on camera. It’s been airing on TV all day long. At that point, the department had to take some action. They suspended him without pay pending an Internal Affairs investigation.”

			“Who did he punch?”

			“That twerp from the Tribune, Andy Black.”

			I cover my open mouth with my hand. “What does that mean? If he’s suspended, and he’s out there?”

			“Well, it could be bad. If he does something to Johnson, and he’s not officially a police officer, that could open up a whole can of worms.”

			I don’t care. I just want Sofia back. Any way that happens is fine by me. Then something else occurs to me. “When you told him what happened to me, he didn’t want to come to the hospital?” Despite being nearly out of my mind with worry about Sofia, I also feel weary with disappointment that Donovan doesn’t care about me at all.

			“Gabriella, he’s out for blood. I’m sure he wants to be here, but more than that, he wants to find Sofia.”

			“Good.” Just hearing her name makes me frantic again. That’s fine. I don’t need him, but I do need my niece. And I need her back home safe. Now.

			“Go find her.” I want to push Moretti out the door as he gathers his coat to go. As soon as he’s out of the room, I get dressed. I’m a little dizzy but already feel much better.

			I’m about to call Nicole for a ride when Lopez rushes into my room.

			He just shakes his head when he sees me.

			“Man, I’m sorry. You didn’t tell me you were meeting that fucker there,” he says. “I show up, and the cops are everywhere.”

			His tone becomes gentler when he sees my face.

			“Sorry, man, it all went to hell in a handbasket. I was speeding down from El Cerrito and rear-­ended some guy and just so happens the fuzz was nearby and stopped and then I got cuffed cause they saw my gun. Showed them my carry-­and-­conceal permit, but they were jacking me around. By the time it was over, it was too late. I’m sorry.”

			He looks at my face. “That fucker would not have walked away from that deal.”

			I press my lips together to keep from crying and tell him about Sofia.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 49

			SQUAD CARS SURROUND my brother’s house in Livermore, with their blue and red rollers lighting up the neighborhood. Some of the neighbors are out on their lawns in their pajamas and slippers when Lopez and I pull up.

			An officer waves us through when I tell him who I am.

			The house is full of ­people. Detectives march from room to room, some collecting evidence from Sofia’s room, bits of clothing and hair from her brush. I glance into her girlish bedroom as I pass and when I catch sight of her canopy bed, I am stopped in my tracks by a memory.

			After they buried my sister’s body, I stayed at my grandmother’s house for several weeks. I remember being glad that the school year was over when I returned home so I didn’t have to face whispering and strange looks at school.

			When I got back from my grandmother’s house, I went into my room and almost walked right back out. All of Caterina’s things were gone—­her clothes, toys, stuffed animals. All gone. Our matching twin beds were replaced with a big four-­poster bed with a pink princess canopy—­the kind of bed every little girl dreams about.

			I slept on the floor for a month. One day I walked in, and the canopy bed was gone. My old twin bed was back. But they never did bring Caterina’s back.

			The thought that Sofia might suffer the same fate sends a wave of cold fear shooting through me, making my limbs weak and forcing me to choke back the bile that rises into my throat. Through the crush of ­people in the small house, I see my mother and my sister-­in-­law, Nina, at the kitchen table talking to some detectives. I rush over, and my mother jumps up to hug me with tears rolling down her cheeks. I reach over and grab Nina’s hand, and her face scrunches up as she begins to cry.

			“I’m going to find her, Nina. I promise you.” My teeth clench together as I say this. I’ve never meant anything more in my life. I will find Sofia or die trying.

			Then suddenly, I feel someone’s stare on my back. I can tell because the hair on the back of my neck prickles. I turn to see my brother, Dante, across the room in a doorway. His red-­rimmed eyes are glaring at me.

			“Get her out of my house.” He says it so venomously that the room instantly falls silent.

			Nina jumps up and tries to hush him. “Dante, stop it! It’s not Ella’s fault!” My mother looks over, astonished, her mouth open wide.

			But he doesn’t back down. I see his hands ball into fists, flexing.

			Slowly, I turn and walk away. My mother halfheartedly grabs at my hand but doesn’t say anything, and I jerk away.

			At the door, Lopez is suddenly by my side. I feel like I’m dreaming when I look at him, and say in a monotone voice, “Please get me out of here.”

			Lopez grabs my elbow. “Come on, man. I’ll take you home.”

			When we are back in his car, I don’t say a word, just stare straight ahead through the windshield. I feel numb. My mind doesn’t seem to be working right. Instead, it is playing a loop of the image of my brother’s glare filled with hatred. It’s all I can see.

			Lopez pokes me. I guess he’s been saying something, and I wasn’t listening.

			“Huh?”

			“I said I’m going to sleep on your couch to make up for letting you down earlier.”

			I don’t even answer. At one point, the car comes to a stop.

			I vaguely register that we aren’t in North Beach but in the parking lot of his Berkeley apartment. He opens my door and grabs my hand, pulling me up.

			“I gotta get some protection. You’re not staying in the car alone.”

			My legs are wobbly as he leads me inside.

			“Sit.” He leads me to the couch and flips on the TV. “I’ll only be about five minutes. I’m going to grab some guns and make some espresso since I’m not sleeping tonight.”

			I hear some clattering in the kitchen and am not really paying attention to what’s on the TV until I realize I’m looking at Johnson’s mug shot next to a studio picture of Donovan in his uniform. A blurb on the side says it’s a rebroadcast of the eleven o’clock news. I grab the remote and turn up the volume.

			Reporters are talking about Johnson’s release and how Donovan was responsible for the foul-­up and is now on suspension. Then they cut to footage shot outside Donovan’s apartment. Reporters swarm him as he walks to his car, asking him how it feels to be responsible for letting a child killer loose on the streets. He looks like he’s ignoring them, but then suddenly he stops and turns around. Black is saying something to him. I can’t hear everything, but I swear I just heard him say my name. I crank the volume up as loud as it will go, wishing I could pause and rewind television. But I do hear the next part.

			“What did you say?” Donovan asks Black.

			“You heard me,” Black responds.

			Donovan’s arm is a blur until it makes contact with Black’s face. Black reels from the punch. Reporters surround the two men in frenzy, holding them back, while cameramen lift cameras above their heads, pointing them down into the ruckus. My mouth is wide open. Donovan clocked Andy Black?

			The anchor cuts to national news, and my eyes glaze over briefly. My mind is whirling as I replay every conversation I ever had with Jack Dean Johnson. Where did he take his victims? He usually kept them around for a while, so he must have a hideaway separate from his old apartment. He told me he was taking me somewhere with an ocean view. I clench my hand into fists and start pounding the couch near my thighs. Think, Gabriella! Think!

			It couldn’t have been too far away because he still made it to his job as a Rosarito cabbie every day. I start frantically searching through the drawers on Lopez’s coffee table in case he has a Bay Area map in there. The light of the TV is not enough, and I start to look around for a switch for an overhead light when something I hear makes me jerk my head toward the TV set.

			I’d been barely listening to the TV reporter’s story about how the Bush administration’s proposed round of military base closures will reduce active-­duty military by sixty thousand ­people. But then it hits me, and I scream for Lopez.

			I know where Johnson’s hideout is.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 50

			“NOW, WHERE WE going again?”

			We’re in Lopez’s car, and I’m behind the wheel, barreling onto the freeway on-­ramp like screaming banshees are behind us.

			“Fort Ord.” I say, gripping the steering wheel with both hands.

			“Okay, man” he says, leaning his seat back and closing his eyes. “I’m beat. Wake me when we get there.”

			It’s three in the morning. I popped 800 mg of ibuprofen before we left Lopez’s apartment, and we each downed two espressos. That, combined with the adrenaline rushing through my veins, is keeping me hyperalert. That’s like drinking a warm glass of milk for Lopez, who is soon snoring beside me. I keep an eye on the rearview mirror as I punch the accelerator, passing slower cars on this deserted stretch of Highway 101 South.

			While I was watching the news, a few pieces of the puzzle clicked together like a clap of thunder when I heard about the military base closures: That Monterey woman, Jill, said that in 1996 Johnson had taken her to what seemed to be an abandoned house in an entire neighborhood that appeared eerily empty. She said he had stopped once shortly before they got to the house. And she said it was foggy so the house might have been by the beach. Johnson’s comment to me that the place he was taking me had a spectacular ocean view; and a comment an FBI agent made to me a few months before.

			He has to be at Fort Ord. And I know where.

			There are hundreds of abandoned houses on the twenty-­eight-­thousand-­acre former military base. In the 1940s, the base was home to between thirty-­five thousand and fifty thousand troops. There are plans to convert the former military homes into affordable housing, but red tape is keeping them empty for now.

			Five years ago, when Jill claimed to have been taken by Johnson, the base had been closed two years. Since then, CSU Monterey Bay has taken over some of the buildings and converted them to student housing, but there are still whole neighborhoods left to the animals.

			I’d been there for the first time a few months ago to write the story on the FBI training at The Impossible City. If it weren’t for a simple comment the FBI agent had made at the time, it would’ve been impossible to know which of the hundreds of abandoned houses Jill had been taken to. But I knew.

			“That’s the best view on the base,” the FBI agent had told me as we passed a locked gate on our way to the training area. He pointed up a steep driveway. I craned my neck and could see the tops of a few dozen houses. “That’s where the top-­ranking officers—­the four-­star generals and such—­lived. We drove up there once. Nice digs, and the only place on the base high enough to get a view of the ocean like that.”

			That’s where Johnson is. I remember what he said. Spectacular ocean view. His bachelor pad. The place he takes his girlfriends “nowadays.” That’s where I will find his lair. I know it in my bones.

			At Salinas, I pull off the highway and start to navigate my way through the base, relying on my faded memory to get to the road that leads to The Impossible City. I take a few wrong turns, then we pass the mock city. About a mile past, I slow when a big metal gate across a driveway on our right-­hand side reflects my headlights.

			“This it?” Lopez asks. He hops out and looks around, like a dog sniffing the terrain. Then he signals for me to come out.

			“From here on out we’re on foot,” he whispers. “Mute your phone. Are you sure you don’t want to call the fuzz in?”

			I pause. I’m tempted to call Moretti. But what if I’m wrong? What if they are close to where Johnson really is, and I call them off, and my hunch is wrong?

			I’ll confirm Johnson is here first; and then I’ll call in the troops. Plus, I only want the cops to come if it is absolutely necessary. Otherwise, if some gung ho cops come flying in with all the bells and whistles, Johnson will kill Sofia, then himself. I know him. I know he meant it when he said he’d rather die than go back to jail. He can stage a suicide by cop—­if that’s what he wants—­after I get Sofia to safety.

			We need to sneak up on him. It’s our only chance.

			Lopez is waiting for my answer.

			“Let’s make sure he’s here first.”

			“Okay, man, it’s your call.”

			I pull on my coat, antsy to get started up the hill. Lopez checks the ammo in his guns before he puts one back into his waistband and hands me the other one to put in my pocket.

			We scale the fence attached to the gate and start walking up the driveway as quietly as we can. The once-­paved road has sprouted patches of weeds and is sprinkled with potholes from water runoff. Lopez grabs my arm, and we crouch. He cups a small penlight in his hand and shows me how the weeds are bent down by tire tracks. My heart leaps up into my throat.

			He’s here.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 51

			THE MOON IS setting in the west, so there is a little bit of light filtering onto the ground. Other than that, the surrounding terrain is black. The area is so still that the silence almost feels like a presence. Every once in a while, we are startled by the small sound of a creature in the brush nearby.

			Finally, we are at the top of the road, which leads into a wide cul-­de-­sac with a dozen enormous three-­story houses. I grab Lopez’s arm to stop him as I survey the homes. There are no lights. I scan the houses to determine which house would offer the best view of the ocean. It’s the one closest to me, on my right. I point toward it. Lopez nods and again cups his palm around the light. More weeds that are bent lead toward the house.

			Lopez motions for me to wait here. I try to argue with him, but he is firm. I’ll give him five minutes, then I’ll go in and find Sofia myself.

			He walks to the back of the house, his slight figure quickly disappearing into the shadows. I take the gun out of my jacket and cock it. The noise seems amplified in the quiet of the night. I imagine Johnson running out the front door of the house toward me and imagine firing the gun again, this time firing a fatal shot.

			The dark is quiet and still. My ears strain from listening for a sound from the house. There is nothing. The moon has set behind me. The only light now is in the eastern sky in front of me. A slight lessening of the darkness begins to turn the sky a pale pink. It is almost dawn.

			What if Sofia is already dead? I can’t bear to imagine that possibility. What is taking so long? Is Lopez hurt inside? He has been gone way too long. I dial Moretti. Something went wrong, and I realize I can’t do this on my own. I need help.

			“Hey kiddo, how’s the head?”

			I speak fast, in a whisper, covering the phone with my other hand.

			“I’m in the old officer housing on Fort Ord, Moretti. Jack Dean Johnson is here. You need to send someone right away.”

			“Donovan’s already there.”

			It takes me a minute to process this. “What? Where?”

			“Fort Ord. You need to get the hell out of there right now. Donovan did some digging and found out that when Johnson was in the Army, he was stationed at Fort Ord. He was Special Ops. That means trained to hunt and kill other ­people? Do you understand? Remember Rambo? You don’t stand a chance, and neither does your friend. You need to get off that base right now. Let someone else handle it. I’m calling Donovan to tell him you’re at the officer housing. Go wait for him in your car —­”

			I hit the DISCONNECT button. “Sorry, Moretti.” I whisper into the dead phone line.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 52

			I CREEP AS quietly as I can in the direction Lopez went behind the house, keeping my eyes on the dark windows. I can’t wait for Donovan. While I’m relieved help is on the way, it might be too late for Sofia. When I peer around the side of the house, I see Johnson’s van is in a corner partially covered by a tarp. A sliding-­glass door is ajar. Slowly, with the gun in front of me, I walk toward the door, stopping every few footsteps to listen. Nothing.

			When I get close, what looked like a white door is actually a sheet hanging in the doorway. The sliding-­glass door is broken. I kneel and feel around. A large glass shard pricks me. I stifle an exclamation and, clutching the sharp part, carefully slide it into the pocket of my thick wool peacoat.

			Then I ease the sheet back and slip inside, immediately hugging the closest wall. Once in the house, I freeze, listening. Silence. My back is pressed against the wall, and I think I’m in a kitchen area. An area that seems less dark must be another room. Keeping my back on a wall and my gun in front of me, I head toward the other room. Suddenly, my foot touches something soft. A sob catches in my throat, imagining it is Sofia’s body. Slowly, I reach down and feel around. It is a canvas jacket. Lopez. I touch his head, and my fingers are wet and sticky. I try to find a pulse but feel nothing.

			“Nice of you to come visit me, Gabriella.”

			The voice is right in my ear and my heart hiccups in my throat as he knocks the gun from my hand with a clatter. I instinctively scramble away on my hands and knees as terror shoots through me.

			“Where do you think you’re going?” Johnson says calmly. “Lover boy isn’t going to help you. You’re too late. He’s gone. But you’re right on time. You can join me and Sofia for some fun and games.”

			I feel the bile rise in my throat. Oh my God, Lopez is dead. What has he done with Sofia? Now I’m on my feet and running. I run into the larger room and frantically claw at the walls looking for a door handle. When I feel one, I yank on it. The tiniest bit of light from the east reveals I’m in a hallway dotted with many doors. Johnson’s footsteps continue, slow, and determined, behind me.

			“Gabriella, there’s no place to run.”

			My breathing is ragged, and I’m gasping for air, hyperventilating in fear. I try to control it, to muffle the frantic sounds. The only thing louder in this silence is the sound of rushing blood pounding in my ears. I’m going to die.

			Inside the hall, I open a door and duck inside, afraid to move or make any sound he might hear. His footsteps and his voice sound too close.

			“I’m a patient man. I’ve waited a long time for you. Why don’t you just save us both some time and come back. I’m sure you’re impatient to see your niece. I know she’s been missing you terribly.”

			The door across the hall from me opens, and I hear his footsteps echo as he enters the room. “So you want to play games. This might be fun. Build up some anticipation until we’re together, huh? Let’s see, ready or not, here I come. Is she in the closet?”

			Now is my chance. I dart out the door and run back down the hall to the main room. He’s behind me, and I can almost feel his breath on my neck. He grabs my hair. I scream and twist and kick him in the groin. “You bitch,” he says, and throws me against the wall.

			I stand and begin to run when I run smack into something. I realize it is a flannel shirt on a hard chest. Suddenly, I’m lifted up and flung into a corner.

			“I wouldn’t come any closer if I were you, Johnson.”

			It’s Donovan. I almost sob with relief.

			“Detective. Nice of you to join us.”

			“Not one step farther.” I hear steel in Donovan’s voice. “Put your gun down.”

			“Oh come on. Who are you fooling? I put the gun down, you’re still going to shoot me. At least this way, I’ll take you out with me. I’m not going back to jail.”

			A scuffling noise in the dark makes me jump, and suddenly we both realize Johnson is gone. He slipped through a doorway right beside him.

			Donovan sprints after him into the other room. I follow. The dim light seeping through the curtains on the window quickly reveals that the large room is empty. There are two doors in the room. Donovan pauses listening, putting his finger to his mouth for me to be quiet, then reaches down to his ankle. When he straightens, I feel him press something cold and metal into my hand. It’s a gun.

			Donovan gestures with his chin that I should go back in the other room. I furiously shake my head no. It’s too dark to see the look in his eyes, but I’m sure he’s pissed. Oh well. He slips over to one of the doors and eases it open. I hear his footsteps on what sounds like stairs. I can tell he’s trying to be quiet, but the house is creaky.

			Quickly and quietly, I ease the other door open, holding the gun tight against my side and my finger on the trigger. But I’m met with pitch-­blackness. It’s even darker than the room I’m in. I slide my foot forward, and it suddenly drops. I recoil. Stairs. It’s a basement. Holy Mary Mother of God.

			A cold chill starts at my scalp and makes its way down my body, settling in my stomach. Beads of moisture form at my temples. I try to move my foot forward, but it’s like a deadweight not attached to my body. My hand holding the gun is now quivering.

			The creak of the floor above me startles me, and I step back. I can easily move back from the stairs, I just can’t move toward them. The noise must be Donovan going room to room upstairs. If he finds Johnson hiding in one of the rooms or Sofia trapped somewhere, I should be able to hear it. But what if he’s wrong, and Johnson went through this door, and Sofia is down there, too? I need to find out. I need to go into the basement.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 53

			AS I STEEL myself to take that first step onto the basement stairs, I try to stifle the memory, but it seeps through anyway.

			My mother had sent me to fetch my dad for supper. I saw the light on in his workshop, but he wasn’t answering my calls. I skipped down the stairs, then stopped when I saw his body on the floor. At first, I thought he had fallen asleep on the floor, but no matter how hard I shook him, he wouldn’t wake, so I called my mother.

			My mother didn’t cry. Instead, she slumped into a corner, staring off into someplace I couldn’t reach. I kept calling her name and tugging at her hand, but she never answered. I curled up and put my head in her lap. My aunt found us like that the next morning.

			Until today, that was the last time I ever stepped foot in a basement.

			But if ever there was a reason to overcome my fear, it is for Sofia.

			Sofia might be down there. I can do it. I just need to take that first step. I close my eyes, take a deep breath, and shuffle my foot out into thin air before aiming it down until it touches something solid. The first step at the top of the stairs.

			The stair creaks. Just once. I freeze.

			Then I take another step. And another, adrenaline pumping through me so strongly that I hear my heart thudding in my ears. I keep expecting to feel Johnson’s clawlike hand grab my ankle from the side of the stairs. Then, I realize I’m at the bottom. I squint in the darkness, trying to see.

			One area, near a small glass block window is a little less black, but doesn’t illuminate the dark shapes around me. The air is damp and cold. It smells down here. It smells like urine and something else. I just get a faint, faded whiff, but I instantly recognize it from visiting the morgue. It smells like death.

			Once you’ve smelled death, you’ll never forget it. The smell of death is all around me.

			Oh, God, don’t let it be Sofia.

			I try to forget about where I am and concentrate on listening. My breathing is erratic, and I’m trying not to hyperventilate. I can hear my heart in my ears, madly galloping away. Is he here? I don’t hear anything from upstairs, either.

			My mouth fills with sourness. A wave of fear sweeps through my body from my head to my feet. Then, the slightest ripple in the air. Almost as if I sense something in the darkness. Is he here? Is it Sofia?

			I gasp when I suddenly feel a hand over my mouth. The hand is sweaty, and I taste blood on it, which makes me wretch.

			“This hide-­and-­seek stuff is fun, isn’t it?” Johnson hisses in my ear as he wraps one arm around my arms and a leg around my legs. I try to bite his hand and kick my way free, but he overpowers me. “As soon as I get rid of your boyfriend, I think maybe you and me and Sofia will play a little hide-­and-­seek in this house. I’m finding it very arousing.”

			He presses himself hard against me. He moves his hand and stuffs something soft deep into my mouth, gagging me. His wet mouth is on my neck. I fight and squirm, but he places the gun against my head near my ear. His other arm is like a vise, holding both my arms at once, but I continue to try to struggle free. I’m frantic to get away and find Sofia. At this point, I don’t care if he shoots me. I’m not going to stop trying to get away. And if he does pull the trigger, at least one of us still has a chance because Donovan will know where we are and can maybe save Sofia. I’m using my tongue to work the disgusting smelling fabric out of my mouth. It’s almost free. I stop struggling to concentrate on this. At the same time, when he pressed himself against me, I felt his pointy ribs. He doesn’t have the bulletproof vest on anymore. I slowly, nearly imperceptibly work my hand into my jacket pocket where I stashed the shard of glass. Then, I have it cupped in my palm. I wince as I accidentally grasp it too tight and feel a slight cut in the middle of my palm.

			Suddenly, Johnson freezes. So do I. We both hear footsteps on the floor just above.

			They stop at the top of the stairs. The door handle turns with a squeak. Suddenly, the door at the top of the stairs thumps open. I can see a figure at the top of the stairs.

			I spit the wad of material out of my mouth, and scream, “Donovan! Run!” There is a click as Johnson releases the safety on the gun. I scream and with what seems like superhuman strength wrench free from Johnson’s grip enough to turn completely around and thrust the shard of glass into his chest. I push it in until my palm is flat against his shirt and only a millimeter of the shard remains outside him. I can smell his breath against my own mouth, as I am suddenly deafened by an ear-­shattering noise, but I don’t let go. I don’t ease up until I feel his body sink against mine.

			But it’s too late. He’s already pulled the trigger.

			I turn around in time to see the dark silhouette of Donovan’s body slumping into a heap at the top of the stairs.

			“No!”

			Then, I race up the stairs, flying two or three at a time until I’m kneeling by Donovan.

			“Oh my God, are you okay?” I start to shake him, not realizing what I’m doing. “Donovan! Oh my God, Donovan. No!” I’m near hysterics when he groans.

			“Ella? Are you okay?” He struggles to sit up.

			“Me? Are you okay?” My breath is coming out ragged, near hyperventilating.

			“The vest caught the bullet, but it hurts like hell.”

			There is nothing funny about what he’s said, but I’m so relieved to hear his voice, I burst into nervous laughter. He starts laughing, as well. Our eyes meet, and we both grow silent.

			I close my eyes. Nothing seems real. I wonder if I’m going into shock from taking too many blows to the head tonight. Behind my eyelids, all I can see is the image of Jack Dean’s Johnson’s eyes losing what little bit of light they held. My eyes snap open. This is what is real. Donovan in my arms is what is real.

			As we look into each other’s eyes, a whole world of emotion is exchanged. I brush his hair back, and my lips graze his forehead. I want to lean down and kiss his mouth and never want to let him go.

			Then I remember.

			“Sofia?” I close my eyes tightly until I hear his answer.

			“Upstairs. She’s hiding in a closet. I told her not to move until we came to get her.”

			“Oh, thank God.” I sob in relief and start to run away, but pause.

			“Go. Go!” he says. “Second door on the left.”

			I race up the stairs, sending dust motes swirling into the beams of light coming down the stairs. The sunrise is visible in the upstairs windows, which don’t have curtains or sheets. I pant up the stairs and practically throw myself at the second door on the left. There, in an empty room, is the closet door. I fling it open.

			“Sofia!” My voice cracks with emotion I can’t hide.

			At first she sits there blinking, looking confused as she crouches in the corner. But then her eyes register and focus on me, and she comes tumbling out of the closet into my arms. I drop to my knees and hug her close, burying my face in her hair and trying not to cry. I must be strong for her.

			After a few seconds, I pull back, still holding her shoulders and search her face.

			“Are you hurt?”

			With her lips tightly clamped together she shakes her head no. I look her over covertly. Her clothes are wrinkled, her hair is tangled and she has a dirt smudge on her face, but she appears uninjured. At least physically.

			I want to weep with relief, but I hold it in because I don’t want to scare her. I know she can see the relief in my eyes. Then, holding her face in my hands, I search her eyes. They still have that spark of life and wonder at the world that I love so much. She will never ever get over this, but I think we got to her in time.

			“I want my mama,” she says, calmly, and the thin veneer of bravado starts to shatter.

			“Of course you do,” I coo, and hold her close.

			“I tried to be brave, Auntie Ella, but I was scared. I didn’t want to be, but I was. I was really scared. I’m sorry.”

			I hug her closer. “Oh, honey, of course you were scared. Don’t be sorry. It’s okay to be scared. I’ll tell you a little secret. I was really, really scared, too.”

			She looks at me in surprise. “You were?”

			“Yes.” I say solemnly. “The most scared I’ve ever been.”

			She seems relieved. “Can I go home now?”

			I take her hand, and we start down the stairs. The room is now filled with light from the sunrise outside. I’m surprised to see Donovan, sitting up and leaning against the wall instead of standing. He smiles at us, but then winces. His hand is clutching his chest. He must have taken quite a blow with that bullet, even with a Kevlar vest on.

			I put Sofia down, and we’re just making our way across the main room toward Donovan when a bright, deafening explosion sends us flying against one wall. What seems like an army of cops rush the room and throw us both onto the floor before we can even react. Somewhere inside my fuzzy head, I realize it must be a SWAT team using a flash-­bang to storm the house. A little late, I think, as a huge cop in body armor pins me to the ground. The blow has knocked the breath out of me. Again. I’m lightly lying on Sofia so I quickly roll over and hug her head to my chest. In the confusion, I see Donovan being led away by a man in full body armor. Another man is grabbing Sofia and me by the arms and pulling us away when I remember Lopez in the other room.

			“C-­Lo!” I try to shout, but cough and choke from the smoke. I plead and become frantic as my struggles to get free are ignored. In the smoky haze, my ears are still ringing from the flash-­bang, and all I hear is the sound of more shouting and boots thudding through the house. “He’s in the kitchen. I have to go see him!”

			Behind the gas mask, two eyes stare at me unblinking and lead us outside.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 54

			OUTSIDE, THE SUNRISE is spectacular, a misty commingling of pinks and oranges lighting up the driveway. A paramedic washes my face for me and puts a new bandage on my forehead, removing the one from last night, which is soaking wet with blood, sweat, and dirt. She has a kind look in her eyes as she gives me another wet rag. I had reluctantly let them take Sofia out of my arms a moment ago, as long as they promised to keep her right beside me as they examined her.

			Then, suddenly I hear her choked gasp and look up to see my sister-­in-­law running through the crowd, dropping her bag as she gets closer, tears streaming down her face as she scoops Sofia up into her arms. My brother, Dante, is not far behind, and his face is covered in tears as he wraps his arms around his wife and daughter. His eyes briefly meet mine, and I try not to cry at the apology and gratefulness I see in them before he buries his face into his family’s hug.

			I look toward the house and watch the cops filing in and out. Donovan is by the door talking to them. I don’t want to admit to myself that I’m waiting for them to carry a body bag outside.

			“I need to find my friend Chris Lopez,” I say, pleading with the EMT.

			“Hmm-­mmm. Just one second. First let’s clean you up a bit,” she says.

			Then I notice a figure on a gurney by the ambulance door. I didn’t see them bring anybody out. It must be Lopez. My heart is filled with fear. I jump up and race over there.

			When I get there, he smiles up at me from beneath a huge bandage.

			“Hey, man,” he says.

			“Oh my God, C-­Lo. I thought you were dead.” I lean over and hug him. He grips me in a big bear hug, pressing my face to his chest. “He said he killed you.”

			“That douche bag? No way. I’m Green Beret, man. You forget? Dude would’ve never even touched me, but he had night-­vision goggles. I ripped them off his face, but he still whacked me one.”

			He hugs me tight and talks into my ear.

			Then, over Lopez’s shoulder, I notice Donovan watching us from across the way. He’s sitting on a low wall now and has his shirt off, holding his bulletproof vest in one hand as paramedics examine a huge bruise on his chest. The look on his face makes me struggle to get free. It’s not like that. We’re just friends, I think as I free myself from Lopez’s embrace. By the time I stand up and glance over, Donovan is gone.

			Just then, the paramedics say they are going to load the gurney and take Lopez to the hospital. I rush over when I realize they are also loading Sofia into an ambulance. They tell me it’s just a precaution. She needs to be checked out.

			As I get close, my brother grabs me and holds me close.

			“Thank you,” he whispers in my ear, then pulls away.

			I kiss Sofia good-­bye and tell her I’ll see her soon.

			As the ambulances pull away, I look again for Donovan. Police and forensic technicians are milling around the yard and the house. Several television news crews wait outside the yellow tape. For once, I am on the inside.

			“Gabriella! Gabriella! Can you give us a comment?”

			I shake my head no. Finally, I find Donovan. He’s leaning against a squad car talking to a uniformed officer who is taking notes. His shirt is back on. Before I can head that way, an officer stops me and tells me he needs to get my statement. By the time we are done, Donovan is nowhere to be seen. The officer drives me down the hill to where Lopez’s car is parked, and I jump in before the reporters surround me. As soon as I get onto the highway again, the fog instantly lifts from the roadway, and the sun pours down on me.

			My phone shows a message waiting for me. The number is unfamiliar. The message is from May.

			“Gabriella, I just saw the news. It’s my fault. I gave Jack Dean Johnson your cell-­phone number,” she says, sounding out of breath. “He promised me that if I did, he would tell me about taking Jasmine. He was supposed to meet me at the office last night but never showed. I didn’t know what he was going to do to you, or I’d never have given him your number.”

			Click.

			I’m too exhausted to even try to figure out why May would confess this to me.

			My phone rings, and for a second, my heart leaps, but it’s not Donovan. It’s Kellogg.

			“Just saw you on TV. You okay?”

			I have bloody guts spattered all over my shirt, my head throbs like Vesuvius about to erupt, I’m once again a loser in love, and I don’t have a job. But, surprisingly, I’m okay.

			“I have some news,” Kellogg says. “Evans was canned yesterday. Guess the publisher found out she was sleeping with a sports reporter.”

			“What? I thought she was sleeping with May’s dad?”

			“Huh? Oh yeah. Not anymore. I heard he found out about it, too. Well, anyway, guess who the new executive editor is?”

			“You?”

			“Damn tootin’.”

			“Congratulations. You deserve it. I’m so happy for you.”

			“Thanks, but listen, that’s not why I called. Are you home yet?”

			“Almost. Why?”

			“Because, Giovanni, I’m going to need you to get me your story by deadline. As my star cops reporter—­who just helped the police stop a serial killer—­I’m going to allow you to write it at home and e-­mail it to me. You’re on deadline. I’m not putting the paper to bed without your story, so get crackin’.”

			“You got it.” I hang up and can’t stop smiling. “But what about May?”

			“She’s the new education reporter.”

			DURING THE TWO-­HOUR drive back to the city, I think about evil. Can someone truly be entirely evil? I don’t know if I will ever find anything good about Jack Dean Johnson, any redeeming quality in him, no matter how hard I try. I feel the slightest tinge of pity when I remember the story he told me about his mother, but it quickly goes away, replaced by the nightmarish images of what he did to little girls. Maybe someday, with time, I’ll be able to scrape up some feeling for him other than utter hatred and disgust. Or maybe I won’t.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 55

			ORANGE SHAFTS OF sunlight are streaming through the cracks in my curtains when I arrive home. I talked to my mother on the way home. We are all meeting at my grandmother’s house tonight. She said Dante feels awful about how he treated me and that I need to forgive him because otherwise, he’ll never forgive himself.

			Sitting on my couch, I can’t help but worry about Sofia and how she will be forever marked by the monster who wanted to take her life. But I feel hopeful remembering that the spark was still in her eyes. She’s a fighter. She’s a survivor.

			Feeling overcome with thankfulness, I turn on the radio station that plays my favorite eighties alternative music and draw back every curtain and shade. It’s a new day. My latest dose of ibuprofen is starting to kick in. I have another chance at my life.

			I boot up my laptop and begin to write my story. As I write, the blank television screen keeps catching my eye. I tell myself I don’t need to see his face again so soon. But ultimately, I am a reporter. I grab the remote control. Every local station is broadcasting Johnson’s death, and more details are emerging about his hideout.

			My phone rings. It’s Moretti.

			“I figure you should get the scoop on all this. You’ve earned it. So, here’s what I know. You’re the only reporter who’s going to get all of this detail.”

			He fills me in on the horrid details of what they have found. Apparently, the basement was Johnson’s torture chamber—­at least for the past seven years since the base has been closed. Investigators found a metal bed frame with shackles attached to both the head-­ and footboards.

			I cringe and try to ignore unbidden images of Sofia chained to it. I’m sure that was next for her.

			God knows where he held and tortured his other victims.

			The FBI is going to go back and hunt for evidence in every house he’s ever lived in and every apartment he’s ever rented and every vehicle he’s ever owned.

			Moretti goes on to say that investigators also found a small trunk in the basement. Inside, they found twenty-­four cigar boxes. Each box contained a missing persons flyer for a child. The oldest dated back to 1979.

			When I hear this date, my heart lurches, but I don’t interrupt as Moretti continues.

			Despite his claims that he didn’t keep souvenirs, Johnson kept one small memento from each child—­a single eyeball in a small plastic jar of formaldehyde. I’m sure some FBI profiler will have something to say about that.

			My face flushes as I remember him telling me that he didn’t “save earlobes and fingers like some fuckers.” No, he saved eyeballs.

			My mind races back to peering down into Caterina’s casket. Her eyelids were closed. I wouldn’t have been able to tell if her eyes were still there or not. And I’m sure this is something my family would never have told me.

			Finally, in the silence, Moretti clears his throat. I know what he’s about to say. He found out about my sister’s murder. He knows I’ve kept it from him. And now he has to tell me that they found a cigar box with her eyes. I wait for what he has to say next.

			“There wasn’t a box for your sister, Caterina,” he says. “I’m sorry.”

			I catch my breath in surprise.

			“You already knew about my sister?”

			“Yes. I’m so sorry, kiddo.”

			He must have known all along and just respected my desire not to talk about it.

			And now he’s just told me that Johnson didn’t kill her. I’m filled with a strange mixture of gratefulness, relief, and, oddly, disappointment. It means that predator didn’t take my sister. But it also means her killer is still out there.

			Then Moretti tells me there was a box with Jasmine’s flyer—­and sadly, an eyeball—­in it. Police are going to send it to the state DNA lab to see if it matches samples taken from her brush at home, but it’s hers. I know it. Against all odds, there will be justice for Jasmine—­and a whole lot of other little girls. And best of all, a monster who preyed on the innocent can never again hurt another little girl.

			I look at the thick folder that says “Caterina” on my desk. I open it carefully and slide out a few newspaper clippings. I skim them quickly, looking for one thing. There it is. In every story, there is a mention of Caterina’s pink jump rope being left behind.

			The proof is right there—­Johnson didn’t know anything about my sister other than what he could have found in old newspaper articles. I pick up my cell phone and set it back down. I’ll call Donovan later. I’m going to need his help finding out who took Caterina. But I don’t have time to talk to him right now. I’m on deadline.

			I stare at my screen. There is so much I want to say. I think about what was most important to Jasmine during her short life and realize that she only wanted what all of us want. I begin with that.

			More than anything, Jasmine Baker wanted to be loved. She didn’t live in a fancy house, didn’t have a room full of toys, didn’t even have a bed to call her own. She never had much in her life, and only wanted the same things every other little girl wants.

			A killer preyed on those desires. What it took for Jack Dean Johnson to lure Jasmine into his vehicle was so little because she asked for so little in life. He offered her luxuries that many children take for granted: a trip to the candy aisle, a new outfit, and a princess movie to watch on television.

			Jack Dean Johnson knew that when he offered these small enticements, Jasmine would willingly climb into his car. He said as much to the Bay Herald before he was killed yesterday at the former Fort Ord military base.

			It’s a good start. My eye lingers on one sentence—­“ . . . before he was killed.” That’s going to be something I’ll have to deal with. But not today. Today is not about me. Today is about Jasmine Baker.

			After about an hour of writing, I take a break when one of my favorite songs comes over the radio—­“Don’t You Forget About Me” by Simple Minds. I grab Dusty in my arms and start dancing around and singing.

			I hear a sound over the music and realize someone is knocking on my door. Maybe it’s one of my neighbors complaining about the music. I turn down the volume and stick my good eye to the peephole. It’s Donovan. He’s chewing on his bottom lip and peering down at his shoes. He runs his fingers through his hair and glances back up. What I see in his eyes surprises me. He doesn’t seem pissed off. He looks nervous, uncertain.

			He looks how I feel deep inside. Lonely. I realize that I’ve been holding him—­and every other man in my life—­at arm’s length for so long because I have refused to believe that I am worthy of love. I have accepted that my fate in life is to be alone. Somewhere deep down inside, I don’t think I deserve to be loved. Why should I have love when Caterina has nothing? I’ve believed for so long that is my punishment. The price I need to pay for being the daughter who lived.

			But when I peer through that peephole, I suddenly realize I have another choice. My nana’s words come back to me—­We who are left behind are only supposed to do one thing—­we are supposed to live.

			My knuckles are turning white from gripping the doorknob. I peer into the mirror hanging by my door. I have tangled hair, a fat lip, a black eye, and a jagged row of angry black stitches over my left eyebrow. And then I notice something I didn’t even realize when I was dancing around—­I have tears dripping down my face. Big, fat, salty tears. And that’s okay.

			I take a deep breath and fling the door open wide.
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