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            Stephanie Wells

          

          January 13, 1999

        

      

    

    
      This was going to be the day I told my momma the truth. I’d waited until she’d stopped wailing. I waited until the cemetery people threw dirt on that motherfucker. I waited until the limo we had no money for slipped and slid through the snowstorm to that man’s house on East Eighty-Eighth Street. I waited until the fake ass church mourners left. I waited until our ancient next door neighbor finished wrapping all the leftovers in plastic, taking to her house what we couldn’t fit into our refrigerator.

      “Steffi, what we gonna do without Clark?” Momma asked. She was on the edge of hysteria. The wailing would start again if I wasn’t careful in what I said.

      “We’ll be okay, Momma,” I assured her. We couldn’t be any worse off, I figured.

      “This here his house,” she said, her sweeping arm taking in the kitchen with its fake brick wall and the living room with its fake stone wall.

      Clark had liked making our house look perfect like the pretty ones on HGTV. Too bad it had been rotten to the core.

      “We can move somewhere else, right?” I wanted to be anywhere else but here. Momma was a nurse. We’d done fine before Clark. We’d be fine after. I didn’t say that, though. That would have pushed her over the edge. I had something of my own to say, anyway.

      “Where we gonna go? My own momma ain’t gonna take me in. She got too many up in there already. Clark’s family say we never married, and I ain’t got no business layin’ up with them anyway.”

      I’d waited long enough. I didn’t want her to wind herself up. I didn’t want her to go searching for a blunt to wind herself down. I wanted my momma, the one from when I was a little kid.

      “I need to tell you something.” My voice was whisper-soft, but she heard me. I knew she heard me because she looked at me out of the corner of her eye and stopped moving for a long beat.

      The wood chair legs scraped across the tile floor, ringing in my ears. But for the first time in a week, my momma sat. She stopped talking. She rested her elbows on the table. Cupped her head in her hands.

      Her eyes pushed me back. I felt for the fake bricks covering the far side of the kitchen and buried my fingers between the thin masonry grooves, brushing against the unnaturally smooth mortar.

      “Clark—”

      “How many times do I have to tell you call him Daddy? He was more a daddy than the guy who made you,” she said, her voice as rough and grating as the stone pushing against my arm.

      “Daddy…” That left a bitter taste in my mouth. I was still waiting for the day my real daddy would come and take me from this place. Maybe he’d have a new, pretty wife who talked all soft and made big, hot breakfasts. I’d have a room with a pink canopy—

      The snap, snap of Momma’s fingers brought me back. “What you need to say?”

      Now that I’d had her attention, finally had all of her attention focused on me like a laser beam, I wanted to back out, run away. I coughed. The afternoon’s lunch pressed at the back of my throat. I swallowed hard, the acid burning a trail down my insides.

      “Clark…Daddy…he…” I wanted to throw up. Sit down. Run out the door. This was a very bad idea. I don’t know why it had seemed so all-fire important when I’d woken up this morning. But God told me that silence wasn’t the way. I listened to God. I wasn’t stupid enough to ignore Him. “He made me…he raped me, Momma.”

      “What you talking about?” Momma’s voice rose. “Speaking ill of the dead like this.” She got louder. “That man cared for us. Bought us this house.” I wondered if all the neighbors up and down the block could hear her now. “Paid for the clothes on your back.”

      I tried to catch her eyes, but those red-rimmed brown eyes looked everywhere but at me. That laser beam stare was long gone.

      “Are you saying I couldn’t satisfy my man in bed…and he turned to you—a barely developed girl? I don’t believe it.”

      My throat had nearly closed like the time I ate a strawberry and whipped cream cake at Antoine’s sixth birthday party. But I pushed past that feeling. Pushed the words from my throat. “I’m only saying what happened to me.”

      “What about your sister? She always been prettier than you. She ain’t never said nothing ’bout anything like that.”

      Sydney had never said much that wasn’t about complaining or asking for something. She was right about that. “I don’t know about Sydney,” I said. Clark had said I was his special one.

      “That girl has a mouth on her. She’da said something. So I’m left with you saying this now. He dead. Put him in the hard cold ground this morning. What you want me to do? Iff’n it were true, don’t matter anymore, do it?”

      “No, I guess not,” I mumbled into my too tight black blouse. No hug. No tears. No…I don’t know, offer to get me a counselor. That’s what happened on TV talk shows. Ricki and Oprah would’ve hugged me.

      “You ain’t pregnant, is you? Did you get knocked up? You blamin’ some baby on him?”

      “No, Momma, no. I get my period.” Not that a little blood had ever stopped Clark.

      “Maybe if you’d gotten pregnant, we coulda figured out a way to stay in this house, here.”

      I was ready to pack my bags. I didn’t ever want to go down to the basement of this house again. Clark loved to shop at Tops, buying boxes of food like a hurricane was coming. Getting me down to the basement had been his excuse. One day, my momma had gone out to work and he’d asked me to reorganize the shelves down there. He’d pulled me down to the blow-up mattress we sometimes used for his family and told me that he needed to show me what men and boys wanted, so I’d be prepared.

      “Finger, tongue, or prick,” I blurted. That was the choice he’d given me. I told him whatever would hurt the least.

      My momma flew across the room like a scared pigeon in the park. Her hands hit my face like sharply beating bird’s wings and I raised my own to protect myself.

      “Don’t you ever say that again. Ever!” she screamed and cried. Suddenly, she wasn’t hitting me anymore. I dared to lift my lids. Fear and truth and dread filled my mother’s eyes. She closed them and ran up to the one bathroom we’d all shared. The slamming door rattled the entire house.

      He’d said those same words to her.

      I knew then that she believed me.
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            Stephanie

          

          March 17, 1999

        

      

    

    
      I needed to go for a walk. Now that Clark was gone, Sydney was back—with her kids. If I didn’t stay late after school or find something to do with myself, I ended up watching her rugrats while she went out and had fun. My sister still treated me like I was one of her kids, but I wasn’t a little girl anymore. Clark had said he’d made me a woman.

      Momma surely treated me that way. She didn’t ask when I was coming or going. Didn’t ask to see my progress reports or report cards anymore. Didn’t ever come into my room. Weekly, she left a wad of money on my dresser. I assumed I was supposed to take care of myself. At fourteen, I figured I was grown enough to do it.

      Forget the walk. I needed a little afternoon break from moving and thinking. Jurassic Park was on in a few.

      “Where you going?” Sydney asked. She had my niece Sheron on her lap. That girl wasn’t a baby and was too big to be lying all over her momma, but nobody asked me. In the second I was standin’ there, her little boy Jaylen pushed his sister off their momma and was pulling at my sister’s top. Sixteen months old and that boy ain’t gave up the titty. I kept to steppin.’

      “You didn’t answer me,” my sister yelled through to the kitchen.

      I pulled the extra butter Orville Redenbacher from the cabinet and slammed it into the microwave.

      “Are you cooking something?”

      No, I wasn’t cooking nothin’. Sydney could get up off her ass and make some kind of food for her kids. God did not put me on earth to serve them. I wasn’t in the mood. I was getting tired of cooking and cleaning behind those kids. I didn’t say anything, though. Talking had only gotten me into trouble. Momma was working double shifts at the hospital. She said she needed the money to pay for this house. That Clark’s family was practically stealing from us. But I think she didn’t want to have anything to do with me. In two and a half months since the funeral, she’d never once looked me in the eye.

      “Going to have some popcorn. That dinosaur movie’s coming on.” I loved that the star of the movie had a little black girl for a kid and no one ever questioned it. Maybe some rich white man would adopt me. Build me an amusement park. Save me.

      “You ever think of moving down into the basement?”

      I wrenched open the microwave door, snatched out the popcorn, not caring that it burned my thumb. I’d learned to take pain. “No.”

      “Sheron is sayin’ she can’t sleep with Jaylen waking up all times a night.”

      “No.”

      “Hear me out. I’m sure we can fix it up real nice. There’s already a blow-up bed down there.”

      “I said no!” I must have screamed because it got real quiet. Even the kids stopped making all kinds of noise.

      “What’s wrong with you lately? You’ve been off since Clark died. Comin’ and goin’ as you please.”

      “I’m glad Clark’s dead.”

      “Not even playing with your niece and nephew like you used to.”

      I got a big yellow plastic bowl down from the cabinet. Poured in my popcorn. Sprinkled on season salt and garlic powder. Squeezed on the extra butter.

      “You’re not going to answer me?”

      “I don’t have nothing to say except it’s time for my movie.”

      I tossed the toys off the leather couch and got comfortable. I quickly got lost in a world where fake dinosaurs were the worst thing that could ever happen to a teenage girl. Right when that fat guy from Seinfeld was about to be eaten, the screen froze. I didn’t need to look too far to see my sister standing near the TV, remote in one hand, hip in the other.

      “What?” I was seriously going to kill this girl. She all but ignored me all the years before she had them kids. Spending half her time with her daddy and her daddy’s family. Coming home with grins and gifts, while I pretended Momma’s man of the moment could be my own.

      “Can we talk about you moving?”

      “No way in hell am I sleeping down there.”

      “Why?” That whine used to get Momma to give her things. Probably worked on her daddy and them Higgins folk. But my last name was Wells and I wasn’t falling for it.

      “Because I said so.” I was not in the mood to fight. I did not want to have to come up off this couch and hit this girl. But if she tried to shove me down in the basement where Clark had tied me to the pipe next to that air mattress, I couldn’t be responsible for what happened next. “Turn it back on.”

      “No.”

      “Syd. Don’t mess with me. You turn that set back on or I’m gonna toss your kids into the yard behind the house. They can be dinner for those pit bulls.”

      “They’re Rottweilers.”

      “Either way.”

      “You’re not serious.”

      Why were people always playing with me? I picked up little Jaylen from the floor and started to tote him out the back door. I was halfway across the backyard when Syd ran out and rescued her little pup.

      “What in the hell is wrong with you? I leave here for a couple of years and you turn into a serial killer.”

      As close as they were, Momma didn’t tell her. I wanted to punch her and cry at the same time. My fucking relaxation was ruined. I needed to get the hell out of here. This house was smothering me.

      It was fake warm like it could be either summer tomorrow or snow could fall. I didn’t care. Took myself out down East Eighty-Eighth. Turned left on Wade Park. Weren’t ten seconds before some man was honking his horn at me. Dogs in heat, they all were. I gave at least three guys the finger before I got to MLK Park.

      Sat on the swings like I did as a kid. I kicked off and swung back and forth. Reminded me of the time Sydney’s daddy brought me along to one of his family picnics. He’d treated me like I was his kid that day. Made me a plate of barbecued chicken. Pushed me on the swings. Got me one of those three-color popsicles where your mouth look like the Fourth of July exploded in there after you’re done. But after that day, he only picked up Syd. Left me alone with Momma and whoever.

      “You want a push?”

      I whipped around. I hadn’t heard anyone coming. A tall, narrow boy stood off near the diagonal poles holding up the swings. I was usually on my guard in parks. Never knew who was messing around in these places. People think they can do all kinds of things when there aren’t any cars goin’ by. But this boy with his neat cornrows and pressed tan pants looked all right.

      “Nah, I’m fine,” I said, digging my canvas sneaker in the sand, pushing off a little with my foot, giving myself a little swing.

      “You mind?” he asked, gesturing to the empty swing next to me.

      I shook my head. Pushing off again, I got up a little height this time. I’d forgotten how much fun it was to fly.

      The boy started swinging too. I glanced his way. He glanced mine. We reached a silent, tacit agreement. Soon, we were in a little race to see who could go higher. I was flying so high I only saw the blur of trees, clouds, and sky. I was sure if I kept pumping, I’d flip over the bar. That stopped me cold. Without momentum, my swing snapped back with a jerk. Slower and slower I went. My arc got smaller and smaller. Dragging my feet brought me to a stop.

      The boy stopped too, jumping from the swing, bouncing on his feet. He wore one of those shirts with an animal on the chest and a flip-up collar. Wondered how he didn’t get beat up in those clothes. My best friend Antoine had gotten beat down for a lot less.

      “Dion,” he said, looking at me, but not in a way that made me feel like he was thinking about me naked.

      “That your name?”

      “Yeah. Yours?”

      “Steffie,” I said. Immediately, I wished I hadn’t said that. The nickname sounded stupid out loud in front of this boy. “Stephanie,” I corrected.

      “You live around here?”

      “On East Eighty-Eighth,” I said, not giving him my address. I wasn’t that stupid.

      “You hungry?”

      I was. I never did get more than a little bit of that popcorn. By the time I got home, Sydney and her kids would only have left me some salt and those hard, burned little nuggets that didn’t pop. “Kinda. But there ain’t much to eat around here.”

      “I got a car.”

      A car. Nobody had a car who wasn’t slinging. But Dion didn’t have the shifty eyed look or baggy pants of a drug dealer. “How you get a car?”

      “I was sixteen,” he said, as if that were enough explanation. Like everyone in the ‘hood got a car when they turned the right age.

      “Your parents buy it for you?”

      “You could say that.” He blinked slow. “I did my chores and they got me the car as promised.”

      My stomach growled. “Sorry,” I mumbled, embarrassed. “My sister and I got into a fight. I left without finishing my popcorn.”

      “Let’s go then.”

      I hesitated a long moment. ‘Don’t talk to strangers’ was an early lesson Momma taught me. “I don’t know—”

      Sensing my hesitation, Dion held out his hand. “Dion Fortune,” he said. Then recited his address and phone number. “Not a stranger anymore.”

      He started walking and I jumped off the swing and followed along, curious about his car. I liked riding through town. Beat walking, or taking the bus. I liked watching the brick and wood buildings speed by, the pattern of the tree branches sweeping over the car. Made it feel like there was going to be something good at the end of the ride. Felt like that when Syd’s father was with us. He liked to drive all over Ohio, to get some buckeye candy, to see his family, to see the countryside.

      A beep sounded and a green car’s lights flashed. Nice. Dion pulled open the door and I slid into the passenger seat. Leather. This was real nice. I’d only been in a ride this nice once. One of Momma’s great-uncles or something had a Cadillac that he took us for a ride in. That had been like riding on a cloud. Dion got in and started the car.

      We drove past Mickey Ds and Burger King. “Where we going?” I asked. I couldn’t figure why I wasn’t afraid. Something about him put me at ease. If Clark had been driving, I’d have opened the door and jumped out even at forty miles per hour.

      “Relax. Enjoy the ride. We going someplace good,” he promised in his smooth voice. Kinda sounded like a white guy or a black guy from the Heights.

      So I did. I watched the big pretty houses and parks roll on by. I pressed a button and my window eased down without a sound. I didn’t have long flyaway hair by no stretch of the imagination, but I pretended I was a California girl as the warm breeze blew through my scalp. I turned to look through Dion’s window at the green line train. I wondered where all those people go. They gotta live in all these big brick houses in Shaker. I wonder what it was like in there. Roaring fires. Meals without yelling. No pretend daddies who wanted you to do nasty things.

      Even the schools out here were pretty. On a Sunday, kids were laughing and running around the splotchy spring grass. Nothing like the school I was at where people stayed away—always on the edge of truancy. We drove even further and for a fleeting moment, I wondered if Dion was looking for a place to dump my body. Oprah would have frowned on this. There’d have been no hug for getting into a car with a man, only a stiffly wagging finger.

      I glanced over at him. He wasn’t much of a talker. Dion was humming along to “Wild Wild West” with Dru Hill and Kook Mo Dee. Good music. I bopped my head along as we passed over the highway. As smooth as can be, we pulled into Red Lobster. Fuck yeah! I’d only been here once when Clark was in a celebrating mood.

      The place was old, didn’t look nothing like the commercials on TV. But that had Cleveland written all over it. Run down on the outside. This city needed a makeover, bad.

      Dion opened my door and held my hand as I got out. Now that was class. After we got seated in a restaurant booth, I looked at the menu. And started to sweat. It wasn’t because it was seventy degrees in March. It was because I didn’t have but a couple of dollars in my pocket. I hadn’t been planning on doing more than walking off my anger at Syd.

      It was like Dion could read my mind. He said, “Order whatever you like. I got you covered.”

      When the waitress came over, I ordered the alfredo and scampi combo. Dion got lobster. I saw him pass a coupla bills to the woman and within seconds, a big fruity drink appeared in front of me.

      “What’s this?” I asked.

      “Taste it.”

      I picked up the straw she’d left and pushed it through the whipped cream down to the Italian ice-looking part below. It was so tall, I had to pick up the glass and bring it to me. I took a suck. Nothing. Dion laughed. I could feel the heat climbing up my neck. I took a bigger suck the second time. It was good. Like dessert in a glass.

      “What’s this?” I asked. “It’s tasty.”

      “Strawberry daiquiri,” he answered.

      I took another few pulls until the glass was nearly empty. Was a minute or five before it hit me. I leaned and whispered across the table, “This got alcohol in it?”

      Quick nod from Dion.

      “How you manage that? I’m not twenty-one.” I glanced both ways, making sure no one was listening. I didn’t need to have the police bring me home. Momma had laid off me all right, but the police would bring on some unnecessary complications I did not need.

      “Have one of them biscuits,” he said, pointing to the basket on the table. “That’ll help.”

      The biscuit was full of cheese. Damn, I’d forgotten all about this. It was real tasty too. Way better than I got at home. But it didn’t stop my head from swimming.

      “So where you go to school?” I asked Dion, trying to have a straight conversation even though my tongue felt anything but.

      “I graduated.”

      “Oh. How old are you?” Maybe he was like Doogie Howser or something. Graduated early.

      “Eighteen,” he said. “Not much older than you, right?”

      “I’m fifteen,” I said. Well, almost. But I didn’t want him thinking I was no kid. Being a freshman in high school was bad enough.

      Another drink came to the table, then our food. I must have been thirsty because most of that drink went away before I knew it.

      Dion wasn’t shy about tearing into his food. He dipped the pink and white meat in butter. Looked like he was enjoying himself. “What you and your sister arguing about?” he asked between taking in food and licking the drips from his fingers.

      I put my fork down. That brought down my mood. “Nothing,” I mumbled.

      “Look, I’m sorry. They say it’s easy to talk to someone you don’t know. They can be fair. Don’t judge you.”

      I sighed. “After my momma’s boyfriend died, Sydney, that’s my sister, moved back into the house. She brought her two kids with her. They been sharing a room. Syd got her old room back, and Momma got the big bedroom. She want me to give up my room for the kids and move down to the basement.”

      “It fixed up?”

      My stomach clenched, and I pushed the plate aside. It didn’t matter if that room looked like the living room from the Brady Bunch, I wasn’t going down there. “It’s wet and dark,” I said. “I don’t want to be down there with the spiders.” I shuddered. But it wasn’t about the bugs.

      “Then I don’t think you should move,” he said with finality. He sat back and crossed his arms. “You got as much right to be there as her. Maybe more.” He pulled meat from a shell. “How old her kids?”

      I told him.

      “Damn. I’ve seen kids share a room ‘til they was six, seven, eight. They don’t need they own rooms.”

      “But what if Jaylen cries at night? Syd says it wakes up Sheron.”

      “She got a king size?”

      I nodded. My sister got a king size from her daddy on her birthday one year.

      “Then she can share with—Sheron, was it?”

      He was right. Just like that, I knew what I’d go back with. Syd liked having her own room so she could stay up watching TV half the night. But Sheron could sleep with her. Jaylen could have that crib to himself. “You’re right. Or she could sleep with the baby. Since she’s up and down nursing him.”

      “That boy still on the titty?” he asked, twisting his mouth.

      “I know. I keep telling her. But I bet she like it as much as him. She ain’t got no grown man in her life.”

      “You want dessert?”

      I got the rest of my dinner packed away in a doggy bag and took a look at the dessert menu. My appetite was back.

      Dion was true to his word and paid the bill after I finished the chocolate chip lava cookie. I rolled up the window on the ride home. That little spit of summer weather had blown away in the wind. It was chilly outside and I didn’t have nothing more than this thin T shirt I’d put on when I hadn’t planned on going anywhere past the couch.

      “This your house?” Dion asked.

      “Yep.” He’d found my address though there wasn’t anything to mark it.

      “I really liked spending time with you, Stephanie,” he said as he cut the motor. I glanced across the street. My momma’s car was in the driveway. “What’s your last name anyway?”

      “Wells,” I answered. “What about you?”

      “Fortune.”

      “That for real? I thought you was kiddin’ back there in the park.”

      “Maybe my name helped get me money from the universe,” he said. “I’d like to see you again.”

      I hastily spit out my house phone number. He didn’t even try to find a pen. I half hoped he remembered it. Half hoped he forgot it.

      I opened the car door and was going to push it wide when a hand landed on my wrist. Here we go. Man can’t buy you nothing without expecting something. I turned around, ready to spit that at him when he handed me my doggy bag. “Don’t forget your food.”

      “Thanks,” I said, suddenly ashamed of myself.

      “Goodnight, Stephanie Wells. So glad I took a detour through the park today.”

      I slammed his door and crossed the street toward home. Maybe all men weren’t like Clark or the guys trying to get me into their cars. Maybe I shouldn’t have judged the male half of the race so badly.
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            Stephanie

          

          March 31, 1999

        

      

    

    
      “Where you going?” Momma asked. “It’s Wednesday night.” She was hunched over some kind of take-out that she hadn’t offered to share with any of us.

      “Going to Dion’s place. He’s got air conditioning.”

      It was going on ninety degrees in Cleveland. Momma still had the storm windows in. Without a man to pull them out, we’d probably smother in here this summer.

      “You never bring this boy around. You say he’s in eleventh grade?”

      I put enough whine in my voice to sound truthful. “Ma, he’s at my school.” I wasn’t exactly going to tell her my boyfriend was twenty-two. It had been a couple of weeks before he’d told me his real age. He’d said he was afraid I’d quit seeing him if I knew. I hadn’t yet told him how old I was. Dion was right about one thing though—age was just a number.

      “Do I have to talk to you about boys?” she asked, giving me a knowing look.

      “Clark already did that,” I said.

      Momma put down her food, wiped her hands, and walked upstairs. I took the liberty of removing fifty dollars from her wallet on my way out the door.

      “Momma still thinks you’re at my school,” I said, settling into the couch at Dion’s place an hour later. I was still sweating from the long bus ride over. “Where’s the air at?”

      “I only have air in the bedroom,” Dion said.

      Something fluttered in my belly. I wasn’t sure what I wanted from Dion. But I knew what he wanted from me. I wasn’t stupid. He wasn’t going to wait forever.

      “You turn it on.”

      He nodded. “I got Mulan. You said you wanted to see that.”

      My stomach stopped tumbling and my heart went all soft. He didn’t make fun of the stuff I wanted to watch like Syd would. I suffered through all those shoot-’em-up, blow-’em-up movies with my head turned most of the time. And he got me the cartoon movies I liked without laughing at me.

      After pulling off my sneakers, I took myself to his bedroom. I’d been in his room a couple of times to change clothes and stuff. It wasn’t any big deal going in there. While he put the tape in the VCR, I pulled up the covers and got comfortable. I pushed play and watched the previews. He stepped out and I heard the blender in the kitchen going.

      “I got your favorite,” Dion said. He handed me a Mudslide, a drink that tasted like melted ice cream. It was so good. I took the straw and sucked it all down even before the movie started. My guy knew me though, and had another in my hand in an instant.

      “Momma and Syd want to meet you,” I said, licking the foam from my upper lip. So what, Dion Fortune wasn’t sixteen, or eighteen. He was twenty-two. I’d seen his driver’s license. But he’d said I wouldn’ta talked to him if I’d known his age. And he was right. My track record with men weren’t so great. But Dion was different. He liked silly movies and video games like kids my age.

      “That’s the thing I like about you,” Dion started. “You’re your own person. You act more grown than your age. I ain’t against family. They important. But I don’t want to weigh our relationship down with weekend barbecues and chicken dinners.”

      Half of me wanted him to meet my momma and Syd. I wanted to show them that somebody nice wanted me. That I could make my own decisions. That I could pick a man who didn’t leave me with a couple of kids and no support. Who didn’t mess around with all the females in the family. The other half wanted to keep him all to myself. Not taint him with the crazy.

      “No sweat. Momma’s working back to back shifts at the hospital. Don’t see her much anyway.”

      Dion put an arm across the back of my pillow and I leaned into him. Floated on that Mudslide high. During a break, he brought me another drink.

      “I can’t do another,” I whispered.

      He pressed pause. “Sure you can. Why don’t you go…” He pointed toward the one bathroom in the apartment.

      I was still embarrassed to use the toilet around Dion. I didn’t want him to know that I was human like that. It was probably stupid. I closed the door tight on the white-tiled room. Wished it was like at home where all sound was drowned out with a noisy fan. But he lived in one of these old buildings where the bathroom vent was a window.

      I did my business and pulled up my pants. The grout swam before my eyes. Maybe I needed to cut back on the drinking. Usually, I could hold my liquor, but today I was feeling it. I flushed as quick as I could, wishing the sound away. I wasn’t one of those girls to linger in the mirror, but I caught a quick flash of my reflection—dark skin, white teeth. I hated looking. It was always different than I felt on the inside. On the inside, I was like Syd, light, pretty in a floaty kind of way. My voice was soft, my lips shaped like a bow not like a bubble. I slinked past the reality staring back at me.

      I closed the door and went back to his room. That third drink slid down like a dream. I wasn’t even hot anymore. I imagined I was Mulan, bold as a warrior, not meek as a victim.

      The movie ended too quickly. I wanted to see it again, but that would have to wait. I wouldn’t ask him to see a girl movie twice. Not until we got through two movies littered with dead bodies. After that…maybe.

      “Gotta get home. School tomorrow,” I said. Felt stupid for mentioning school. Good thing I didn’t throw in homework or tests. I didn’t want him to remember he was dating someone in high school, a freshman nonetheless.

      Before I could throw my wobbly legs over the bed and get my shoes on, the bell rang. The shrill sound nearly scared me sober. I hadn’t ever heard it before. Dion didn’t get a lot of visitors.

      A guy, taller, beefier, scarier than Dion was in the living room by the time I tied my sneakers and came in.

      “Steffi, this my man Sledge,” he said.

      I didn’t want to go all nerd by holding out my hand like we were at a business meeting, so I just nodded. “Why they call you Sledge?”

      The guys laughed. I didn’t like the sound of their voices. “He studies Kung Foo or Karate or something like that. It’s his move.”

      “Well. Nice meeting you.” I was about to walk toward the back door off the kitchen when a firm hand gripped my arm, stopping me. I couldn’t have moved even if I’d wanted to.

      “Don’t go. Dion said you’re a friendly girl. I want to get to know you better.”

      Friendly? I didn’t have any friends. My one friend’s parents had moved him to the suburbs. I wasn’t cute. Didn’t have no money. No one other than Antoine had ever wanted to be friends with me.

      Pulled my arm. His grip was like a vise. My stomach tightened like it had when Clark had come into a room. Sledge looked down at the hand circling me and laughed. Like he was a puppy who’d grown into a dog not knowing his own strength. “Sorry.”

      “Come help me in the kitchen a minute,” Dion said.

      I followed him there. He pulled the glass top of the blender from the fridge and put it on the stand. “Press ‘Ice,’” he ordered. I found the sticky plastic top and pushed it on. He popped out the middle. I did what he said, pressing the button and watching as he added more vodka and rum to the ice and coffee brown mix in the pitcher. The mixture whirred together until it looked like a shake from any fast food restaurant. He poured three big glasses. He shoved two in my hand. “Give one to Sledge.” When I hesitated, Dion said, “He’s kind of like my boss. So go be nice to him.”

      I ain’t never asked much about what Dion did for a job. He worked nights, wore nice clothes, and had a nice place. There weren’t no hollowed-eyed crack hoes living here, so it didn’t much matter to me. But I wondered now what Sledge did in their business. Like the wife in Bewitched who always had a smile for Darren’s boss, I took the glass to the living room.

      I glanced at the time on the cable box while I handed a drink to Dion’s boss. For the first time in the longest, I wished my mother gave a shit about where I was at night. I wanted one of those parents who’d send out the troops if their kid was even a minute late for curfew. But I didn’t have either a momma who’d worry or a curfew to break.

      “Here,” I said, handing off the drink.

      “Come sit next to me.”

      Dion ain’t say nothing so I sat on the leather couch. The cushions pulled me in like a hug. It was always hard to get off a here. Even harder with someone big next to me. Sledge pushed in next to me. His whole side was next to mine. There weren’t no air out here. I could feel the sweat making our bodies stick together.

      “Dion say you fifteen going on sixteen, huh?”

      I nodded, then sipped my own drink. I didn’t want to talk to him, exactly.

      Dion put on some music. It wasn’t the usual rap or hip hop. More like that stuff my momma listen to when she and Clark was locked up in they room. Marvin Gaye or Barry White or somebody from the olden days.

      “You and Dion doin’ it?” Sledge asked.

      I whipped around, looking for something from my boyfriend. Why was he letting this guy get all fresh with me? “No.”

      “You a virgin or something?”

      I tipped back the glass. If I didn’t swallow something, I’d throw up all over this place. I knew Dion loved me, but having his girl barf all over his precious leather sofa wouldn’t go down well. He was cool. But he wasn’t that cool.

      Sledge’s laugh was low and scratchy. “I guess not.” He slipped a hand on my thigh and squeezed too hard. “I want to get to know you. Dion and I are tight. A friend of his is a friend of mine. You get me.”

      Breath sweet from rum and chocolate warmed the side of my face. I swallowed again. I tried to push up from the couch, but I was too dizzy. Sledge turned and pushed down on me. His lips slid all over my face and neck. His hand tried to pull my legs apart. Strength I never knew I had came from somewhere and I pushed myself up and away from the groping hand and mouth of Dion’s friend.

      “I gotta do my homework,” I said, running out the door.

      “I gotta do my homework,” Sledge mimicked in a fake high voice. I didn’t care if he made fun of me as long as I didn’t have to see him again.

      An hour later, after a bus ride full of people and their funk, I was never so glad to see that damned house of Clark’s. I didn’t even make it to the front steps before all that Mudslide came up outta me on the weeds Momma called grass. I wiped my mouth with my bare arm and unlocked the kitchen door.

      Home.

      Safe.
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      With each passing day, I hated school more. I couldn’t wait for the day I could graduate. I was kind of thinking that when I turned sixteen I would quit. I didn’t want to be no nurse’s assistant like Momma cleaning up people’s piss, shit, and blood. But maybe if I could get a job now, I could start saving up for the time I could move out, find my own place, start my own life.

      “Where Antoine?” someone yelled in my direction. There was enough evil in the voice that suggested the person who was calling my way wasn’t the least bit interested in where my best friend was.

      Suddenly, two of the biggest bullies from ninth grade surrounded me. “Where’s your sissy boyfriend?” the other asked.

      I raised my head. Looked them both in the eye. I wasn’t afraid of them. “He gone. Transferred.”

      “Gone to some faggot school?” the first asked.

      “Maybe somewhere he can wear a dress,” the other said, giving me a good shove before walking off.

      I took the hit in stride. I’d put up with worse over the years. I loved Antoine, but being his friend hadn’t ever been all that easy. He liked boys and hadn’t done much to hide it. After he got beat up pretty badly, his aunt from New York got him into some fancy sleep away school. He’d called me once when he first got there. He sounded happy. I tried not to sound jealous or mad that my best friend had left me in this place with girls who only cared about getting boys. And boys who only cared about getting in their pants. I hated all of them. Without Antoine though, there wasn’t much left to like about school.

      I stood at the bus stop flipping my pass around in my jacket pocket. Couldn’t wait to get away from this place. It was another hot one today. But fake hot again. Like I’d be sweating for a while, then it would be freezing cold as soon as the sun went down. I liked dropping by Dion’s place after school but after what happened Wednesday, I wasn’t in a big hurry to go back.

      The number ten bus came, making my choice for me. I’d go on home. Maybe I could start on that civics project on elections. As if voting made a difference. But I’d work on my election project like it did. No teacher wanted to hear from me how my neighbors voted down at the church every November, but still had pot holes that looked like lakes in the rain and no police when you needed them.

      There was a Lincoln in the driveway when I rolled up to Clark’s house. Ignoring the little twist in my stomach making me nauseous, I kept on to the kitchen door. It was propped open with a single shoe. The smells coming out of there made my stomach twinge but with hunger this time. Momma had made her gumbo. Her momma had been from Louisiana. That stew was one of the best things—ever. Sometimes, I thought a lot more things would be right in my life if Momma made that gumbo more often.

      I couldn’t wait to get in there and dig in. Maybe Momma had forgiven me. Or maybe this was her way of saying sorry.

      “Gumbo–” I never finished. I was caught up short by a big man sitting at the small kitchen table. How quickly that Navigator had slipped my mind. Of course the food wasn’t for me. Momma never cooked for us. The truck owner took up nearly the whole room. As tall as Clark had been but about twice as wide.

      “Steffie. C’mon here and meet Tyson.”

      He looked up at me and nodded. “Tyson Overbey,” he said between swallows.

      “Hi,” I said, shrugging my backpack on to the floor.

      “Go put that in your room,” Momma said. She ain’t care nothing about keeping a house neat, clean, or orderly until there was a man up in here. Then she was a female Felix Unger.

      “Can I get a little gumbo first?” I asked.

      The man put down his spoon and turned to look at me over his shoulder. “You obey your momma,” he directed.

      Oh Lordy, he was gonna be one of those. I picked up the nylon bag. My hunger pangs were going away, fast. My momma managed to go to work, pay the bills, and keep us all in food and clothes until a man came along. Then she acted like she didn’t have a brain in her head and we all had to follow the rules of whomever she’d taken up with. Clark had been the worst. Syd’s dad the best. Tyson looked like he’d fall somewhere in between.

      I lugged the bag upstairs and took my sweet time changing from my school clothes into a t-shirt and sweats. I pulled off the bra that was digging into my back and tossed it toward the hamper in the corner. I needed to get something new, but was too embarrassed to go for help at the mall or ask my mom.

      Unsure of what I was supposed to do next, I stood on the bottom step near the kitchen. Mom was scurrying around the kitchen. Getting…I’d forgotten his name on the way upstairs…a big mug of Coke to wash down his dinner.

      “Why are you standing there watching us?” he asked.

      “I…” didn’t have an explanation. I walked into the room and stood next to the counter. The lid was firmly on the pot. “Any gumbo left?” My appetite wasn’t back, but I wasn’t going to turn down something that didn’t come in a box, wasn’t orange, or hadn’t come out of the microwave.

      The new guy looked me up and down. His eyes zeroed in on my titties. They’d been growing bigger. I could see that in the mirror. I could feel that in the bra strap that had been digging into my back. I wished they’d go away. Didn’t seem like they’d been causing me anything but trouble. Clark didn’t waste no time getting his hands all over them, telling me he couldn’t wait until they got bigger than plums.

      “What you looking at?” Momma asked. Her voice had the slightest edge to it. Just the littlest bit.

      Warmed me inside. Made me almost hopeful that I would come first this time. “Wondering what her boyfriend see in a girl with no more than wasp bites.”

      His laugh was a deep guffaw. Momma joined him. Sydney came down, her two kids clean from a bath.

      “What so funny?”

      “Nothing,” I snapped. I’d told Momma about Dion because I wanted her to know that somebody loved me. That someone had my back.

      Momma pulled out a purple bowl with a white-girl princess stuck on the side for Sheron and a red and blue superhero one for Jaylen. She spooned stew in each, careful to pull out any shells. The kids dug in eagerly. Sydney helped herself.

      “You want any more, Tyson?” Momma’s voice had gone from scratchy to sugary. My teeth nearly ached with it.

      He took his sweet time before waving away the offer.

      I waited for Momma’s go ahead before I got down a bowl for myself. I scooped out a small portion and sat on the only remaining chair. The one with the tear in the vinyl. It poked against my leg, not quite hurting, but irritating me nonetheless.

      “Girls,” Momma started. “I’ve been working hard these last coupla months. Tyson’s agreed to move in. To help with the bills and all that. I can maybe drop some shifts and finish up my R.N.”

      Tyson eyed me from the head of the little table. “Looks like you need a man around here. Someone to father these kids,” he said.

      I looked at the big man, his knuckles scarred by I don’t know what and wondered why he wanted to move in with some woman. Didn’t he have any family of his own at his age? Men always want something, but I didn’t know his game yet. He didn’t have a beer in hand. Maybe it wasn’t drinking. Looked at his big biceps in his t-shirt. Maybe not shooting up either. But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t spend all Momma’s money or try to get a two-fer like Clark. Wasn’t itching to find out.

      I shoved my unfinished gumbo aside. The last thing I needed was another daddy coming in here. I’d had a few too many. As soon as Tyson and Momma went outside to get something from his truck, I ran back upstairs.

      “Where you goin’ now?” Sydney asked, watching me tie on my sneakers.

      “Somewhere no one’s trying to be my daddy.”
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      While Tyson was carrying a suitcase in one door, I was running out the other. None of them would miss me. Syd would be busy getting her kids to sleep. Momma would be busy locked in her room getting the new man situated. And that situating was probably going to involve a lot of screaming and headboard banging against the wall we shared. I could do without that tonight. When I was younger, I could pretend Momma was playing handball indoors or hopscotch with my pretend daddies. But after Clark, I knew exactly what was going on. Standing by while it happened made me want to throw up the little bit of gumbo I’d swallowed.

      By the time the number seven bus delivered me to Dion’s neighborhood and I made the walk to his building on Overlook, it was getting dark—cold like I’d thought it would. I hit the buzzer inside the front door, but no one answered. I didn’t know what time he started work. I looked around, not seeing him or anyone who looked like him coming up the front pathway. Maybe I was too late.

      I pushed open the door into the cool night air. Walked down Euclid Heights past a bunch of brick buildings and folks dressed up nice for dinner and the movies. Came up on a place called the Centrum. Looked like a lot of other abandoned movie theaters in Cleveland. I didn’t know what was inside, but I knew it wasn’t any movies.

      Good thing was that there was a payphone outside. I fished for a quarter in my pocket. Dialed Dion’s pager, putting in the number on the keypad careful like making sure I got it right. Then I had to stand by the phone looking like I was going to use it. I practiced what I’d say if someone tried to pry my hand from the receiver. Fortunately, it wasn’t long before it rang.

      “Fortune.” He sounded very adult, not like the boy I’d known for months. Called myself a hundred times a fool for bothering him at work. My momma woulda killed me if I’d called her at work and the house weren’t on fire.

      “Dion, it’s me, Steffi. I needed a place to stay tonight.”

      I wondered if I’d gone too far. He was my boyfriend, but I hadn’t never stayed the night. I hadn’t ever been to his apartment when he wasn’t there. There was a long time before I heard anything on the phone. I was afraid he’d hung up on my schoolgirl problems. The last thing I wanted to do was slink back home, have Syd laugh at me. Listen to my mom sweettalk a new man.

      “I’m working,” he said. No offer to give me a key. Didn’t tell me to wait. I didn’t want to have to beg.

      I did all I could not to sound like a whining, pouting child. “Can you pick me up? I won’t get in the way. I could stay in the car.” Another long pause.

      A long sigh whispered through the phone before he finally spoke. “Where are you?”

      I told him.

      Not ten minutes later, his car pulled up. Sledge and a woman were in the backseat. It was too dark to see more and I was too grateful for the ride to ask where we were going when Dion edged away from the curb.

      Sledge was whispering fiercely to the woman in the back. I had no idea what they were talking about but I was grateful I wasn’t her. Her swollen lip told me that she’d gotten on the wrong side of the man. I was happy that I was with Dion. We didn’t have any of that kind of drama. After listening to Momma’s screaming matches with one man, then another, I didn’t want any of that in my life.

      Latching my seat belt, I sat mute. I knew better than to ask where we were going. I’d ride around in this car all night if’n it meant I didn’t have to go home right now. I could face them all again tomorrow.

      The dark scenery of Cleveland’s east suburbs flashed by. A tractor-trailer truck roared by, pushing us all sideways a little. Dion cursed. The woman squealed. Sledge murmured something that kept her quiet. Tyson could be a trucker. Momma had messed with one of those. He was gone five days out of seven. Wasn’t as good as Syd’s dad, but he wasn’t there to bother me too much.

      The darker it got, the more difficult it was to see what was around me. Didn’t seem like we were going anywhere in particular. Finally, we slowed down, pulled up to a house. The woman in the back got out and went in. Then we drove to another. The click-clack came first before I saw anyone. Like in one of those stupid cable horror movies, a woman ran down the walkway in the highest heels I’d ever seen. I looked up from the shoes to the clothes. She was dressed like one of those movies too. Too tight skirt. Shirt half opened. I tried not to shiver. Half expected Jason to jump from the shadows and slash her. But there was nothing deadlier than mist out there. Sledge opened the door and the woman hopped in the car.

      I didn’t want nothing to do with Sledge, but my curiosity got the better of me. I turned back to see the woman pulling a small wad of bills from her bra. He counted it. Lifted his butt off the seat, kicking Dion in the process, and jammed it into his front pocket. The streetlight coming through the sunroof glinted off something metal in Sledge’s pants. A gun.

      At the kick in the seat, Dion looked up at the rearview mirror, but didn’t say a word. Put the car in park and drove again. I tried to wrap my brain around what I was seeing. Momma gave her money to whoever was in the house. So I knew about that. But Momma didn’t wear really high heels or half her clothes while doing it. She was usually in her blue work scrubs, pulling money from her pay envelope after she’d cashed her check at the place around the corner. And no guy ever brought a gun in the house, not that I knew about anyway.

      I looked at Dion, wanting to ask him a question. But the look he gave me back told me to shut up, stop being such a kid, be quiet. So I did what his eyes told me. I didn’t say anything as we stopped by another woman who knocked on my window.

      Reflexively, I pushed the button letting it down. She started to hand money through to me, but stopped short. Guessin’ I wasn’t who she was expecting.

      “How much you get?” she asked me.

      Get? “I’m Dion’s girlfriend.”

      “I’m in the back,” Sledge yelled. I hadn’t realized I was taking up his seat.

      “I can sit in the back,” I added quickly. Sledge didn’t seem the kind of guy who I wanted to be on the wrong side of.

      “Get in the damned car,” Sledge ordered. The woman yanked open the back door and got in. I didn’t turn my head this time.

      I shifted in my seat instead. I wanted to go home. Momma and Cyrus or whatever his name doing the nasty next to my head didn’t seem so bad. I probably could have gotten a good-sized bowl of gumbo in me when they went upstairs. In the morning, she would have blamed the smaller-than-she-remembered leftovers on him. Or she would have been in that goofy haze where I could have gotten away with anything.

      I looked out the window, but didn’t recognize a single building. I fingered the RTA pass in my front pocket. It was the single biggest expense from Momma’s allowance. But it let me go everywhere without needing a ride. I was sure if I jumped out at a corner, I could find a bus to take me downtown and get me another home.

      Might take a couple of hours, but that was probably better than getting involved in whatever mess Sledge was up to. I wasn’t sure if he was slinging, but I did not want to call my momma from jail. She might not pick me up. And from what I heard about juvey, I wasn’t wantin’ to be stuck there for months or years. Who knew how much rock Sledge may have had in the trunk of Dion’s car.

      “I can get out here,” I said to Dion when he stopped at an unfamiliar corner.

      “We only got a few more stops before we can go home,” he said, not looking at me. He put his foot down, driving fast when the light turned green.

      “I need to go. I didn’t tell my momma I was going. Don’t want her to send the po-lice out for me,” I said. Dion looked at me kinda funny out of the corner of his eye. He probably knew as well as I did that Momma wasn’t sending no cops out for me. She probably wouldn’t notice I’m gone for a good day or so. Even then, I’m not sure what she’d do. Try to call Antoine’s family? Ask Syd to try to find me? None of the above? With Clyde or whoever moving in, that could be more than two days.

      We all rode for several blocks in silence.

      “Let her out,” Sledge finally said from the back seat. “We got business to do. Don’t have time for babysitting.”

      That remark about me being a baby stung hard, like a slap. But I fingered my bus pass again. My ticket home. Dion didn’t say nothing about seeing me later, or calling me. Just swerved over and popped the locks. I swung open the door and stepped out. The little green car swung away from the curb before I could get the door closed right. Damn. Literally kicked to the curb.

      Before I could look up and down the street right proper for an RTA sign, a guy approached me. He got my arm in a tight grip before I could think to back up away from him.

      “You with Sledge?” he demanded to know.

      My mind zoomed from one place to another. Was he a rival of Dion’s boss, ready to stick a knife in me for crossing territory? Did Sledge owe him something and this guy expect me to pay?

      I said, “I was with Dion. He my boyfriend. Sledge was only in the back seat.”

      He considered me a long time. Didn’t let go none though. “Dion working on his own then?”

      I shook my head as dramatically as I could muster. “I don’t know nothing about they business. I was only getting a ride.”

      “Why they drop you off here, then? You planning to work this area?”

      “I’m only looking for the bus. I ain’t working nowhere,” I replied.

      Another long considering look from him. I might be dark-skinned, but the bite of his fingers in my arm would leave a bruise in the morning. An empty city bus roared up to the stop a few feet away. “You better catch your bus, then.”

      Wrenching my arm away, I ran for the open door of the vehicle.

      I flipped my pass to the driver. The old black man was probably somebody’s grandpa. He shook his gray-haired head. “Damn girls get younger by the week. Oughta clean up this strip,” he muttered.

      Insulted, though I couldn’t quite place why, I asked. “What’s the last stop?”

      “Tower City.”

      He looked at me a little closer. I pulled the thin jacket over my top. Why was everyone looking so hard at me today? I regretted taking off my bra earlier. A tight brassiere was probably better than none at all. Looking like he made up his mind about something, he asked me, “Where you going?”

      “Home,” I said. Then changed track. “East Eighty-Eighth and Wade Park.”

      “Change at Ninety-Third for the ten. That’ll take you home faster.”

      “Can you–”

      “I’ll let you know,” he said, leaning toward the windshield and turning the huge steering wheel to the left.

      I stomped to an empty seat. It was a long time before the driver said anything. I thought he’d forgotten about me, but I heard, “Girl with the green jacket. This is your stop.”

      Thank God there wasn’t anyone hanging around at the second bus stop. I was tired of men today. If I never saw another one, it wouldn’t be too soon. It had gotten legit cold by the time the ten bus dropped me off.

      Momma was making some noise that made her sound like a pig as I tiptoed down the hall to my room. I ignored the grunting and changed into my pajamas. Laid my head down for a second, but couldn’t sleep with the slap of the headboard. Slipping out of bed, I pulled my Civics book from my backpack. Got some paper I borrowed from the library computer lab, some colored pencils from the top drawer in my dresser, and went down to the TV room.

      Maybe I could make heads or tails of the constitution. I cheered up considerably when I found gumbo left in the pot. I moved my stuff to the kitchen table. My mouth had been all ready for something to relax me. Dion always had something good prepared for me. I looked in the fridge. Alcohol appeared like clockwork the minute another daddy moved in. I took a beer. Dared anyone to accuse me.

      Full and relaxed a half hour later, I decided to draw a map of states that needed the Voting Rights Act. Most times being able to draw could get me close to an ‘A’ all by itself. I didn’t think I’d be sleepy for a long time, so maybe I could write a good essay besides.
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      “You ain’t called.” Dion’s voice came from the receiver. I was shocked as shit when the phone rang and it was for me. First of all, ain’t no boy ever really called here for me. Excepting Antoine and that didn’t count. Second of all, Dion didn’t call. I paged him. If the phone rang twice and stopped, I could come over. That was how things worked. Third of all…well, third, I figured he’d dumped me after that Friday night when I’d caused so much trouble at the bus stop. It had been nine days since he’d had anything to do with me. Life with Momma had taught me that if a man didn’t call, they was probably done with you.

      “I been busy with school,” I said. It wasn’t exactly a lie. I’d gotten that ‘A’ on my Civics project. I didn’t even tense up and squeak out my oral report like I usually did. I’d also been busy avoiding Tyson. He didn’t seem to have any kind of job to speak of. He said he worked nights in a restaurant, but he seemed to be up with Momma in her room more nights than not. Which wasn’t so great, because my last bra had broke and I was working up the nerve to ask her to go shopping with me. But I had to see her first to ask her. I wasn’t quite desperate enough to beg a favor off Syd. I’d probably owe her a lifetime of babysitting if I did that. She didn’t do anything for anyone without expecting something in return.

      “I need to see you. I miss you,” Dion said, bringing me back. He missed me? He’d never said anything like that before.

      Even though no one was here to watch me, I felt shy, vulnerable. My stomach fluttered. I said, “I can come over now.” I looked at the clock on the stove. It still had the old time. Tyson wasn’t handy like that. Clocks an hour behind would have driven Clark nuts. The reality of a new guy living in his house would have driven Clark nuts. In that moment, I liked Tyson a lot more. “The buses run slow on Sunday. Maybe I’ll be there in an hour or so?”

      “I can’t wait that long to see you, girl,” he said. “I’ll pick you up where I parked that first time.”

      I calculated how long it would take to get to that spot next to the park. “Okay, I’ll see you in twenty,” I said. Tearing up the stairs, I looked through my pathetic closet. Suddenly, I wished I’d listened to my sister, Antoine, anybody, about the importance of having the right clothes. I’d never much cared. And around here, it had always been a little better to look shabby. Didn’t work on Clark, but it kept Momma’s other boyfriends from looking too close.

      Girls wore all that makeup and tight clothes and wondered why boys was always up in their business. I shook my head. I think maybe I kind of wanted this boy up in my business. Well, I wasn’t entirely sure about that. But Momma kept a man around by keeping him in the bed.

      If I wanted Dion to stick around my young ass for more than a minute, I’d have to maybe make a little trade. The flutters in my stomach rolled into a ball of queasiness. But I pushed away the thoughts of Clark. Maybe if you liked the person, the touching would feel good. It had to. Momma and Syd sure were all up in the bed with men. My twenty minutes was ticking by fast. I didn’t want to be late and I needed something better than my jacked-up middle school clothes.

      I peeked out in the hall. Momma’s door was shut tight. I tiptoed to the bathroom and looked in the hamper. I flipped the lid and there it was: the nice white polo I’d seen Momma wearing at breakfast. She’d gotten some egg yolk on it while making grits, eggs, hot links, and toast for Tyson. I pulled the shirt out. Smelled like perfume. I sniffed at it and the tightness in my tummy eased.

      I rubbed the green bar soap from the sink hard on the small corner of the shirt and in a minute the egg was gone. I pulled off my too tight t-shirt and pulled on Momma’s shirt. I modeled in the mirror, arms on hips, cheeks sucked in. Not half bad. Most days, I hated being dark, but with the white shirt, I looked good.

      Gross I know, but I continued to dig around. Pulled out a pair of flared jeans. They fit better than I thought. Distractedly, I wondered when Mom and I became the same size. I always thought of Momma as bigger than me. Like when I was a little kid. But Clark had said he was making me a woman. Guess he was right.

      Since I was long past trouble, I lifted the heavy blue bottle of Momma’s favorite perfume from the toilet shelf and sprayed a couple of pumps at my neck and on my wrists. Once I was done, I didn’t tiptoe on the way out of the bathroom. Momma was in her room for good. No way she was going to come out and harass me about where I was going. Syd was out with her kids and they daddy. No telling when she’d be home.

      On my way out the kitchen door, I glanced at the stove clock. Damn. I was going to be late. I didn’t even mind the hoots I got from the cars. To the last guy in the beat up Chevy, I even threw a ‘back at you,’ to him. He looked almost too interested to drive with his eyes bugged out of his head. I was glad when the woman behind him honked.

      Something cold trickled on my scalp. I raised my head to see if a bird was pooping from a tree. That was the kind of luck I had. It was rain, though. A lot of it. Looked as if the heavens had opened up. I glanced behind me. Nothing but gray houses, gray skies, gray rain. Clark’s house was a distant memory. I ran. My sneakers squished with every step. I stopped for a moment under a huge tree. Nothing but a mist underneath there. I pulled at my hair, but the naps let me know it was ruined. I’d done my best flat-ironing it into something like Halle Berry’s hair. But I didn’t have one white parent helping keep it straight.

      My polo was wet. I hadn’t yet gotten around to getting a new bra and I wasn’t hiding nothing. I wished there were undershirts for people my age. Momma’s jeans had picked up mud around the big cuffs that dragged when I ran. Damn, she was going to kill me if she found out I’d borrowed, then ruined her clothes. Her and Sydney were the same like that. Leaving my temporary shelter, I darted along through the park to the street where Dion’s car had been parked the first time. I tried to remember if his building had a dryer.

      I was so happy to see Dion’s green car on the street, I almost cried. Maybe I could get warm and dry in there. I hoped the water wouldn’t ruin the leather. When I bent down to look in, he was bebopping and tapping to music only he could hear. I rapped on the window. He rolled it down, rap spilling out like mist from a full freezer.

      “You look good, girl,” he said. But Dion wasn’t looking at my eyes or hair.

      Reflexively, I pulled my arms across my chest—an elbow in each hand.

      “Can I get in?” The shiver that stole through me wasn’t for effect.

      “Sure, yeah,” he said, popping the locks. I ran around to the other side of the car. “Sorry about that.”

      Something was off in the way Dion was looking at me. My skin pulled tight on my arms as goose bumps rose. “Can you turn up the heat?”

      He pushed a few buttons and soon, I couldn’t hear the music over the roar of the air. I let the heat blast at my arms. Leaned my head, trying to dry my hair some.

      I would wrap myself in a bathroom towel as soon as we got to Dion’s place. Maybe I could even borrow that green robe he hooked on the back of the bathroom door.

      “Let me make you something hot,” he said once we were in his place.

      Nearly dry, I curled on the couch and watched the rain taper off. Of course it only rained in the five minutes I was outside. My luck had always been like that.

      Dion handed me hot chocolate. I took a big sip. Burned my tongue in two ways. First on the hot. Second on the booze. “What’s in here?”

      “Bailey’s,” he said.

      “It’s really good.” I blew on it and took another sip. So very good. “You got any marshmallows?” I asked. The look he gave me made me regret asking the question. Marshmallows were for kids, I guessed. I should have known that. Dion put on some music and went to make some phone calls. Probably work. I finished the cocoa.

      “You want another?” Dion asked when he came back.

      “I’m good,” I said.

      “Then let’s go for a ride,” he said with a long sigh.

      “I’m okay hanging out here,” I said.

      He shook his head swiftly. “I can’t always hang out. Sledge needs me to do some work today.”

      The chocolate and milk and alcohol solidified in my belly like a fried chicken joint buttermilk biscuit was in there. “Can I ask you a question?” I whispered.

      “What you need to know?” His tone was curt. “Spit it out.”

      Took me a minute to get my guts up. I didn’t like to anger men who had friends with guns. “You slinging?”

      “Damn girl. Nah, I ain’t slinging. I don’t want to fuck around with them dealers.”

      I nearly slipped off the couch in relief. Cops wouldn’t pick me up asking me to explain fifty pounds of MJ in Dion’s trunk. “Let’s go for a ride then,” I said. As we walked toward the car, I floated down the street, relaxed and happy. Maybe we’d pop over to Red Lobster again. Or maybe get something even fancier like steak. My mouth watered with anticipation while we drove through the growing darkness.

      With every year I lived here, Cleveland grew darker at night. More houses stood empty. More businesses closed. More vacant lots popped up. Street lights broke and never got fixed.

      In school, there was so much talk about the big cities having built this country, steel this, coal that. When did they become small towns again? New York and Chicago couldn’t be like this. Detroit maybe.

      I stopped looking out and closed my eyes. In a few years, I’d move out and be able to find out. Sometimes, I wondered where I’d go first. Maybe I wouldn’t need to go anywhere. I glanced at the side of Dion’s face. Would he want to get married one day? We could buy a house in Shaker, maybe. Have a couple of kids. I could stay at home with them all day. Love them like kids deserved to be. Take ’em to the park. Read them books.

      “We’re here,” Dion said, shaking me from my thoughts. How much booze had been in that hot chocolate? I was feeling like I’d had three drinks instead of just the one.

      “Where’s here?” I asked. I was disappointed that we weren’t near the front door of a restaurant. I peered a little more closely at the building set way back from the street. ‘The Sleepy Time Motel’ the sign read, even though the ‘l’ and ‘p’ were missing. Heat rushed up my back, under my arms, prickled my scalp. I’d have been more comfortable doing it in his place. It was familiar, at least. But maybe I wasn’t good enough for his place. Probably had a nice-looking girlfriend his age who he was with in that bed.

      “What’s here?” was my second question. It always came down to this, didn’t it? Men only wanted one thing from Momma. Maybe two things—some money for booze and to be all up in her room all night. Clark had only wanted one thing from me. He promised that it would be the same no matter who the man was. Guess he was right about more than a few things. Wanted to kick him in his grave.

      Dion laid a hand on my arm. “You’ll have a great time, don’t worry.” I sighed deep. If I wanted to get out of Momma’s house, I needed to grow up and learn to do this. At least I knew what was going to happen. He’d want to rub my titties, rub me down there, then stick it in. I hoped he didn’t want me to put his thing in my mouth. That part had always made me gag. I pushed hard at my belly, willing myself not to throw up.

      “Oh, okay,” I said. If I didn’t love him, at least I liked him. He was nice to me. Nicer than most people had been. He knew what I liked to watch, drink. All this time, he’d never asked for a thing in return. I guess I owed him this even if it had to be in some skank ass motel.

      Dion opened the car door for me like he had that first time. The rain hadn’t started up again, but water hung heavily in the air, making a fog I could barely see through. We walked across a planter strip. I nearly tripped over the wood chips and asphalt berm. Dion’s grip on my arm was hard as he helped me straighten up.

      “Sorry,” I said. Didn’t know why I was apologizing. If we’d parked in the lot, I wouldn’t have had to make the trip across plants and chips and stuff.

      I shivered again as Momma’s jeans brushed against an old car, water soaking to my skin again. We’d weaved between parked cars until we got to a blue door. ‘142’ stood out in raised letters. Dion slipped a card into a slot above the handle. The light switched from red to green with a soft beep. I walked into the room ahead of Dion. I’d never been in a motel before. The biggest thing in the room was the bed. My eyes pinwheeled around, looking for something else. A cube of television sat atop a rickety dresser. That was all. I sat on the bed and looked down at my canvas sneakers. Couldn’t think of anything else to do. The carpet was stained. I tried not to think of what could have made those puke green and reddish brown circles.

      Dion sat next to me. “Just remember I’m here. Everything is going to be okay.”

      I kept my eyes trained on the plastic that was flaking from the ends of my shoelaces. After a time, I nodded. Met his eyes. “Okay.”

      He patted my thigh. “I’ll be right back.” Dion opened the door. Left. I wondered what he was going to get. Dinner? Condoms? I took off my shoes and laid back against the pillows. It took everything to ignore the smell of the bedspread. Reminded me a bit of Syd’s room. Like someone had peed, thrown up, and hadn’t done a real good job cleaning it up.

      The other door in the room must have been the bathroom. I wondered if I should shower. The bed creaked as I stood. It was a bathroom, but the mostly white towels hanging from the bar were small. I touched one—scratchy. Without a bathrobe or something, I’d be as cold after a shower as before. Plus there weren’t no place to dry the clothes. I jumped at a loud noise. A fan had started blowing cool air in the room. I ran over. The knob turning the cold to heat was broken. I slipped on my shoes and walked to the front door. Maybe I’d tell Dion I wanted to go home. I didn’t want to be there especially, but I didn’t want to be here either.

      The handle turned under my hand. I stepped back to avoid getting smacked in the face. Sledge walked in. Dion was behind him. Then five different guys came in behind them.

      “Dion, I want to go home.” I didn’t care that my voice sounded like a whine. This wasn’t fun anymore.

      He didn’t look at me. Sledge closed the door behind everyone and stood guard. Weren’t no way I could get behind him. “I need to go pee,” I said.

      The guys passed a forty back and forth, drinking and laughing. I ran to the bathroom and closed the door. I sat on the toilet before I wet my pants further. I didn’t flush. If I stayed in here, then maybe I wouldn’t have to deal with what was out there. The sweet smell of weed trickled under the door. I heard a new bottle being opened. The top twisting, letting out the fizz.

      “C’mon out here, girl,” Sledge called.

      I’d have thrown up if I’d had something to eat. But Dion hadn’t taken me to dinner. I pushed open the door. Two of the guys were laying on the bed, passing a joint back and forth. The others were passing that second forty back and forth. Sledge got the joint and handed it to me. “I don’t…” I tried, pushing it back into his hand.

      Sledge dropped his hand. “Take a hit.”

      I put it up to my lips and sucked in. My lungs burned. My eyes were going to explode. Only coughing made it better. The guys all laughed. Great. I was the kid trying to hang with grownups. When one guy passed me the forty, I took it and drank greedily.

      “Yeah, girl. Drink up,” a guy said. Another tipped it against my mouth. It spilled all over my shirt.

      “Shit, yeah,” another guy said. They stopped talking to each other and all zeroed in on my chest. “Nothing better than a black girl wet t-shirt.”

      I didn’t need to look down to know that my titties was on display. I looked toward the door, searching for Dion. But he wasn’t nowhere in the room. Sledge pulled my hands behind my back. The other guys started to circle me. One grabbed one of my titties and squeezed hard. The squeal escaped my throat before I could think about what I was gonna do. Another put his hand in the top of Momma’s pants and pulled. The button popped off. Momma was going to kill me.

      “Pull ’em down,” one guy said.

      “I don’t—”

      Sledge pulled tighter. “No one want to hear anything from you.”

      “But—”

      One guy popped me in my mouth. My tooth cut my lip. I stuck out my tongue, tasting blood.

      “Put that pretty pink tongue on me instead,” the guy with the fast fist said.

      Sledge let me go. Finally. I jumped up and tried to run to the door.

      “You ain’t goin’ nowhere, girl. You’re the life of the party.”

      Two guys grabbed my arms and pulled me back down on the bed. I tried to tell them no, but my heart was stuck deep in my throat. Next thing I knew, someone had pulled off my shirt. I was so cold. Another took off my pants. I got even colder. But I couldn’t pull my hands back to cover myself. There was a knee on one of my arms. A meaty hand held the other.

      Then the faces got too close for me to see any details. Everything blurred behind the tears. Hands and mouth and teeth were everywhere, squeezing, prying open, laughing. Liquid spilled on me, then the bottle went somewhere a bottle should never go. I closed my eyes and wished myself anyplace but The Sleepy Time Motel. No one was planning to let me sleep tonight.
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      We stepped over to the little room where the motel keep old coffee and new condoms. The coffee was free. I pulled a white paper cup from the stack and filled it half full with the thick, half-day-old sludge, the other half with sugar and creamer.

      My momma was missing a leg behind the sugar. If I didn’t want to go out like that, living half my life in a wheelchair, I needed to lay off this shit. I took a sip. Tomorrow, I’d go cold turkey for sure.

      Dion paced back and forth in the small square lobby. I held the lukewarm coffee under my nose, trying to chase away the heavy smell of ammonia and disinfectant. I hated that damned smell. Reminded me of hospitals and jails, two places I’d spent too much time.

      “You didn’t give me enough time to prep her,” Dion complained. He was shifting from foot to foot. The linoleum floor creaked with every movement. I hated this seedy little place, but that Indian guy behind the counter took my money and didn’t give a shit what I did up in here. Wasn’t going to get that kind of welcome downtown. I shifted my mind from building a better business to the kid in front of me.

      “You getting soft or something?” I asked, poking him in his little concave chest. I barely touched bone through that polo shirt he wore. Thing had to be three sizes too big. Someone needed to tell these peewee guys big clothes didn’t make them big guys. “What kind of preparation you think she needed?”

      He bowed his head so long, I almost thought he was praying. Finally, he looked up at me. The little diamond chip he wore in his ear winked in the pink fluorescent light. “You kind of threw her to the wolves.”

      “I needed to compensate for the fact that she wasn’t a virgin,” I said. “They needed something exciting to get the money flowing.”

      Dion nodded like the ‘yes man’ he was. “It’s just…”

      “I don’t see you giving back none of that cash stuck in your pocket.” The roll I’d given him bulged out in spite of the size of the baggy jeans.

      “They really pay three hundred apiece?”

      I got close, crowding him. “You saying I shorted you?”

      “Na, man. I ain’t sayin’ that.” Dion held my eye. Had to admire that.

      “Na, you ain’t saying shit,” I said. I was harder on Dion than some of the other boys I had working for me because he was one of my favorites. If anything ever happened to me, I’d put him in charge of the business. He might be small, but he wasn’t afraid of nothing, not the cops, or the other guys running girls, or a gun being pointed in his face. That fearlessness more than anything else would keep him safe and on top in this business. Cowards got killed.

      Dion pulled his pager from his pocket. Pushed the buttons, hooked it onto his coin pocket with a shove. “How long you going to leave them in there?”

      “Ninety minutes. After Dashanique, I can’t take any chances.”

      Dion didn’t look in my direction at the mention of that girl. Worst fuckup of my career. I had a pretty strong stomach and that night still turned it. It’s what had bound us together like brothers, though.

      “Them niggers acted like animals,” he said derisively.

      “I told these cats here that there’d be cameras. They’re hoping for a video to stroke out on. I just want them to know I have their balls nailed to the wall.” Weren’t no one going to fool me twice.

      “Is there really video?” Dion asked.

      “Yes, there’s video. Look at it this way. If something happens to the girl and my name get caught up in this, then I can send that to the po-lice. If one of them gets the stupid idea of trying to frame me, I got them with a minor. And even if none of them knuckleheads tries anything stupid, I might just need a favor of my own down the road.”

      “Shit, you always thinking ahead.” Dion’s voice was full of admiration even if he kept his face impassive.

      “How many times I got to tell you that business ain’t about today only. That’s why these street level dealers so dumb. They have a lot of cash today. Lose their patch, or their freedom, or their lives tomorrow. You got to run whatever you’re doing like you’re in it to win it.”

      “You sound like that white guy with all the teeth selling the videos in the middle of the night.”

      “Look, I ain’t buying into no franchise scheme or something like that, but there’s some truth to what he say.”

      “What? How to get a big house, boat, car?”

      “I ain’t got no boat. What he say is that people gotta keep control of they shit. They can’t go blaming everyone else for what happens. If I get arrested, it my fault. When that girl Dashanique got hurt bad, it was my fault. Could have turned out a lot worse than it did. But I fucked that shit up. Ain’t never going to let that kind of shit happen again. And if it do, because we can’t always control the customers in our business, I’m taking out insurance.”

      Dion fumbled with the pager again. When he finally got that hook off his pants, he announced, “Been eighty minutes.”

      “Go knock on the door.”

      “Am I going in?” Dion was doing that shift and shuffle again. I was going to have to work on that. A man stood tall and strong, not shucking and jiving like he was on a southern plantation.

      “No, that’s they ten minute warning,” I said, pointing to the glass door.

      The minute he walked out, my pager lit up. Momma. I signaled the desk guy who pulled my phone from the desk. He started to hand me the charger plug, but I didn’t want that just now.

      “What’s going on?” I barked at my niece.

      “Auntie Velma refuse to take her insulin today.”

      “It’s just a quick stick. Does she want to lose her second leg?” Getting Momma around in her three story house without a wheelchair was already a hassle. Double amputee didn’t sound like no fun to live with. “Did you get that injector pen like I told you?”

      “Auntie said not to,” she whined.

      “Who’s paying you?”

      A big huff of frustration followed a long silence. “You are, Sledge. But Velma said that was good money we could use to get the roof patched or fix the leak in the basement.”

      “Do I need to pick up the medicine on the way home or can I trust that you’ll get it done?”

      “I’ll do it now,” she said after a long pause.

      “Good,” I said, satisfied with the acquiescence in her voice. “What roof problem?”

      “There’s a stain in the attic ceiling.” My niece rushed on. “I didn’t tell you about it because you was busy. But it’s just a little spot. Probably be gone come spring.”

      I gripped the little plastic phone tight. I’d already gone through a couple of the plastic gadgets—throwing them across the room. I didn’t want to spend any more money on deductibles buying new ones. The insurance company wasn’t going to believe a third claim. I certainly wouldn’t. Paying out more than you take in wasn’t good for anyone’s business.

      It was time to lay out orders. With proper motivation and a list of tasks to complete, life ran smoothly. “Get the injector that doesn’t hurt. Walk across the street and ask the guy in the white house—”

      “Clive?”

      “Yeah. Him. Ask him who did his roof last year. If it’s holding up. If it is, get that guy’s name. Call me and give me the roofer’s number. You got all that?”

      “Going to the drugstore now,” she said.

      Pleased, I pressed the button. I slipped the agreed upon cash to the desk clerk, and he handed me my charger. I tried not to bounce on the balls of my feet. I was ready to go. I had girls to pick up and money to collect. Dion and I didn’t usually stick around too long, but with first timers, you never knew how it would go. Protective of the investment I’d made in them, though, required keeping an eye out.

      I looked at my pager. On cue, Dion walked back in the lobby.

      “Sledge, you’re gonna wanna see this,” he said.

      I didn’t tell him I didn’t want to see shit. Wasn’t manly to say that you liked money, but not the details. Needed to get into the clothing or electronics business. They sold their shit here but kept the dirty business in China and India.

      “She alive, right?” I asked.

      “Yeah . . . but something ain’t right.”

      Swallowed back any bad feeling and got ready to face whatever was coming.
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      Casey’s gasp brought me around. I didn’t know how long I’d stood there looking into that void.

      “Lou?” I looked at FBI Agent Valdespino for some kind of explanation. My mind was having a hell of a time making sense of what I was seeing.

      I dropped Casey’s hand as Valdespino motioned me a few feet away from the container. “Our best guess is that someone is smuggling illegals into the country.”

      “Cleveland? I thought this kind of thing only happened in the border states. You know, California, Texas, Arizona. The places where they’ve got patrols, snipers, fences, walls.”

      “Maybe that’s precisely what brought them here.”

      “But why are they…here?” I asked, pointing down at the ground beneath us. The odor had started to hit me. There was probably a makeshift toilet in there. From the smell of things, it hadn’t been emptied out lately.

      “The M.O. on these things is that there’s a guy in charge. Probably hires them out for work, keeps the money. When…if they ever pay him off…they can have their freedom.”

      “As what? Another undocumented person in the U.S.?” From all news reports, that wasn’t a great position. Fear of immigration. Subject to exploitation at work. I couldn’t see how that was better than Mexico or Central America which seemed more peaceful now than when I was a kid and Contras were nightly news fodder.

      “Maybe it’s better than what they came from,” Casey said. I’d nearly forgotten she was there. All that pacing in anticipation of our date. All that worry over what to wear seemed irrelevant in the face of whatever this was. This was more than Timberlands versus Vans. More than worrying that my curly hair was too unruly. This was the other side of huHamity.

      “What are you going to do with them?” Casey asked Valdespino. Or maybe that was meant a little bit for me too. Why couldn’t Rachel have answered her phone? That woman never missed an opportunity to climb the career ladder. This looked like a ten rung leap.

      Interrupting my thoughts of avoidance, Valdespino said, “Take ’em down to headquarters. Scour this thing for evidence. Figure out if we need to arrest them or deport them.”

      I looked at Casey. But she wasn’t looking at me. She was frowning heavily, her entire face pinched. “Why aren’t any of them coming out?”

      That was the one hundred thousand dollar question, wasn’t it? If we were freedom, why weren’t they running to us with open arms like Elián González?

      Valdespino looked at me. Like I could give some direction. “Let’s take them downtown. I’ll meet you there,” he said, for lack of a better option. He nodded and dispatched his guys.

      “I’ll take you home,” I said to Casey. This was a hell of a day for her car to break down. What had been a gift dropped in my lap—an open invitation to take this woman home—was turning procedure on its ear.

      The drive to her apartment was quiet and the kiss I placed on her cheek perfunctory. How I’d imagined the night going and how it had turned out were so far apart, they didn’t even exist in the same universe.

      “So…I’ll see you,” Casey’s voice was hesitant. I hated that tonight’s situation put that unsureness there. I wanted her to know that my interest wasn’t going to wane. Even if I was knee deep in some big immigration case.

      “My head’s somewhere else right now,” I said.

      She dipped her head as if to reassure herself of something and looked up at me again. Her blue eyes were clear, focused. “Gotcha. I’d say have a good night, but…I don’t think it’s going to be one.”

      I nodded in mute agreement. She shoved the passenger door closed and made short work of the ten feet of concrete between the street and her building’s door.

      Twenty minutes later, I was standing in Valdespino’s office in the FBI’s brand spanking new digs, cooling my heels. He’d set up a series of interrogation rooms. Each woman was in one. I was waiting to get the go ahead that we could start questioning. No doubt some office secretary was pulling stacks of 302s—the FBI’s interview form—out of storage. They refused to record interrogations. Made cases harder to prosecute in my opinion and upped the mistrust factor, but I worked for the US Attorney’s office and didn’t have a direct line to Robert Mueller. Not that the FBI director was dying to hear my rookie opinion anyway.

      Valdespino came back in, interrogation forms under his arm and keys jingling in hand. “We’re good to go.”

      “Where’s the kid?” The dark eyes of that child haunted me. Whatever my parents’ faults, I’d never been without creature comforts. That boy or girl had no comfort at all. What parent would subject their child to life in a tin can just to escape another country? I couldn’t imagine it got much worse than that abroad.

      “Child protective services,” Valdespino said, opening the door and walking down the hall. I tried to shake off my bias against foster care. The one or two stories Casey had shared had put a healthy fear for that child into my heart. Anything had to be better than living in a metal box unfit for human habitation, though.

      Valdespino inserted the key into the first doorknob. Twisted. We walked into the room. A lone woman sat. Her arm was chained to the desk; she wasn’t going anywhere. I knew that hollow-eyed look from my cop days. Total and utter defeat. Whatever hope she’d had about finding a better life had disappeared long ago.

      “I’m Miles Siegel, Assistant United States Attorney.” I stuck out my hand. It hung limp for a long moment, before I pulled it back toward my side. “What’s your name?”

      The woman finally raised her eyes. They were sunken, haunted. She looked at me. Shifted her eyes to Valdespino, then either closed them or took in a lot of fake wood grain melamine.

      I took in her appearance. She was white, with dirty-blonde hair, blue eyes. After Valdespino’s talk, I was expecting someone dark-haired, about my color, a typical Mexican woman. I searched my mind for other countries people fled from. The Ukraine? Chechnya always seemed perilously close to collapse. But I was an American, what did I know?

      “We’re here to help you,” I started, slowly enunciating each word. “In our country, no one is required to be enslaved. We can help you find a place to live, maybe get you transport back to your home country.”

      “Can I get a first class back to Texas?” The drawl caught me off guard. I traded glances with Valdespino. My look said: So much for your stupid theory. His look was: Win some. Lose some.

      “What’s your name?” My question was rapid-fire this time. I clicked the pen point down, slid the pad Valdespino had given to me closer.

      “Look. I like living. It may not be too much of a life right now, but I’m not interested in having my light put out just yet.”

      “Who’s going to turn out your lights?” Valdespino asked.

      “I ain’t sayin’ no more until I get those tickets.”

      “You were serious?” I asked. Valdespino shot me a look. This one said: rookie. My Philly cop had been a lot better than my Cleveland AUSA. These federal suspects were a little bit more cunning, smart, outspoken than their Philly street level counterparts. Those people never spoke a word unless under threat of…well, under threat.

      “Never flown first class. Think I might like it,” the woman rasped. Sounded like she hadn’t talked in a while or was sick. I resisted the urge to back up my chair a little.

      From my experience with free government tickets, we should all be grateful we weren’t traveling by military jet with a five-point harness keeping us in our seats. I looked at Valdespino again. He nodded. Well, that was some pull. Maybe I needed to have the Feebs arrange my travel.

      “Fine.” I was done with all the soft-pedaling. I didn’t want to be here all night trying to fit pieces into a puzzle. I wanted the key to solving the mystery. “Why are you living in a container?”

      “Cause Sledge put a lock on the door.”

      “How long have you been there?”

      “Don’t know. A year, maybe.”

      “Why is he keeping you in there?” I wasn’t blaming the victim, but someday, a juror would want the answer to that question.

      “’Cause he don’t want us to leave,” she said like I hadn’t graduated kindergarten.

      I worked my face to neutral. No one had asked this woman her opinion in years. That was obvious. She liked hearing herself talk. Having a little of the power that had probably been taken from her. I leaned back and crossed my arms. It was her show.

      “I told you my name.” I jerked my thumb sideways. “This here is Lou Valdespino. He’s with the FBI. You?”

      “I used to be,” she paused. Her voice got whisper quiet. “Krystal Marsh.”

      “What does this Sledge call you?”

      “Candy. Candy Sweet.”

      “What do you do for Sledge?” I had a sneaking suspicion it wasn’t piece work at a local factory. Not that there were many of those left up here in Cleveland.

      “Whatever guy he wants,” she said.

      Prostitution and container didn’t jibe. “Excuse me for my confusion. You’re a…prostitute?”

      “Whore, working girl, hooker, escort. Words don’t matter none. I know what I do.” What she did was a misdemeanor. The Feds didn’t touch it, much less the counties. This was low level local all the way.

      “How often do you work?” Valdespino asked. I wanted to pull him out of the room and ask him what either one of us was doing here. What we’d come across was sad, tragic even, but not a federal crime.

      “Day. Night. Whenever,” Krystal said.

      “How?” Valdespino shot back.

      “He unlocks the door. His muscle, a young-looking guy, puts us in a vehicle. We go to a hotel. That kid walks us to a room. There’s one man or sometimes more waiting. We do whatever they want. If we’re lucky, we can get a shower and a little something to eat before getting put back.”

      “This Sledge is your pimp?” Valdespino asked point blank.

      “Jailer, more like.”

      “Why can’t you leave?” I asked. “Don’t most pimps let the girls go home at the end of the night?” I regretted asking the question, but my curiosity overcame my temperance.

      “Because his money walks away. Sometimes, it don’t come back. He learned to keep his money close. Sledge makes more than anyone out there on the street.”

      “Why?” I probed. Valdespino wasn’t an idiot. He must be seeing something I wasn’t.

      “His girls will do anything.”

      I tried to wrap my mind around all this. I’d always thought guys visited prostitutes to get stuff they couldn’t get at home from their wives or girlfriends. Now there was a greater circle of hell? Working girls who do what regular prostitutes won’t?

      “What’s anything?” Valdespino asked. He looked unfazed. I was fifteen seconds from losing my wine and dinner.

      “Mostly kinky stuff and gangbangs,” she said.

      A niche is what this guy Sledge had. At least that’s what it would be called in the white collar world. It was both ingenious and infuriating.

      “Does that include children?” Lou asked.

      Finally, something cracked Krystal’s hard-as-nails demeanor. “Yeah, young girls too.” Bam, we’d just graduated from minor misdemeanor. We were now right in the thick of federal crime territory.

      The rest of the conversation was logistics. The bare bones of Sledge’s operation, and getting Krystal’s front-of-the-plane ticket while extracting her promise to testify.

      When we left the room, I looked at Lou. “We’ve got a federal crime.”

      “No shit. You looked a little doubtful in the beginning.”

      My tilt of the head was my only acknowledgement that I’d needed some convincing.

      “I’m thinking trafficking, kidnapping to start,” Valdespino said. “Probably RICO.” RICO may have once been the sole providence of the mob, but everyone organized into some kind of crime was under the statute now. And what so-called Sledge had here sounded nothing short of organized.

      I was more than ready to leave Valdespino to his job. “Brief me on the rest tomorrow, if necessary. But Monday for sure. I’ll loop Chas in as well.”

      Valdespino gave a little mock salute, jingled the keys, and opened door number two. I didn’t envy him. He’d get the raw stories. My second-hand report would be dry, dispassionate, and fact-heavy. I liked it that way. It was half the reason I’d left the PD and joined the AUSA. I walked the brightly lit, sterile halls and out the door to my car, only one of a few in the nearly empty lot.

      I know it was wrong to drive to Casey’s house at this hour of the night. But I didn’t want to be alone with my imagination. Without hesitation, she buzzed me in when I called up. When I finished the four story trek, she was already waiting at the door, glass of wine in hand. Didn’t look like she was ready to turn in for the night either.

      “You want—” she’d started to say before her cat snaked out through her bare feet and out the door. My mom had been a cat lover and owner for years. For that reason, my reflexes threw me into action. I was quicker than the feline and had her…no, him scooped up, claws facing away from me quicker than a quick draw cowboy in an old Western movie.

      “Thanks. I was gonna ask if you wanted wine.”

      I stepped in and dropped the cat, which promptly ran down the hall toward a back bedroom. “That would be wonderful, thanks.” Damn, I sounded like a polite houseguest. I glanced at the watch my mom had given me for law school graduation. Polite houseguests did not show up at midnight.

      “Make yourself at home,” she said, doing her own polite host bit.

      I sunk into a dining room chair. “Do you mind?” I asked, gesturing to my Timberlands. What had seemed sharp in the morning was just heavy now.

      “No, I don’t mind. You shouldn’t be driving, anyway.” She gestured to my wine. Casey disappeared in the kitchen, coming back with the half full bottle. She plopped it between us with a loud smack on the table.

      “Does that mean I can stay?”

      “The futon is comfortable.” Casey tilted her head in that way she had. “Let’s talk about what happened tonight.”

      I hesitated a long time. Criminal prosecutions were tricky. Like any other lawyer, I owed a duty of confidentiality to my client. But my client was the United States of America. Joe Citizen wasn’t privy to all that was done to protect him.

      But Casey had already been there. She’d probably made a reasonable guess what was going on. As if reading my mind, she said, “I told you I’m not in federal court. Departures downward and upward make me nervous. What you say stays here.”

      “Those people you saw tonight…they weren’t illegal immigrants. They’re victims of sex trafficking.”

      “Oh, shit,” she said, falling silent.

      We both sat with that through two more glasses of wine.

      “The kid too?”

      I only nodded. Who wanted to think about that in any detail? I surely didn’t.

      I started talking to get the horrific thoughts that had started swirling in my head. “Lou thinks we may have a big thing here. Kidnapping. Human trafficking.”

      “How many months does all this carry?”

      “If the kid is under fourteen, life in prison.”

      I could see Casey close her eyes in a silent prayer of thanks. It was good to know that even a defense attorney had a line in the sand. Many of them didn’t.

      “Do you think they’ll let you handle the case?”

      Not that I hadn’t asked myself that same question, but it still stung—a lot. I’d lost my first big case earlier in the year. I’m sure my boss Chas Fitzgerald would ask the same question as well. After all, Rachel was the one on call. “This is just the kind of thing Rachel would love to sink her teeth into. But I’ve done some of that preliminary leg work. It would be best for the case to leave me on it.” That was my ego talking and I knew it. But I wasn’t about to admit that in front of the woman I wanted to be impressed with me.

      Wine nearly depleted, we sat for long moments.

      “I’m sorry tonight got cut short,” I said. I was really, very sorry. It was a few months past her breakup and I was hoping tonight we could start fresh.

      Her hand snaked out to cover mine. It was pale compared to my tan one. “I’m sorry too.”

      I curled my toes in my socks and closed my eyes. I pushed those women out of my mind. I don’t know what in the hell had happened to them, would happen to them. At least we had a chance.
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            Casey Cort

          

          July 12, 2004

        

      

    

    
      I wish someone had told me law school wasn’t lawyer school. Three years at Cleveland Marshall taught me little to nothing about the real world of courthouse work. I had to take a class to pass the bar. I had to stock up on Continuing Legal Education courses to learn everything: juvenile, divorce, criminal. Despite all that practice, I was in over my head, again. I didn’t handle criminal cases in federal court for precisely the reason I’d shared with Miles.

      The sentencing guidelines scared the shit out of me. One fuckup and my client could be in for ten years instead of five. But when this guy had called, he’d said he had a civil matter. And he did…in the way that the federal government confiscating your…alleged…drug money was a civil forfeiture.

      I scrutinized the guy sitting in front of me a bit more closely. “So tell me again Mr. Singleton, what happened?” We were on our second or third go-round with this one. If maybe I heard it one more time, I’d get that little kernel of truth that would pull this whole story together. Make it more Perry Mason and less aliens tried to have my baby.

      “I’m just Morris,” he started. “Like I said, I was getting on the bus to Detroit. We were about to pull away when the feds knocked on the door.”

      “The driver opened it?” I scratched down notes. Maybe I could make hay with the bus company. They must have some search and seizure policy to protect their passengers from unwarranted harassment.

      “He grumbled about leaving on time. But yeah, he opened it.”

      “Then?” I prompted. This was the unbelievable part of the story. Letty had written this part in the pre-interview sheet, but it seemed unbelievable no matter how many times I heard it.

      “They got a dog sniffing around everywhere. Next thing I knew, they were pulling down my bag.”

      “What was in there?” I asked, though I had a very good idea.

      “Clothes and my money,” he said like everyone traveled the highway with only those two items in their luggage.

      “How much money?”

      “About twenty gees,” he said, looking as aggrieved as a person would upon losing nearly twenty grand.

      I tried to keep my face neutral. What I could do with the walking around money drug dealers kept in their pockets. But then, maybe I’d be on the other side of this desk.

      Refocusing, I continued, “And why were you traveling on a Greyhound bus with that much cash?” I tried to keep my voice dispassionate. But the whole story had been unbelievable the first time around. It hadn’t gotten better in the retelling. I leaned that much more forward. Maybe I’d missed something in all my fantasizing about what I’d do with that kind of cash.

      “I told you. I was thinking about moving. I needed some money to put down on a place if I found one.” I considered that. Then dismissed it. Even if I believed that bullshit, no judge would. Time to poke holes.

      “Do you have a car?” I probed.

      He shook his head like I’d asked him if he had a space ship. “Nope.”

      “A bank account?”

      “Nope. Can’t trust banks.” This wasn’t the first time I’d heard this one. A lot of my clients and their families didn’t trust banks. I’m not even sure I trusted banks, not after the way they’d treated me when I couldn’t pay my loans for a stretch. But I wouldn’t carry cash on my person either.

      “What happened after they took the money?”

      “Feds handed me a receipt. Told me to wait for that letter there.”

      The letter was sitting on my desk. He’d kept it smooth and flat in a little binder he held in his lap. According to the short text, his money had been seized pursuant a federal statute that allowed it to be taken if there was suspicion of drug activity. A claim form was attached to seek return of the funds. But there was the sticky part. Getting it back.

      “The letter only says eighteen thousand.” I tapped at the one and eight printed on the page.

      He held out his hands as if to say: What could I expect? The seizing officers had kept a little for themselves. I’d grown up learning to expect honesty in my public officials. The last year I’d been enmeshed with the corrupt Brody family had cured me of that. Now, I wouldn’t put it past a few officers padding their paychecks. Seemed minor compared to Eamon Brody’s abuse of power.

      “Where did you get this money?” I asked. I wondered if I was starting to get jaded. Because, like the feds, I’d assumed he was dealing drugs and lying to me. If the cops were criminals and the criminals were criminals, that didn’t leave much space for justice.

      “Working. Been saving for a while now.”

      “Do you have pay stubs?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I’m off the books.”

      So many of my clients worked without documentation. They were the very definition of the shadow economy. Their employers skipped taxes and reporting. My clients did, as well. Everyone was happy until someone needed a pay stub for proof of gainful employment, to get an apartment, to get their kids back. Then the whole backdoor economy was a huge pain in my ass.

      “You understand it says here to get it back, you have to show where you got it, right?”

      He nodded.

      “So…if you show up and you can’t tell a judge where this money is from, they’re gonna assume it’s drugs.”

      “But you can tell them the truth, right? You can be my lawyer and explain why I should get it back. They’d believe you.”

      If only everything were that easy, Mr. Morris Singleton.

      There was an expert in shingle hanging attorneys, Alan Cordova. This guru had always said us solo practitioners should be the filter. Sure, we couldn’t handle every case, but we should interview everyone coming in the door. In theory, I could control the referral fees, keep the good cases, and boot the bad. Cordova’s book never told me what to say to a potential client when I didn’t know what in the hell I was doing in the topsy turvy world of forfeiture where I was required to prove my client wasn’t a drug dealer.

      What I was doing is that I was about to boot this guy out the door—refer him to one of those super ego driven, super expensive defense bar stars. Probably wouldn’t get his money back any better than I could, but they’d be confident while losing. Singleton interrupted my thoughts on the best way to finesse getting him out the door.

      “How much do I need to give you to get you to take the case?” Morris pulled out a fat roll and began peeling off hundreds. I stopped him at three thousand and told him that was enough. I called Letty in and she made out a receipt while stuffing the cash in a bank envelope. Because I wasn’t messing with the IRS or the feds. I always documented my money trail.

      In the end, I determined I could lose as confidently as the big guys. Morris signed the retainer agreement, and just like that, I had my first federal case.
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      Red velvet cake caught my eye. I’d recognize my favorite dessert anywhere. I leaned into the break room to investigate. A couple of slices were missing. It was ingenious, the cake. Cream cheese frosting were the white stripes in the American flag. A blue field was at the top left corner of the cake. Ready to pick up the cake knife, I glanced at the calendar on the wall. The first twelve days of July were crossed out.

      Meant this cake was nine days old—at least. Appetite gone, I fiddled with the latest office gadget. Everyone talked about this single service coffee machine like it was the second coming or the BlackBerry.

      “Gonna have the cake?” Rachel Schaefer appeared in the breakroom’s open doorway.

      “It’s a July fourth cake,” I said.

      “And . . .” she stared at me, her wide eyes unblinking behind her glasses.

      “Independence Day was nine days ago by my count,” I said, lifting the coffee to my mouth. Wasn’t bad for a frou frou brew. Maybe there was something to not sharing hours-old coffee from a pot.

      Schaefer lingered at the door.

      “I’ll get out of your way, if you want cake or something,” I said. I needed to get back to my desk anyway. Go on about the government’s business of putting non-violent drug offenders behind bars. I blinked, grateful Schaefer couldn’t read my thoughts. It’s not that I didn’t think those who did the crime shouldn’t do the time.

      It’s that prison had turned into a business. I was one of the cogs in the wheel grinding away. I’d hoped that federal cases would be a little more sophisticated. That crime fighting on a national level wouldn’t be a repeat of the ‘buy bust’ cycle I’d witnessed in my former cop shop.

      “I think I’ll skip it,” she said. “So Chas said you’re from Philadelphia?”

      I nodded, though I thought the question was about a year too late. “Born and raised. Parents are still there.”

      The way Schaefer shifted on her feet, I had a very good idea what her next question would be. I wanted to reach into my pocket and pull out a quarter. Heads she’d ask about my race. Tails about my religion.

      “You found a church or synagogue in Cleveland?” she asked, pussy footing around what she wanted to know.

      Tails, I won. “I don’t worship,” I said, deliberately opaque. My dad would have balked at the question. He rested on the contention that answering those kinds of questions could get you on a cold cattle train traveling through Germany and Poland. But he’d grown up having lost all of the extended family who hadn’t taken the cross-Atlantic trip when they’d had the chance.

      That wasn’t exactly my reason for answering. I didn’t think Ms. Schaefer had any kind of final solution in mind. Honestly, I didn’t want to talk about who I was or where I was from. I wanted to figure out how I’d be able to keep the ‘container case’ as people around the office had started calling it. My hunch was that her interest in me was much more myopic. No more dodging and feinting, I turned and stared her straight in the face. “Has Chas talked to you about the case I picked up this weekend?”

      “You?” There was the slightest edge in her tone.

      “Lou couldn’t reach you. I was in the neighborhood,” I explained.

      “I was at a Sabbath dinner at my cousin’s house. They’re seriously Orthodox and I couldn’t smuggle my BlackBerry in there,” she said.

      Maybe I needed to check myself. Could be that she asked about the religion thing because she wanted sympathy, not because she was trying to dissect my genome. “FBI wanted someone on the scene. They thought it was possibly some immigration scheme. But it wasn’t.”

      “Let me get some coffee and I’ll see you in the conference room in ten,” Schaefer said.

      I went to my desk, got some preliminary stuff Lou had left for me on Monday, and took a seat at the table.

      The rest of the AUSAs filled in. Most had cake with their coffee. I hoped someone had the Cleveland Clinic on speed dial.

      Without preliminaries, Chas started speaking the moment he closed the door. “Miles and Lou walked up to a doozy this weekend. The FBI stumbled upon a sex trafficking ring,” he started.

      “Stumbled?” Schaefer asked.

      “They were behind the motel working on a drug sting. Something about the container drew their eye. Heard banging on the door. Exigent circumstances and all that.”

      Only a bit of luck that those women and child were found. My heart skipped a few beats as I wondered what would have happened if they’d never been found by the police or some well-meaning Good Samaritan.

      “Who’s leading the investigation?” Schaefer asked.

      “Lou and a few of his guys are on the case,” Chas answered.

      “I was on call last weekend,” Schaefer said.

      “You know the policy,” Chas started. His voice had gone soft like he was talking to a preschooler. I looked left and right at my fellow AUSAs. Even though I was the rookie on the team, I knew better than to condescend to Schaefer. She took everything as a slight against women.

      “What? That if one person doesn’t answer the phone, you go to the next on the list.”

      “Yes, that policy, Rachel. Lou’s guys tried you twice. They didn’t want evidence to walk away while they waited for you to return their call. We had child welfare coming, ambulances. There wasn’t time to waste.”

      “So are you going to keep…Miles on the case?”

      She might as well have said out loud that I’d tanked the Brody case. The fact that the guy had ultimately shown his true colors and gone away, and the fact that she and Chas had been co-chairs during the actual trial while I sat behind the bar carrying water, seemed to have been collectively forgotten. Every time a new revelation from some victim or former Judge Eamon Brody’s legal maneuverings made the headlines, I got the sympathetic nods and head shakes.

      Of course, none of them had tried to bring down the black sheep law breaker of one of the most powerful families in Ohio. But I didn’t say that to them. I didn’t say any of that now. I took the hits like a man. I’d faced worse than these petty slights on the job.

      “The U.S. Attorney and I will discuss case assignments. Right now, I’d like to know from those of you on the Organized Crime and Corruption Strike Force, have you heard of this ring? This guy…” he rattled his papers. “Sledge Hammer?”

      “Not his real name,” one of the deputy AUSAs quipped.

      Bunch of comedians these guys were.

      “Nah,” one said.

      “He must not be high level. Maybe he’s working for someone else. We’ll check the database,” Isaac Wray said. I’d never talked to Isaac much. He was one of those guys involved in the modern day mob stuff: Chinese heroine runners, Mexican cartels. He didn’t say much or take many cases to trial. He and the rest of the strike force spent time listening to wiretaps, sifting through financial records, and trading up from the bottom of the heap.

      “You do that,” Chas said, pointing to him with a gun-shaped hand. My boss was self-assured in a way that said prep school at Hawken, undergrad at Princeton, and law school at Yale had been a foregone conclusion at birth. My parents had raised me to share that kind of pedigree, but on a half-black half-Jewish kid, I didn’t wear the mantle of privilege in quite the same way.

      “For the time being, Miles, you’ll be the lead on this. You and Lou have worked together before. Why don’t you start getting detailed victim statements, and pulling together stuff for the grand jury?”

      I hadn’t gone to Yale, but even in Philadelphia, I’d learned that you needed a defendant. “So I’m going to John Doe the defendant?”

      “It shouldn’t be too hard to find out who he is. Between Isaac and the women, it will all lead back to a single source. Cleveland isn’t New York or Los Angeles. Hard to hide here.”

      As if on cue, the BlackBerry I’d sat on the table next to my legal pad lit up and buzzed. “Valdespino,” I said. I stood, gathered my stuff, and strode from the room. The longer I stayed in there, the more likely I’d get pulled from the case. I was happy to blow the meeting.

      “Valdespino. Miles. What do you have?”

      “We need to talk to that little girl before she goes home.”

      “Where’s home?”

      “Illinois. We found her parents. They’d reported her missing eight months ago.”

      “I’ll be right over,” I said, doubly glad I hadn’t had any of that stale cake. I was pretty sure this interview was going to make me sick.
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      “You ran The Place to Be?” I asked, trying not to smile at the man sitting across from me. A felony indictment wasn’t a laughing matter. But some of the bar names I’d come across in Cleveland were worthy of a chuckle or two. Owners named bars like it was a giant cosmic joke on a cloudy post-industrial city.

      “That and The Dive Bar, but cops shut both down for now.”

      I tried not to wrinkle my brow as I assessed his level of sophistication. “Cops?”

      “Not the police. But the county health inspector, the state liquor control, city building code enforcement all found a bunch of violations.”

      I looked at the indictment. The state of Ohio was throwing the figurative book at Jarrod Carter. Promoting Prostitution was only one among the long list of felonies. “Exactly what kind of club was The Place to Be?”

      “The usual. We had liquor, food, and a TV in the front. Place was full up on home game nights.”

      In Cleveland where sports dominated the daily conversation, that was saying a lot. There was no shortage of places where a fan could get a drink and watch the game. I nodded and he continued.

      “Kept busy on the nights the Browns, Indians, or Cavaliers were playing. LeBron kept the barstools full.”

      I had no doubt the high school senior turned star player could draw a crowd almost anywhere in town. “What did you do on the nights there weren’t games?” I asked. The Plain Dealer and suburban newspapers were full of gotcha stories on restaurants that failed health inspection. Roaches and rodents were reader magnets. But the police didn’t care much about vermin. Not in my limited experience, anyway.

      “I had a couple of girls dancing in back,” Carter said matter-of-factly like women were interchangeable with greasy gray short order hamburgers.

      “Clothes on or off?” I asked. Ohio wasn’t Vegas. There were strict rules on nudity—none and touching—none, including and especially stuffing one dollar bills in a G-string. Hadn’t encountered it personally, but it had been a question on the bar exam. Probably made some examiner chuckle to watch hundreds of eager law graduates scribbling in blue books about the seedier side of the law.

      Back then, I still thought I’d had a shot at white shoe glory. Assumed that question was the last I’d see of criminal law. Shaking my head slightly, I turned my attention back to the young black man sitting in front of me.

      “As covered as required by law,” he said. “They were in bikinis, nothing less.”

      Nothing more either. I nodded, scribbling absentmindedly. I’d toss out the illegible notes the minute Jarrod Carter walked out the door. I wasn’t writing exactly. Instead, I was trying to figure out what about the guy in front of me jarred me a little. He was your garden variety defendant charged with a laundry list of crimes. But unlike the others who’d sat in that chair, he wasn’t belly aching about the Man, or the unfairness of the system, or asking me if I had a Gloria Allred type defense up my sleeve.

      “You posted bail and pled not guilty at arraignment. What are you looking to do in these cases?” I asked, then sat back and waited for the inevitable barrage of Johnnie Cochran-esque requests. They all wanted DNA testing, a slew of private investigators, and a legal team the size of a baseball lineup.

      “Fight the charges. Take it to trial,” he said. Nothing more. The usual litany absent, I sat forward, more confused than ever.

      How in the hell had he walked through my doors on Public Square? He wanted to hire me? I hadn’t had a single real trial in the years I’d practiced. I’d been up in front of juvenile judges plenty of times arguing on the behalf of parents sometimes, kids others, but that didn’t count in the minds of those in the main county courts.

      Those juvenile judges bent the rules of evidence so far, a downtown lawyer would hardly recognize the pretzel of Ohio Revised Code sections that came out of that place. Without a jury, I’d only had to convince a single person of my client’s position. And I’d been on the losing side of more cases than I’d like to admit. I vowed not to ask him how he’d heard of little old me in a downtown full of attorneys in tall buildings.

      “I can do that. All defendants are innocent until proven guilty,” I said. “Let’s talk about fees.” I tried to infuse my voice with confidence. I was learning to ask for more money. The trick was keeping the quaver out of my voice as I set my fees in the thousands.

      Carter didn’t flinch at the sum quoted and I wondered for the hundredth time if I’d undervalued my services. From his broken-in brown leather messenger bag, he pulled out a black binder. I was trying to figure out what in the hell it contained when he placed it on the desk and swung the hinged front cover open. A stack of pale blue business checks appeared. From another pocket of the satchel, he pulled out a fountain pen. Like live theater, he completed the check, signing it with a flourish. When he tore it from the book and passed it over the desk, I fully expected the name ‘John Hancock’ to be inscribed on the signature line.

      I looked at the fifteen thousand dollar check for a brief moment, before slipping it into a Hamila folder. Bang for the Buck LTD was the entity paying for my legal services. He liked the cute names.

      “Is this a single member limited liability company?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Only me,” he said, putting his papers and checks back into the bag.

      “I’ll need to draft a personalized agreement regarding payment and representation,” I said. I wouldn’t turn down a check that big, but I did need it to be one hundred percent clear I was representing this man, not his company. Prosecutors could slip through the tiniest cracks and I needed paper to putty this one over. “I’ll have it in the mail to you before end of day.”

      I stood, concluding the meeting. Shaking his warm hand, I pulled away first. It was just this side of too familiar. “How did you hear about me?” I asked, breaking my own rule from moments ago. “I like to thank those who make referrals.” For the life of me, I couldn’t connect us without more than a dozen degrees of separation. It wasn’t only because he was a black eastside defendant and I was a white Shaker Square transplant. It was the level of his case. He was charged with multiple felonies and wasn’t interested in taking a plea deal. My criminal clients were mostly from the arraignment room and ready to take any deal that kept them from the penitentiary.

      “You came highly recommended from the Brodys,” he said. Then he dipped his head in farewell, showing himself through the waiting room to the door.

      Of course it was the Brodys. Here I was thinking my reputation had preceded me, that maybe he’d seen me tear it up in the arraignment room. But nope, walking out the door was a reminder of my second worst humiliation. I was a hundred percent sure he’d probably supplied some of that back room ‘entertainment’ for my ex-fiancé who’d liked them young, black, and willing. Probably hadn’t been at the country club with my former fiancé’s family though, I thought ruefully. The Brodys weren’t that egalitarian.

      Guilt at being a crap lawyer gnawed at me for a second. I should have been devoting more thought to Jarrod Carter’s innocence right about now. Dancers weren’t prostitutes. It was one of those anti-feminist distinctions lost on police and prosecutors. But he didn’t need me to believe in his lack of culpability. He was paying me to get him off. I’d have to figure out how.
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      “You’re the parents of Kelly Tucker?” Valdespino asked formally. He shook the mother’s, then the father’s hands before scraping the metal chair legs against the floor and seating himself at the table.

      “Yes, I’m Courtney. This is Elliott, my ex-husband,” the mother said, putting a lot of emphasis on that tiny prefix. She was small, mousy, and very nervous.

      “Have you seen Kelly?” I asked from my perch against the sill of the two-way window. Valdespino’s glance was full of censure. I knew he wanted me down there at the table next to him looking the parents in the eye.

      But I couldn’t quite get there. I wanted to know why it had taken them more than a week to make it from Illinois to Ohio. Maybe they’d come by stagecoach.

      “We came to your office as soon as we checked into our hotel,” Elliott said. Hunching his shoulders, Kelly’s father leaned forward. “What state is she in?” he asked. “We didn’t want to go in blind.”

      “How long has she been missing?” I asked.

      Elliott and Courtney looked at each other. Blinked.

      Neither uttered a word for long seconds that stretched out to nearly a minute.

      “Ell-i-ott had custody over the Christmas holiday,” Courtney said, her voice rising. “He somehow failed to notice that his daughter wasn’t there. Didn’t notice that she hadn’t picked up her presents from under the tree. Too taken with that new wife and baby of his to notice his first born child wasn’t at his new mini mansion.”

      “Courtney.” Elliott had a firm hand on his ex-wife’s.

      “For three days. This is why I divorced you. You never noticed us either. Didn’t stop you from taking on that teenage piece of ass—”

      “That piece of ass is my wife. You’d do well to respect that. You’re talking about the mother of my children.”

      It was like an episode of that tacky ass show, Divorce Court. I cleared my throat with zero effect. Valdespino banged a meaty fist on the table, rattling the chain concealed underneath.

      “Can we get back to Kelly?” He looked at both of them. “When is the last time either one of you saw her?” He spoke slowly, spelling out the words as if he were communicating with first graders. Personally, I think he’d started at too high a grade level.

      Courtney started to speak. Valdespino shot her a look. She closed, opened, closed her mouth like a dying fish.

      “Maybe Christmas Eve?” Elliott said. “She’d asked permission to go to a friend’s house. I’d told her she needed to be with Kirstie and me because it was our little girl Juno’s first holiday. Kelly stormed up the stairs to the guest room. When my wife checked in on her later, she said Kelly was online with her friends.”

      “Then what happened?”

      If Courtney could have shot actual daggers with her eyes, her ex-husband would have bled out on the new linoleum floor. “We plugged in the lights. Juno went crazy when we turned on the radio. She danced and bebopped in her little diaper. She opened her gifts, but played with the paper instead of the toys and books.”

      I cleared my throat again. This time, Elliott stopped talking.

      “Did you go upstairs to get Kelly to come down that morning?” Valdespino asked this question even more slowly than the last.

      Elliott hunched even more. He didn’t make eye contact with a single person in the room. His head shake was nearly imperceptible.

      “What about later?” I asked. “Did you eat breakfast as a family?”

      “Kirstie made Juno’s favorite, pancakes. They were shaped like Christmas trees, wreaths, little snowmen.”

      “Lunch?” I probed.

      Elliott shook his head.

      “So you never went to check up on Kelly?”

      “When I went to her room later, her phone and laptop were gone. I’d figured she was mad at us and went back to her mom’s house. I did feel a little guilty. But she had to understand it was my first Christmas with my new family and I wanted to make it special.”

      “You threw us out like garbage, Elliott. That’s how I felt. That’s how Kelly felt.”

      “Then why didn’t she come back to you, Courtney? Maybe because she didn’t want to watch you drink the afternoon away.”

      “Those two glasses of wine are called ‘mother’s little helper’ for a reason. If you’d ever been with her more than a couple of hours, you’d need a drink too.”

      I stood and marched over to the table. I leaned my forearms on the cool metal. I was done with Leave it to Beaver gone wrong. “How many days do you think she was gone before you reported her?”

      Kelly’s parents looked at each other. “Eight days,” Elliott mumbled after counting on his fingers.

      Courtney rushed in, “We waited until after New Year’s. We thought she’d run off to her friends in Chicago or something. That maybe she was sulking somewhere. She had her phone and a credit card.”

      “Did you call the credit card company to see if she’d used the card?” Valdespino asked.

      Both parents shook their heads.

      “What happened?” Kelly’s mom’s question was a murmur.

      “Was she seeing someone?” I asked.

      “There were a couple of boys,” Courtney started. “Doug? Maybe? A kid with one of those little cars used to come pick her up sometimes.”

      Valdespino clicked the top of his pen. “What kind of car?”

      “One of those small hatchback cars a lot of kids have. Maybe some kind of Volkswagen? That British thing. Alfa Romeo?”

      Elliott looked over at his ex. “Is this the guy with kind of greasy blond hair?”

      Courtney nodded.

      “It was a newish Saab. Tan? Gray? With tan and black interior.” He nodded, more sure of his memory now. “I talked to him about it.” To Courtney, he said, “That’s a Swedish car, by the way.”

      “Anyone else?” Valdespino interjected before they could devolve into another kindergarten yard scuffle.

      “There was another guy. I never met him, though,” Courtney said. “She’d text him, then go meet him somewhere. She promised me it was always in public, so I didn’t pressure her. I didn’t want to be one of those moms who cross-examines every guy who walks through the door. We had to trust her judgment at some point.”

      “How old is Courtney?” I asked.

      “Fourteen,” Elliott answered. I was silent. Because any parent with half a brain had to know they couldn’t ‘trust the judgment’ of a girl barely into her teens. I let that one lay there because all of the errors in their parenting were about to stare them dead in the face. They’d be living with their choices for years to come. Or rather Kelly would.

      I paced while Valdespino got the particulars he’d need for a more thorough search. Kelly’s phone number and carrier. Her e-mail address, at least the one they knew about, her Friendster and MySpace info. He pried from them everything they knew about her social life—all of it.

      This Sledge Hammer—the operation mastermind—hadn’t pulled the girl from her bedroom window and locked her up. Kelly had gone willingly into the arms of one man who’d probably turned her over to Hammer. That nugget of information Kelly hadn’t spilled yet. We needed to talk to her to start getting a picture of this operation. The middle man was a corner piece of the puzzle and we needed him.
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      “Casey?” I heard my name being called. Took me a good few seconds to figure out who was calling me.

      I put my bag down on the marble floor and turned around.

      Miles.

      A little shiver went through me at the sight of him. We stood there, two feet apart, for a long awkward moment. Finally, he reached and patted me awkwardly on the shoulder.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked.

      By here, I assumed he meant federal court, his domain and province.

      “I have a civil case,” I said, glossing over the nature of Morris’ matter. “My client went to make a phone call. We’re due before Judge Lambert in about ten minutes.” He turned his wrist and looked at his watch. That Tag Heuer had once gotten him in trouble with his ex-girlfriend when she wasn’t quite his ex and she was still my client. He’d left it at my place and Lucille Ball-type antics had ensued, without the red hair, or humor.

      “Sorry about last weekend. One of the vic’s parents came to town.”

      I really liked Miles, but we’d only been at the beginning of trying out an actual relationship when that FBI agent had opened that container. Miles, Lou Valdespino, and a bunch of suited feds had been all over the news. I didn’t think he’d see the light of day or life outside the new federal building for some time. I tried not to let the disappointment on my face show. I wondered if this was what it was like dating Superman. He was hot and a great catch when he wasn’t off fighting crime. Lois Lane probably had a lot of lonely nights.

      “Want to try again on Saturday?”

      “Sure. Call me later,” I said, tempering my hope, and walked over to the courtroom where my client was waiting.

      “He on the other side?” Morris asked.

      “No, he’s not in this case, but he’s a Federal Prosecutor,” I said, not lying, but certainly implying I was much more of a player than I actually was. That chance meeting with Miles turned out to be the bright spot of my morning. It promptly went downhill from there.

      From the moment I stepped into Judge Ruth Lambert’s courtroom, I was behind the eight ball.

      “You’re late, Counselor,” she’d said the moment she came to the bench. I glanced at my watch rather than look at the clock behind me. The hearing was for ten a.m., which was the exact time on my watch. My client’s eyes bugged out. I could tell he wanted to say something, but I shook my head.

      “I apologize, Your Honor,” I said, injecting all the contrition I could muster into my voice. For a long moment, I wished I’d bitten the bullet and called my ex-client and Miles’ ex-girlfriend, Claire Henshaw. She would have probably shed light on this judge, after all—she’d worked in this courthouse for the months she’d clerked for Judge Grant. But never wanting to appear weak was turning out to be a big flaw. And now here I was caught unawares.

      I tried to keep from upchucking the muffin I’d stuffed down on the RTA this morning. This would teach me not to buy food that was sold cheek and jowl with a self-serve lottery dispenser.

      “We’re here in the in rem action against eighteen thousand U.S. Dollars,” she said. No hello or how you do, I guess. I didn’t even know the name of the prosecutor standing at the next table. Miles probably knew the guy. They’d maybe been trained together. Again, I kicked myself for not getting as much information as I needed before walking through those heavy wood doors and metal detectors.

      Pride was going to be the death of me and my law practice. I raised my eyes to the high plaster ceiling and promised God I’d learn to ask for help now that I actually knew people who could provide it.

      Judge Lambert flicked through a lot of papers. “Appears your Administrative Claim and Verified Claim are in order.”

      I sighed inwardly. Wading through the civil forfeiture procedures and laws had been like traipsing through the rainforest—barefoot and blindfolded. Not that I’d exactly know what wading through the jungle was like, world traveler that I wasn’t. But I imagined it dense, murky, and impenetrable.

      “Your Answer lists several defenses, Ms. Cort. But no jury trial demand was filed. Are you prepared to argue today?”

      “Yes,” I said, not at all prepared.

      “The Government claims that your client was transporting eighteen thousand dollars over interstate lines for the purpose of purchasing drugs.”

      “He was carrying twenty thousand dollars, Your Honor,” I said before I thought better of it.

      “Are you saying the United States has falsified its papers, Counselor?”

      “No, Your Honor.”

      “The FBI crime lab found trace amounts of cocaine on the currency,” Lambert continued.

      “The nineteen eighty five study by the DEA revealed that nearly half of all bills circulating in this country have trace amounts of cocaine on them. Subsequent studies have put the percentage even higher at nearly eighty percent. My client maintains that his bills were thusly contaminated though bank counting machines, ATMs, or the like,” I said.

      Lambert waived a hand dismissively. I looked over at the prosecutor, wondering what in the hell he was doing here. The court didn’t need any adversary to knock me about. The judge was doing a fine job without him.

      “Where did your client get all that bank-tainted money?” the judge asked with what I assumed was a hint of sarcasm. “You state that he has no bank account.”

      “Your Honor, it was money saved over time. Under the law, he is not required to use a bank to keep his money,” I started. I spent the next five minutes giving examples of cases where money had been seized where the owner had no evidence of provenance. I bet she or any American would be hard pressed to trace the origin of every bill in their wallet.

      “Those people sound like they had righteous excuses. I can’t say the same of Mr. Singleton,” she said.

      Part of me felt vindicated for being able to pinpoint the weakness of the case when Morris Singleton had walked into my office. That alone would have earned me an ‘A’ on any law school exam.

      The other part was pissed on his behalf. The way the federal and state government set up forfeiture laws, it was a free-for-all with law enforcement getting between eighty and one hundred percent of Americans’ hard earned cash without having to put up so much as a fair fight.

      “Without evidence of ownership, I’m dismissing this action. I will delay the judgment entry for sixty days. If Mr. Singleton can come here with a boss, or a pay stub, or evidence of inheritance, I’ll take the matter under reconsideration.”

      With that, the judge stood and walked from the bench.

      I hoped my face wasn’t beet red from Judge Lambert’s dressing down.

      “What does all that mean?” Singleton asked me.

      “It means that you aren’t getting your money back unless you can show how you got it.”

      Singleton was quiet as we made our way to the exit door. Before we stepped out onto the street, he plucked at my sleeve. “That ain’t fair.”

      “It may not be fair, but it’s the law,” I said.

      “Is that it?” Morris asked. “Like that, the ATF can have my money. I have to prove where I got every last dime, but they don’t have to prove that it was involved in drugs?”

      I nodded. It was exactly like that. In a game of poker with the government, they held all the cards. A couple of years ago, I would have stood in the hall holding my client’s hands as they wailed at the unfairness of it all, but I had another case to handle. If I wasn’t in Judge Brody’s room by eleven on the Jarrod Carter defense, he might just revoke my client’s bail to spite me. Because if I knew one thing about the Brodys, they were all about the spite.

      “Call me this afternoon or tomorrow morning and we can talk about ways to prove how you got the money,” I said, before nodding in farewell.

      Pulling open the single remaining exit door that hadn’t been barred since 2001, I walked into the heat. It hadn’t gotten too sticky yet, but this walk would probably make me sweat in the thin white blouse under the green and white checked suit. The suit was a little big on me, but my thinner size was accompanied by a thin wallet on account of Key Bank taking most of it every month.

      Two blocks and one creaky elevator ride later, I was up on the twentieth floor of the Justice center. I’d traded the squat federal courthouse and its beautiful WPA interior for the utilitarian seventies vintage government building that doled out justice for the county’s litigants.

      The hallways up here were always quiet. The defendants in custody came up a secure elevator straight from the jail, so the blue carpeted corridors were usually empty save for a few friendly lawyers chatting. Opposing lawyers usually saved all their arguing for the back areas, hallways, and jury rooms behind the courtrooms. I ran through an empty courtroom to Judge Brody’s clerk.

      “Got held up in federal court,” I said importantly. The mention of the other building got the kind of response I was looking for.

      “Don’t worry. Judge Brody’s been waiting for you. Have a look for your client and we’ll get on with it,” he said.

      Back out into the hallway, I scoured up and down until I found him leaning against the windows, taking in the view. This side of the courthouse looked out over a park and the new Browns stadium. On a nearly clear day like this, it wasn’t a half bad view.

      “Mr. Carter, we’re up.”

      “What are we doing today?” he asked. He lifted that same battered leather messenger bag from the floor and followed me.

      “Pre-trial. The judge will want to make sure that we have discovery, that we’ve provided any of our own, the prosecution—”

      “I want to go to trial,” Carter said, cutting my explanation short.

      We were at the door. “Let’s go in,” I said.

      The prosecutor was already at her table. It was a woman I’d never met before. After I’d settled my client at the far side of the defense table—the chair farthest from the jury box—I walked over to a woman in a severe navy suit. Lucky duck worked in the building, and was as cool as a cucumber. I knew I looked like a badly wilted daisy in comparison.

      “Casey Cort,” I said. “I represent Jarrod Carter.”

      “Nicole Long. Your client ready to plea?” No breath between her name and whether Jarrod Carter wanted to walk himself into jail.

      “Um, no,” I said, taken back by her directness. She didn’t exactly do small talk.

      “Let me know. We have him dead to rights on this one.” She bent to shuffle a few folders around, glimpse at a few papers. “You should know I have a ninety eight percent win ratio.”

      “Congratulations?” I said, suitably intimidated. Prosecutors did this all the time. I sometimes wondered if it was in their playbook after wear severely cut suit, but before stalling with discovery.

      “All rise!” the bailiff called once the court reporter was in place.

      I walked back over to my table, gently touching my client on the back, making sure he stood before the judge got too close to the bench and annoyed at Carter’s lack of deference.

      “Casey, nice to see you again,” Judge Brody said. “We’ve miss you around the house.”

      That greeting, I knew, could have gone either way. But it was nice to know that I was still in the Brodys’ good graces.

      Feeling a thousand percent vindication, I threw a small smile in the direction of the prosecutor’s table. I’d been of two minds when I’d learned that my ex-fiancé’s father was assigned to Carter’s case. He’d either be really nice to me for keeping his son’s secret or he’d throw me to the wolves for my betrayal of his brother Eamon Brody. This recognition in the courtroom and on the record was the best possible outcome of last year’s engagement debacle.

      “And your name again?” He nodded toward the prosecuting attorney.

      “Nicole Long,” she said with a touch too much impatience for a courtroom. “I tried a case in front of you a couple of years ago.”

      Judge Brody squinted at her. “Where have you been?”

      I watched Long squirm for a second. Then I started wondering the same thing. Maybe it’s why I hadn’t met her. There were, of course, nearly two hundred attorneys in the prosecutors’ office. It was unofficially called Cleveland’s largest law firm. But the number on felony rotation was a bit smaller and Nicole Long had never come across my radar in my short time doing criminal defense.

      “I was in Child Support Enforcement,” she said.

      I tried not to reel back in shock. Now that was interesting. CSEA was a bottom rung assignment. Some started there, but didn’t stay long. If she’d been up here trying cases, then twenty blocks east in CSEA prosecution, I wondered whom she’d angered. I turned away from Long and looked back up at Judge Brody. But he didn’t have a sliver of recognition on his face. If she hadn’t crossed arguably the most influential family in the county, I wonder whom she had crossed. I looked at the severe suit, and the nearly jet black hair pulled into a bun so tight, it was an instant face lift. I started imagining all kinds of transgressions.

      With my mind going in all sorts of directions, it was a good minute or two before I focused back in on the judge. “Is there a deal?”

      “Mr. Carter can plea to the charges as they stand,” Long said. “If he pleas today, we’d recommend concurrent instead of consecutive sentences on the charges.”

      “Did you forget in your absence, Ms. Long, that I have sole discretion over sentencing?” The Judge’s ostensibly solicitous tone was laced with unkindness.

      “No, Your Honor.” Long’s answer was noticeably quieter than her non offer had been.

      “Casey. Have you made an offer?”

      I took a deep breath, ready to voice the most unpopular answer around these parts. “My client is unwilling to plea. He would like to take his case to a jury.”

      Judge Brody’s flaring nose was the only indication of his displeasure. Now that I was standing in the courtroom and not imagining my worst face plant, I recalled a lawyer telling me the prosecutor’s records were so high because over ninety percent of clients took a plea. And each of those plea bargains was counted as a win in their book. I wondered how the defense bar viewed it. Because the corollary was a two percent win rate. I was batting a thousand or zero depending on how you looked at it.

      The judge signaled the bailiff who went in the back and brought out the judge’s clerk.

      “How long do you need to prepare, Ms. Cort?” Ah, I was Ms. Cort now. First name basis friendliness ended when I started doing my job.

      I looked at my client. “I’d do it tomorrow,” Carter said. Of course he’d do it tomorrow. He didn’t have to do much more than show up and not look too guilty.

      “Six weeks,” I said.

      Judge Brody and the clerk whispered over the calendar. “I’m on vacation in September,” Judge Brody said. “You can either have November after my next civil trial or you can have three weeks from today.”

      Carter tugged at my summer wool tweed. “Three weeks.”

      I tried to keep my quick inhale of shock surreptitious. I guess it would be best to get my first jury trial under my belt sooner rather than later. Win or lose, that fifteen thousand dollars would be mine. It would go a long way to paying down credit card debt and buying champagne to celebrate. Or more likely bourbon to commiserate.

      “We’ll take the earliest date, Your Honor,” I said.

      “Ms. Long. How many witnesses?”

      The prosecutor flipped through her files until she’d found the right one. I could feel my eyes narrowing and I tried to smooth out my face. So that little flip and stare had been out of the prosecutor intimidation book, as well. Maybe Long was all show. I’d have to think about that when I was preparing for trial. “We have fifteen witnesses, Your Honor.”

      “Four days then. We’ll start jury selection on Monday August ninth at ten.”

      I dutifully wrote the date in my calendar in the red pen I used for court dates, closed the monthly book, and tried not to throw up.
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      I sat on the horn. The blaring sound filled the neighborhood. Shook the birds from the trees.

      Nothing.

      Damned delivery truck was blocking my driveway. But I wasn’t getting out until this car was put away. No way I ever left my ride out on the street. Despite Momma’s protests over it being a waste of money, I’d fixed up the garage. Made it waterproof and had a working garage door installed. I never understood those people who kept their prized Cadillac on the street and shit they couldn’t get rid of in the garage. I’d seen enough evictions and foreclosures with sheriffs throwing stuff out on the sidewalk to know there wasn’t nothing worth saving in a garage. It ended up moldy and rotted out in the street nine times out of ten.

      I sat on the horn again. Damned white truck. Who in the hell was getting a delivery that took that long? I tapped my fingers on the steering wheel. Maybe he was delivering more than a box.

      I turned off my engine and lifted my leather bag from the passenger seat. First, I looked through the stuff about the court case. I probably should have been more worried about going to jail. But I’d been lucky so far. From what I could see, they really didn’t have much evidence on me. I tossed those aside to look at later. Instead, I fingered through the heftier stack of bills that wasn’t getting paid. That was a much larger concern. I needed a half-legitimate business to funnel money through. No one looked kindly on a black man with a lot of cash. That shit hadn’t changed since slave times.

      A guy in red and green shorts finally got into the truck and pulled away. I eased up the driveway and put the Lexus in the garage. I didn’t like to drive the car while I worked—made people think I had cash on hand. I didn’t plan to go out in something as stupid as a robbery.

      “How’d it go?” Alisha asked, standing on the back deck while I punched in the combination closing the garage door. I regretted telling her about the charges. But I didn’t have too many people to talk to and after drinking a forty, I’d spilled the beans to my niece.

      “Where’s Momma?”

      “She in her room watching Passions.”

      Relieved I wasn’t going to have to whisper, I said, “It was fine. We go to trial in three weeks.”

      “So…what do you want me to do if you don’t come home at the end of it?” Alisha said to the toes of her canvas sneakers.

      “That’s not gonna happen.”

      “But you’re having a trial in front of a jury, right? Like you see on TV—twelve people in a box saying if you guilty or innocent.”

      “Of course, I’m going to do that. But I got a lawyer who’s friends with the judge.”

      Alisha’s eyes widened in surprise. “How you do that?”

      “I read the paper like I’m always telling you to do. This lady was dating the son of a judge, then she wasn’t. Unless she was some straight up slut, I didn’t think they’d hate her.”

      “And that father’s your judge?”

      I nodded. “Yup. Picked her like a flower. She had the kind of office that made me know she’d be grateful for the work.”

      “Three weeks, though?”

      “I can’t fool around with my business closed and this shit hanging over my head. I’ll put it behind me and get back to work.”

      “But…”

      “Look. I ain’t planning to go nowhere. But,” I started, putting on my Eddie Murphy white guy voice, “In the unfortunate event that I gotta go away for a couple of years, it’s all set. My deputy will take over the business. I’ll make sure he gets money to you for Momma, the house, and everything.”

      “I ain’t met your second in charge,” she said.

      That’s because I kept everything compartmentalized. It didn’t take more than a few episodes of Law and Order to figure out that people didn’t properly exercise their right to remain silent. If the right hand didn’t know what the left hand was doing, then wasn’t no hands snitching to the police.

      “I’ll introduce you,” I said. “What you got for dinner?” I was hungry. I wouldn’t admit it to anyone but I couldn’t eat breakfast like usual before I went to court. I’d rigged things as far as I could in my favor, but like with anything, there was some stuff outside my control. It was those things that stole your appetite and sleep.

      “Fried some walleye and hush puppies,” she said.

      Alisha was as good a cook as her dad had been. I think he’d been in the kitchen in the Navy or some shit like that. Way better than my momma had been when she’d been able to cook for herself. I turned my head and pushed my way into the mud room, vowing not to think about her right now. She was deteriorating fast. No matter what me or Alisha did, my mom wasn’t able to control her diabetes.

      I sat down at the dining room table. In a minute, Alisha brought me a plate with plenty of fish and tartar sauce. She didn’t load up the plate with French fries like they did at those cheap fry joints around town.

      “I’m gonna need you to move to the room off the porch,” I said between bites. I eyed my niece. If a black person could turn pale, she’d done it.

      “What if someone break in and kill me?”

      “In Cleveland Heights?” I challenged her. My niece had an irrational fear of being killed. Made me crazy on the one hand. But she kept the house locked up tighter than Fort Knox on the other, and that was good as I kept some files here.

      “No. There wasn’t no murders. But there were one hundred and one break-ins,” she said. I was beginning to be sorry I’d spent so much time training her. She’d finally gotten care of Momma and the house under control. But now, she also read the paper and looked up stuff on the Internet. I think all that reading about crime made her more scared than safe.

      “Maybe you want to go back to your step-momma’s house?” I asked, gesturing toward the back door.

      She huffed, then went and got us glasses of store brand lemon-lime soda before sitting at the table. “Fine. What you want me to do with her extra clothes and stuff we moved out there?”

      Alisha didn’t quite cower the way she used to. But after living with me and Momma for five years, I guess she would have to have grown some backbone.

      “Get a dumpster. Give it to the Salvation Army or Antioch.”

      She stood and got one of those grocery list pads my momma loved. The kind with rosy cheek elderly white ladies in blue flowered aprons. “What else?”

      “Get a few bunk beds delivered and moved up to the attic. Install a reinforced fire-proof door at the bottom of the attic stairs. Make sure the lock has a key on both sides. I need you do to this by the end of the week.” I ate another filet in blissful silence. “Nah, make that ASAP. Don’t care what it costs.”

      Alisha didn’t mess around when she realized I wasn’t playin.’ She was up, out of the chair, and on the phone in an instant.

      I pulled my own cell from my pocket and called my deputy.

      “You know those white serial killer vans you see on TV?” I asked my second in charge.

      Grand took a deep breath before speaking. “Yeah, what about them?”

      “I need you to get me about four or five—whatever you can get for about a hunnerd gees. We’re going into the delivery business.”
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      “Can you please state your name for the record?”

      “Kelly Tucker.”

      “What’s your date of birth?”

      “June fourteen,” she paused for a moment before I nodded. “Nineteen eighty-nine. I guess my mother and father partied like it was nineteen ninety-nine ten years early.” Kelly’s delivery was deadpan.

      I hid my smile. Somewhere in there was probably a funny girl. Was she gone forever? “When did you leave your father’s house?”

      “Christmas Eve,” she answered, any earlier trace of humor gone.

      “Where did you go?”

      Kelly looked under her bangs at her father, then mother, then Valdespino, then back to me. “A friend picked me up.”

      “Had your parents ever met this friend?” I asked, though I was pretty sure of the answer. My parents hadn’t met every friend I’d had in high school and I’d been a nearly squeaky clean kid.

      “No.”

      “Did he go to your high school in Geneva?” Though I knew he probably didn’t. The dangerously cool kids were never in high school.

      “No.”

      “So where did you meet? You didn’t tell me his name?” I probed for that puzzle piece.

      “I met him on the World Wide Web.”

      “What does that mean?” A website. A chat room. We needed something.

      A long teen-aged sigh showed me another flicker of the girl she probably used to be. “One of those stupid teen chat rooms? Okay? All my friends are in there and we talk about shit.”

      “When did this guy appear?” She wasn’t going to give him up easily.

      “I don’t know. Silver was always there.”

      “Is Silver a real name?” I probed delicately like a mom taking out a splinter.

      “No one uses their real name. You pick out a cool username.”

      “What was yours?”

      “SwissKelly six one four.”

      “Swiss?”

      “As in Geneva? Switzerland?”

      And she threw in her birthday for good measure. Ah, the logic of a teenager who hadn’t taken the stranger danger talk seriously. I scratched down the information. I could see that Valdespino was writing as well. He’d be serving subpoenas on the website, the company’s Internet Service Provider, as well as the parents’ before the day was over if we got enough information from this interview.

      I didn’t want to lose momentum, but I needed to word the next question in the right way so the girl wouldn’t shut me down before we’d even got started. “Were your friends also friendly with Silver?”

      Nod. “He…was a cool guy. Gave us passwords to Warcraft and other RPGs.”

      Kelly looked as comfortable as she was going to get. It was time to get to the nitty gritty. “When did you meet Silver in person?”

      “The first time?” A flick of the eye toward her dad. I’m sure she’d lied by omission. Or maybe her parents had never asked.

      “Let’s start there.”

      Kelly looked under long bangs at her parents. We were about to get into territory they probably knew nothing about. “We went down to Chicago a couple of times. Met him at Club Mist.”

      “Club Mist?”

      “It’s a place where you can go and dance and hang out without needing a fake ID.”

      “How close were you and Silver?” I asked, preparing for a lie here.

      “Just friends,” she said. Expected that answer. My guess would be that he’d come on hard, buying drinks, pushing sexual contact. She’d maybe been flattered by all that attention she wasn’t getting at home.

      “Who called who on Christmas Eve?”

      “We were all online. Everybody’s family was so boring. We were talking about what we were going to do during the Christmas break. Silver suggested we get the party started early. We were supposed to. . . ” I waited while she gathered her old expectations and fit them to what had really happened. “I took the train to Chicago. He met me there. We went to a coffee shop first. Got hot chocolate. With extra whipped cream.” She threw a look at her mom. I gathered junk food had been one of the many teenage battle grounds.

      “He had a car. We’d ridden in it before. From one of the clubs to the train station on some days. But Club Mist was closed on Christmas.” Kelly closed her eyes for a long moment. “I should have known that.” She plowed a fist against her forehead. “So stupid.”

      I wanted to keep her from the endless spiral of hindsight. Keep her moving forward in the story. “Where did you drive after Club Mist?”

      “Silver asked if I was interested in a road trip. I said I was game. I didn’t have to be back at school for a week.”

      It was an effort not to swivel my head over to her parents. What did they make of a kid who thought she could be gone a week without anyone noticing? “Where did you go?”

      “We drove for a long time. I fell asleep. The heat was only half working in the car. And there wasn’t much to see when it started snowing.” Kelly paused for a long time. I didn’t want to interrupt. She needed to tell it her way. “It was like two in the morning when Silver pulled into some motel. I was so happy to have heat and a bed, I didn’t think anything of it.”

      “What happened next?”

      “We got up. Went outside. He threw snow balls at me. We went to some all-night pancake place.”

      “How was the food?” I asked. We were getting to the hard part. I wanted to give her the time and space to come to terms with what she needed to tell us.

      “Good. I had these amazing apple pancakes. Syrup, butter, powdered sugar—the works.”

      “Then?”

      “Then we went back to the Sleepy Time. A guy named Sledge was there. Big black guy. Scary as all hell. He tried to be nice, but there wasn’t nothing nice about him.”

      I tried not to twitch, but I must have done something, because Valdespino gave me a sharp look. From one tall black guy to another, I had a moment of sympathy for this Sledge character. No matter how it went down, he was going to be judged on his looks long before we got to the shit he was doing.

      “Tell us more about Sledge,” I said. Funny how she was ready to throw this guy under the bus, but was defending the asshole who drove her to her destruction.

      “He grabbed my arm one second. Offered me some pot in the next. I tried to convince Silver to leave, but he was smoking and drinking. I didn’t think he could drive us back to Illinois. It was snowing and he was high. I was relieved when Sledge left, you know. I mean, no disrespect, black guys are cool. But he just wasn’t.”

      I didn’t need that bone thrown my way. I closed my eyes for a moment, obliterating the room around me. Refocusing on who the bad guy was in this picture. Remembering the girl was a victim. Ignoring the casual racism. “Did anything happen that night?”

      “Nah, we slept through breakfast. Got up and rode that little train you have to the water. Ate down in some old factory. Watched a stupid comedy show. Drove back to the motel. But when I woke up the next morning, Silver was gone.”

      “Did you have a cell phone?”

      “Yeah. Dad here—” she jerked a thumb toward her father, “—got me the new Razr.”

      “Did you call Silver?”

      “I texted him a bunch of times. Looked for his car in the lot. Figured he was getting breakfast. But by eleven, I didn’t think that anymore. I got hungry and opened the door. Sledge was on the other side,” Kelly said. I waited a beat, two. But she didn’t have any more to say.

      After a long moment, she spoke. “I can’t talk about this with my parents here.” Her voice was small, childlike. She looked up at the ceiling. At first, I thought she was going back to obnoxious teen, but the shimmer in her lower lids told me she was trying not to cry.

      Valdespino touched the parents on the back. He hustled them out of the room before the mother started crying or the dad punched something or someone. I don’t know what he said in the five minutes all three were gone, but Courtney and Elliott didn’t come back in with him. It was just us and the girl now.

      “Your parents agreed we could talk to you without them,” Valdespino said. “We’re not here to try to get you to relive what happened. We’re here because we want to get this guy Sledge.”

      “He’s not the only one. He has a helper. Little guy named Grand.”

      I scratched that down on my pad. “You get a first name?”

      Kelly shook her head.

      “Let’s go back for a minute. What can you tell us about Silver?”

      “I’m sure he didn’t have anything to do with this,” she said.

      Ah, God damn it. She was still in fucking denial. Valdespino saved me from having to be the bad guy.

      “You think Silver had nothing to do with this here?” he asked, jabbing his meaty index finger hard against the table.

      “He’s my friend. He was my first…boyfriend. He never did a bad thing to me. Never touched me in a way I didn’t want to be touched. I knew him for a long time before he drove to Cleveland,” Kelly said in apology. We’d have to circle back on that one.

      I made like I was checking off notes on my pad. “So we have Grand and Sledge. Anyone else in this operation?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      I took in a lot of air. Tried not to move my chest. I didn’t want to be overly dramatic. Make this into a Lifetime movie if that’s not how it had played out. I shifted my head back to how I used to do things. Ask questions. Gather facts. Valdespino and I would work the law and facts into conclusions later. Stuff that would take this outfit down.

      “What happened when you opened that door?”

      “He pushed his way into the room. Took me in with him. It wasn’t like I made to leave, but the way he pushed me down to sit on the bed, I got the feeling that I wouldn’t be able to walk out that door and get a ride to the airport.”

      “And then?” I prompted.

      “He said that Silver wasn’t coming back. That he’d gone on back to where he was from. I got up then, ran to the little window. That car we’d come in wasn’t nowhere to be seen. Sledge got up, pushed the brass bar across the lock. At that moment, I really wished that I’d stayed and opened presents with my little sister…”

      “What did he say after you turned back around?”

      “He said, ‘You know the score, right?’ and I was like ‘What?’ and he said that if I was nice to his customers, I wouldn’t get hurt. I kind of thought he was maybe dealing pot or meth. Like maybe he needed a girl to run around and make some deliveries. Because police wouldn’t suspect a white girl dropping by people’s houses in the suburbs. I could see that he’d probably get harassed by the cops.”

      I looked at her. Was it naïveté or hope that had made her mind go in one direction, nearly one hundred and eighty degrees from the truth?

      “Then he got real close. He leaned in and kissed me. It was really gross. No offense.” She threw a sheepish look in my direction. I didn’t look at Valdespino. I didn’t want him to think me a liability on this case and get Schaefer in here. I’m sure half the guys out there thought a woman would be better at this. Talking to victims. Relating to them.

      “I was all like, ‘What are you doing?’ and he was all, ‘Testing out the goods.’ I kind of freaked out. I told him I was ready to go home. He could do his own damn drug dealing. Because I was looking for a little adventure, you know? But I wasn’t no whore.”

      “Were you in the container for all six months?”

      Kelly looked away. Her eyes rolled toward the ceiling, like she was scanning the overhead lights. Her fingers examined the grooves handcuffs or a pen had made defacing the nearly new table top.

      “No. I’ve only been in there since…I’m not sure; I think there were some leaves on the trees. We were living in the hotel rooms. Customers would come and go. Grand or the hotel guy would bring food. But then one of the girls got away somehow. I think she got one of the customers to somehow get her out.”

      “Do you know the name of the girl who escaped?”

      Kelly shook her head.

      “Or how she managed it?” Valdespino added.

      Another head shake.

      “The container,” I prompted.

      “So Sledge comes banging in. Gathered all the girls together. It was the first time I’d seen any of the others.”

      “How many?”

      “Maybe eight?” Single shoulder shrug.

      “Okay.”

      “So he hit the dresser with a baseball bat. He’d never done anything like that before. He gave a talk like he was the king of the Chicago Board of Trade instead of a gangster. He said something about profit and loss. About capital investments. Then he said our living situation was going to change. I thought maybe it was going to get better. Like it would be some big sorority house with a woman with flowing sleeves arranging our ‘dates.’

      “Then Grand opens the door. Had another guy with him who had his own hand on a gun on his hip like it was TV or something. I didn’t think he’d do anything. But I didn’t want to get shot either, so I followed the single file line. Across the parking lot and around back was this big metal crate. Like the kind you’d see on the back of a tractor trailer. He lifted a heavy iron bar and the door swung open. There was a light strung up on the ceiling. And a wood thing with fabric in it…”

      “A screen?” Valdespino shot me a look. I wanted to kick myself. I didn’t want to lead the witness, but the question had slipped out because I was seeing what she had seen.

      “Yeah, that’s what my mom called it when she used it to hide the pipes in the basement when they finished it. We went in there. There were some mattresses on the floor. Once we were all in, he closed the door.”

      “How often did you get out?”

      “At night, Grand would walk us to a hotel room, and we’d see one customer right after another. Used to be some time in between. But not anymore. When one went out the door, there was almost always another coming back in behind them. I don’t know what Sledge and Grand said to them, but the customers weren’t that interested in talking anymore. They were ready to get what they’d paid for and get on home.”

      “What did they pay for?” Valdespino asked. He was a braver man than I. It was the last thing I wanted to know. In my head, I could tick off the crimes. RICO, kidnapping, criminal conspiracy. No death penalty. And I didn’t need that really. Under the sentencing guidelines, this Sledge and Grand were probably going to be in prison, if not for the rest of their lives, then for nearly as long a time. Sometimes, I thought the zillion year sentences that made the news were insane. Not in this case. Sledge and Grand would deserve every year of hell they would get.

      Shutting this thing down was good enough for me. I didn’t need a list of charges a mile long. But not for Valdespino. He asked Kelly again. She dropped the water bottle. Lou went and got a bunch of paper towels to throw down on the liquid oozing across the linoleum tiles. I pulled another bottle from the impromptu crate of water in the corner and handed it to her. Kelly Tucker took a long gulp, then told us exactly what it was these men paid for.
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      I was deeply regretting that giant coffee I’d picked up from Arabica. My stomach hurt, I had to pee, and I was shaking like the lightning rod on Key Tower. But I hadn’t slept a wink the entire weekend and had thought the coffee a wise choice. Instead of laying down in my bed like a good little lawyer should before her first jury trial, I’d polished my opening argument more times than I could count. I’d worked on my cross examination, then spent Sunday’s all-nighter going over jury questions, making sure not to cross the line between information gathering and illegal probing.

      Before approaching the courtroom, I took a moment in one of the corners of the hallway on the twenty-second floor and burped as quietly as possible. I could have used a good ten minutes in the bathroom. But only the judges had private commodes. We lawyers had to share with the jury. And pushing my nervous bowels was not at all how I wanted to meet the venire.

      Didn’t want to lose the respectability I’d hoped to gain when I’d purchased the navy knee-length dress with its sturdy white piping and matching blazer. I looked down at the faint sound from near my hip. Something was buzzing in my purse.

      “Hello?” Damn. I could hear the exasperation in my own voice. This was not my solicitous, client-pleasing voice. I shouldn’t have answered it at all, I realized about three moments too late. I’d planned to turn the damned thing off the minute I spotted my client. I wondered who in the hell was calling me. It had taken everything in my power to convince my mother that she didn’t need to get dressed up and sit in the gallery to ‘support’ me today. I didn’t want to have that conversation a second time.

      “Good luck.”

      The voice belonged to Miles. We’d tried dinner on Saturday night, but I’d been too distracted to enjoy the food or his company. Though I felt bad, I called it a night at nine and spent the next thirty-six hours pacing my apartment trying to walk out the nerves. All I’d ended up with was a Charlie horse in my calf and sexual frustration knotting up the rest of my lower body.

      When I’d knocked on the door of my neighbors across the hall, the doctor half of the couple, Jason Corry, ran to get me some vaunted therapeutic tool that would be a miracle cure for my sore legs. That ‘tool’ turned out to be a bright green tennis ball. I was ordered to massage my calf. The knot went away, easing half of my frustration. I resumed my walking and worrying—alone.

      My boyfriend’s voice brought me back to the present. “Should I have said break a leg?”

      I looked down at my conservative low-heeled shoes and hoped I didn’t trip walking between the defense table and the podium. “No. Good luck is fine.”

      “Do you want me to sit in?” he asked.

      Why did everyone want to watch me fail so badly? ’Cause I couldn’t figure a way that I would succeed with a client everyone would assume is guilty. Not to mention the prosecutors’ nearly one hundred percent win rate.

      “No, thanks. You should get to work finding the container mastermind,” I said. Having an Ivy League graduate Assistant United States Attorney sitting behind me watching my every move would make me a thousand times more nervous than I already was. I didn’t think Jarrod Carter wanted a messy bundle of raw nerves trying his case today.

      Not only was I worried about Miles seeing me in court, I needed him to solve that case. Maybe finding the guy behind that prostitution ring would make my nights easier. Not a few had been filled with nightmares of being closed in a metal can. That image would take years to leave my brain.

      “Gimme a call when you can. I’d be glad to bring dinner to your place. Food shouldn’t be something you have to worry about during a trial.”

      Damn. He was being nice and I was thinking bitchy thoughts in my head. Navigating a relationship and a career was way too hard. I tapped the plastic earpiece impatiently with a nail. I needed to get back to the career part. “I think my client’s here. Gotta go,” I said.

      Jarrod Carter practically sauntered off the elevator and down the hall. I let out a breath. This was one client who wouldn’t have me running to my office to pull one of my father’s discarded emergency ties from the bottom drawer of my credenza.

      He was flawless in a gray wool suit, red silk tie, and white shirt. The whole outfit looked like it cost more than my last month’s rent. If I hadn’t known he was a defendant, I might have mistaken him for one of the lawyers doing business in the court.

      “Good morning, Mr. Carter,” I said formally, shaking his hand. “Have a seat.” I gestured to a bench. “I’ll let the court know we’re ready to proceed.”

      When I came back to the hall, Carter passed over one of those accordion folders that closed with a cord tied around cardboard stays. Unwinding it, I spread the folds wide.

      “Everything you asked for is in there,” he said. “Business license, deed to the building, some of the pay stubs and tax forms I was missing.”

      I peered inside the accordion folds. Looked complete. More than complete. More organized than my own business folder. Was this what bigger retainers got you: compliant clients? I’d have killed for even one of my Juvey parents to have been this organized. I don’t know if it would have saved their kids from the system, but maybe it would have scared the Children and Family Services’ prosecutors enough to back down in the beginnings of the cases when posturing could still make all the difference.

      I shook my head clear. Water under the bridge, Juvenile Court was. Baby court was my past. I was playing with the big boys now. The stakes were much higher. If I didn’t get this right, my client would be in the state penitentiary for a good long time.

      “Let’s go,” I said. We walked into the courtroom together. Took up at the table farthest from the jurors’ empty chairs. Soon enough, it would be filled with the voting citizenry of Cuyahoga County. But before that, the prosecutor and I had some motions to put before the judge. I wanted nearly half the evidence tossed. Who knew what other surprises she’d have lurking, that’d I’d have to try to get the judge to toss as well? In my first cases, I’d found assistant prosecuting attorneys and I didn’t have the same definition of exculpatory.

      “Do you want me to ask them if they’ve been to a strip bar?” I asked Carter. Normally, I didn’t ask for much client input. It wasn’t useful in most cases, I’d learned. But sex work was something about which people could have, and probably did have, strong feelings one way or another.

      “Nah,” he said. Then Carter sat back in the chair. The hand on his chin made me think he was thinking about the question a bit more. While the court deputy got the jury ready for their debut, I waited. “I tell you what,” Carter said. “Can you ask what church they go to?”

      “Why?” To say I was hesitant to dip my toe in the swirling waters of religion was putting it mildly. Views on sex work seemed less polarizing.

      “All rise for the jury!” the bailiff called before Carter got a chance to answer.

      Twenty-four people filed in. Fourteen filled the jury box. The deputy directed the other ten to fill the courtroom’s first rows. Mirroring Long’s movements, I spread the foot and a half wide dot matrix printout of potential jurors on the scarred wood table. Each little square was filled. I had the venire’s names, occupations, and where they resided in Cuyahoga County. I’d only scanned the list when I’d first gotten it this morning, but I looked more closely now as the judge explained how he was going to conduct voir dire: the jury questioning.

      Only a few were from Cleveland. I stole a peek at all the faces, even the ones behind me. All but three were white. The job descriptions were vague at best, even homemaker. Seemed like a number of the housewives in my parents’ church had an EBay business, Avon, or something on the side. Very few people did nothing all day. I looked at my client. Not exactly a jury of Carter’s peers. Not that I’d ever heard of a jury of black eastside small business owners. I looked up when the judge started his questions.

      “Juror Number one. Welcome. I’m Judge Brody and I’m going to ask you and your fellow jurors some questions this morning.”

      The balding man nodded. He was wearing a white short-sleeved button down shirt, slacks. Compared to everyone else, juror number one was practically in formal attire. “Good morning, Your Honor,” the man from…I looked at the list, North Olmstead said.

      “We’re here today on a criminal matter. That means the defendant here has been accused of a crime. Have you ever been the victim of a crime?”

      “Got my car broken into. Had to replace the stereo in my F150,” he said.

      Judge Brody gave a laugh that was somewhere between charming and fake. “That kind of thing has happened to all of us, I’m sure. Anything more serious?”

      The man from North Olmstead shook his head.

      “Have you ever been on a jury before?”

      Juror one shook his head again. “I’ve never been past this part.”

      “Why?” Judge Brody asked.

      “Because I believe anyone accused of a crime is guilty,” he said. “There’s a government conspiracy to jail black and brown men.”

      Buh-bye. He’d used the oldest tactic in the book to get out of jury duty.

      “You’re excused for cause.” Judge Brody said.

      I looked more closely at him as he gathered up a book that looked like it was penned by Carl Sagan, and a Sudoku workbook. Fuck. He would have probably been a good one. I scratched my pen through his name. I scanned the remaining folks in the box. They wouldn’t be able to get away with that one. It was like a magic trick. Only worked the first time.

      “Juror Two,” Judge Brody continued as if nothing had happened. Jurors must flout the constitution’s presumption of innocence daily. “Says here you run a delivery service. Can you be more specific?”

      Juror two was a black man with more gray than black in his hair. At the judge’s questioning, he sat up a little straighter, pulled down the sleeves of his long sleeved t-shirt. “I deliver newspapers for the Plain Dealer and Sun.”

      Judge Brody squinted as if he had to imagine how newspapers got from the printing presses. “To people’s houses?”

      “No.” Juror two shook his head. “I pick them up from the printer, bundle them, and drop them off at distribution points.”

      “Got to get up early for that one,” Judge Brody said with a little laugh in his voice. All fake this time.

      “Yep. About three or so,” the man said, nodding.

      “Well, we’ll try to keep you awake. Have you been the victim of a crime?” Judge Brody’s tone was all serious again. I was starting to think judges and actors had a lot in common.

      “I’ve had my wallet stolen a couple of times. My house was broken in once. Nothing more than that,” the man said matter-of-factly, as if petty crime were just an everyday part of life.

      “You’ve been on a jury before?” Judge Brody asked.

      “No sir,” the man said, shaking his head.

      I wondered how people did it. Skipped jury service. Then I thought about it. He’d probably never been registered to vote. Maybe one of those people who got registered after the 2000 election. The Supreme Court deciding who was president had rubbed more than a few people the wrong way.

      “I’m satisfied that the juror is acceptable. Ms. Long?”

      Today’s severe suit was steel gray. Long stood. “Juror Two, I’m going to ask you a few questions.”

      “Ms. Long, I hope you aren’t going to state the obvious the entire trial,” Judge Brody interjected.

      That threw her off her game. Long visibly steadied herself and leaned forward, picking up her legal pad. “Have you ever been arrested or convicted of a crime?”

      Juror two looked affronted, but his “No ma’am” answer was imbued with the right amount of respect.

      “I’m satisfied,” Long said.

      Judge Brody looked at me expectantly. “Casey.”

      Showtime.

      I took a deep breath. “Good morning, Mr. Hobson. Thank you for your service,” I started. I asked him some questions about fairness and justice. Really filler until I got to the meat of it. For what seemed like years, but was probably seconds, I flipped a coin. Heads was strip clubs. Tails was religion. “Are you a member of any church?”

      For the first time, Hobson ducked his head. “I try to attend Mount Zion from time to time, but I’m anything but a regular member,” he said.

      “Thank you, Mr. Hobson.” To Judge Brody, I said, “If I can have a moment.”

      He lifted a magnanimous hand in acquiescence.

      To Carter, I said, “I say yes. Seems fair. What’s your take?”

      He nodded. “Keeper.”

      “No challenge, Your Honor.”

      It went like that for the rest of the morning. I learned all about car break-ins, house break-ins, and the occasional assault that had visited the potential jurors. My life was starting to seem boring by comparison. At Carter’s direction, I kept the churchgoers, tossed the one Muslim and the likely atheists. It wasn’t until lunch recess that I finally had a moment to talk to Carter, though getting back to my office and the bathroom should have been my number one priority. Curiosity got the better of me.

      “Why did you want to keep the outwardly religious?” I asked.

      “Most of my customers repent on Sunday for what they did on Saturday,” he said.

      Carter seemed like an interesting guy, and maybe I’d have lunch with him on another day of this trial. But not this afternoon. I pointedly looked at my watch. “I’ll see you back here at one o’clock. Don’t go far. Don’t be late.”

      Packing my barrister’s bag, I lugged it behind me and pushed ahead to get in one of the two elevators that would let me the hell out of this place.

      Ninety minutes and half a turkey sandwich later, I reversed that walk and ride to the twenty-second floor.

      The best thing about a criminal trial? For the most part, it’s the prosecutor’s show. Nicole Long had the burden of proof. She had to convince the twelve people in the jury box that my client was guilty. And Jarrod Carter may be a lot of things, but one of them wasn’t guilty.

      When Long questioned the arresting vice officer, Carter looked anything other than culpable. He didn’t fidget, nor sweat, nor glance around wild-eyed. He was the coolest customer I’d ever sat next to. His lack of nerves was contagious. As I rose to cross-examine the arresting officer, I no longer felt as if the contents of my stomach would heave all over the wooden podium.

      “Officer Duncan, you’ve testified on direct that you witnessed lap dancing in the back of The Place to Be. Is that correct?”

      Duncan nodded. “Yes.”

      “There is no provision in the Ohio Revised Code that prohibits touching if the women are clothed, is that correct?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “You’ve also testified that you believed there was a sex for money exchange at Mr. Carter’s club. Is that correct?”

      “Yes. I saw several johns—”

      “Your Honor!” I nearly shouted. “Please direct the witness to answer the questions asked without characterizations.”

      “Officer Duncan, we will not refer to the women and men in this club in derogatory terms. What they were doing is for the jury to decide.”

      Smiling a little for the jury, I turned back to the witness. “What is the basis for your belief that there was an exchange of sex for money?”

      “As I said before, my partner and I witnessed more than one of the women enter a back room with a jo—” Officer Duncan censured himself after a peek at the judge, “a customer. The door was closed, but the sounds were clear.”

      “What did you actually see, Officer Duncan? We can’t guess what went on behind a closed door.”

      “Nothing,” Duncan mumbled.

      I sat, satisfied that Long was a bit wobbly on her burden of proof.

      She must have sensed it as well, because as soon as my butt hit the chair, the next words from her mouth were, “Redirect, Your Honor?”

      Judge Brody nodded. Long came back to the podium for a second bite at the apple.

      “Can you tell us why you thought The Place to Be was cover for prostitution?”

      “One of the girls, Pearl of the Orient, said to me that I could get special treatment if I went to one of the VIP rooms with her,” Duncan answered.

      “Did you do so?”

      “No, of course not.” Duncan’s affronted looks was over the top. He should have taken lessons in subtlety from Judge Brody.

      “Did you give her money?” Long asked.

      “I gave her one hundred fifty dollars.”

      “What were you promised for this one hundred fifty?”

      Officer Duncan’s neck turned tomato red. “A blow job.”

      “No further questions,” she said.

      “Casey?” Judge Brody asked.

      I declined. In my closing argument, I’d let the jury know that asking for sex and receiving it were two different things. That maybe Duncan was a patsy and she asked for money from all the guys.

      Nicole Long stood. “The state rests, Your Honor.”

      “Casey? Your motion?” Judge Brody asked, making no attempt to hide his boredom with procedure. Any criminal defense lawyer worth his salt made a motion to have the court dismiss the charges against the defendant at the close of the state’s case. As far as I knew, the motion had probably been granted once in the history of the adversarial system. Assuming it wasn’t granted, natch, I’d have to make the same motion again before the case went to the jury.

      I stood, well prepared for this part. “Your Honor, pursuant to Criminal Rule twenty-nine, the defendant moves for a judgment of acquittal. There has been insufficient evidence presented by the state to satisfy the elements of the crimes charged in the indictment.”

      “Denied,” Judge Brody said before I had a moment to take a breath. He looked at the clock behind me. So as not to appear rude to the judge or jury, I didn’t follow his gaze. “It’s four o’clock. Let’s adjourn for the day. Casey, are you prepared to go forward tomorrow?”

      “Yes, Your Honor.”

      “Will you be calling any witnesses?”

      “Yes, Your Honor,” I said, looking at the jury. The defendant was never required to testify in a criminal case. No matter how many times I’ve seen that explained to a jury, they didn’t like it. I think jurors believed a defendant was hiding something if they didn’t testify. But in our practice sessions, Carter had done exceptionally. He wasn’t overly emotional. He wasn’t unintelligible or an obvious liar. So we’d prepared his testimony. I was ready to go ahead.
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      August 10, 2004

      I skipped the Arabica on the way to court on the second day of trial because I’d actually slept more than a few hours last night. This morning, it was as if the nerves had fallen away. I was wearing a periwinkle blue suit that my neighbor Greg said complimented my eyes. I was grateful it wasn’t so damned hot this summer and I wouldn’t sweat through the jacket.

      We cooled our heels for a while waiting for the jurors to trickle in, but by nine-thirty, the court was ready to go.

      “It’s your show, Casey,” Judge Brody said.

      “I call Jarrod Carter to the stand,” I said, proud my voice didn’t crack.

      My client came to the witness chair, sat, smoothed his tie, and adjusted the microphone. Today, his designer suit was navy, the tie sky blue silk. The starched white shirt stood in sharp contrast to his dark skin. Cufflinks winked from his wrists. It was almost too much…almost. But he walked that line between presentable and alleged pimp very carefully.

      “Can you tell us what you do for a living?” I asked after he introduced himself and told the jury he lived in Cleveland Heights.

      “I run two clubs. The Place to Be and The Dive Bar.”

      “What kinds of clubs are these?”

      “The popular term is sports bar. We’re busiest during games. Most of my customers can’t afford seats in the new stadiums, so they come to us to get some food, beer, and to watch the game on the big screen.”

      “You also have…dancing.” I hated myself for that hesitation. We’d talked about what to call the strip club portion of his business and agreed on the term. But it hadn’t rolled from my tongue naturally because ‘stripping’ and ‘pole dancing’ had sped through my mind before I got the right words out.

      “In compliance with the law, we have provocatively dressed women serving drinks. After games, or on nights when there are no games, the servers take turns dancing on the small stage in the back.”

      “Do you allow the women in your establishments to perform sexual favors for patrons?”

      “Absolutely not. In fact, when we hire them, our waitresses are required to sign an independent contractor agreement that outlines this prohibition.”

      I walked back to the defense table and pulled a two-page agreement from the stack of documents. “I’d like this marked as defense exhibit four.” After giving copies to Long, the courtroom deputy, and the judge, I stepped toward Carter.

      “Can you read the highlighted portion of this agreement?”

      “Sexual contact in violation of the Ohio Revised Code is strictly prohibited,” Carter read.

      “Thank you. I have no further questions, Your Honor,” I said. Carter had done good. He’d not gone off the script once. At my seat, I got ready to take notes in case my client crumbled on cross-examination and I needed to rehabilitate him.

      “Ms. Long?” Judge Brody prompted the prosecutor.

      “Don’t you look the other way when your strippers take customers in the back?”

      Carter’s “No.” was firm and sure.

      I relaxed just a little.

      “Isn’t it true that you encourage men to come to your place for the sex?”

      “No.”

      “Isn’t it true that the reason your bar is more popular than any other in the neighborhood is because of the extras your customers receive?”

      “No.”

      “No further questions.”

      “Casey?” Judge Brody asked after Carter made his way back to our table.

      “Your Honor, I call Judith Webster to the stand.”

      To say that Ms. Webster sauntered to the stand would be an understatement. She was all curves and bow-chicka-bow. The tight horizontal pleated dress, though a modest white, did nothing to hide the body I’m sure attracted attention everywhere she went. I’d asked her for reserved. I should have been clearer. I’d imagined twinset, and she’d come in with a sweetheart bodice that lifted and separated her assets. I tried to hide my disappointment from the jury. But when I glanced over, I needn’t have bothered. The men’s eyes were bugging out of their heads. There’d be no worry they’d forget her testimony.

      “Can you please tell the jury what your stage name is?”

      “Pearl of the Orient.”

      “How long have you worked at The Place to Be?”

      “About six months.”

      “What do you do when you’re not at Mr. Carter’s bar?”

      “I’m a full-time nursing student at Cleveland State,” Webster said. It was why I’d picked her from Carter’s roster. The single moms struggling to make ends meet with baby daddies a plenty weren’t ideal witnesses.

      “What were you hired to do at Mr. Carter’s establishment?”

      “We serve drinks from the bar, food from the kitchen, and sometimes dance the late shift.”

      “What’s involved in dancing?”

      “I usually wear a short, front button dress. I dance to a couple of songs, and take it off. I always wear a bra and panties underneath.”

      I handed Webster defendant’s exhibit four. “Did you sign this agreement?”

      “Yes.”

      “Have you ever offered sex to any of the patrons in exchange for money?”

      “No.”

      “Officer Duncan testified that you offered him a blow job.”

      Webster looked down for a long moment. “He offered me a big tip. It’s not every day I get more than a few dollars shoved in my waistband. I thought he was cute, so I thought I’d repay the kindness.”

      I didn’t look at the jury. I hadn’t bought this one when we’d prepared. But Carter and Webster insisted this is what had happened. And there wasn’t sound recording or video to settle the dispute between ‘he said, she said.’

      “I’d like this next marked as defense exhibit five,” I said, pulling a single sheet from the podium.

      “So marked,” Judge Brody said when everyone had a copy and the paper.

      I handed it to Webster. “Can you please read the line at the top of the page?”

      “It says: Addendum to Independent Contractor Agreement.”

      “Can you read line number two?”

      “If Contractor is found to be in violation of section six of the ICA, all monies earned shall be forfeited to Bang for the Buck, Limited immediately.”

      “What did that mean to you?”

      “Some of the girls—hood rats if you ask me—will do anything for an extra buck. Soon as Sl…Mr. Carter stopped coming in every day after he opened that other place, they was turning tricks out back in the parking lot. He caught up with them and demanded all of the money. I think he figured if they couldn’t get any of the money from it, they’d stop doing it.”

      “To your knowledge, did the other women sign the same addendum?”

      Webster nodded.

      “You must answer out loud for the record.”

      “I saw two of them sign when I was working there at night.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Webster.”

      Long came to the podium, a little unsteady on her feet. I looked down at her shoes. The three-inch heels came to a point like an arrow. It was a miracle she could stand in those things. I may not be fashionable, but I wasn’t hobbled either. The last time I’d worn shoes like that had been at my ill-fated engagement party. I shook that image from my head before I went down that pothole-riddled memory lane.

      Long was trying to shake Webster, but my witness held like a strong maple tree in a stiff Lake Erie wind. Nary a limb shook.

      Before I knew it, Webster was off the stand and it was time for a break.

      “You think the jury bought it?” Carter said to me when we were the only ones left in the courtroom except for the court reporter who was busy consulting a steno pad and typing into her machine.

      “I think it’s a great policy you established,” I said truthfully.

      “Best advice I ever got from a lawyer. It was that Brody who told me about that,” Carter said.

      The stomach that had been stable enough to nibble through a granola bar during our first break plummeted to my toes. “Brody?”

      “Yeah, that Tom. Is this guy—” Carter pointed to the empty high backed chair at the bench, “—related to him?”

      “It’s his father,” I pushed from my cotton-dry mouth.

      “After doing one of the girls, he came out and talked to me. I nearly shit my pants when he told me he was a prosecutor. I thought for sure I was doomed. But he told me to make ’em sign something that prohibited turning tricks. Then get the money from them and log it in. I take my twenty percent off the top, and give the rest back to them in cash when I close out. Fucking brilliant, huh? Legal smarts must run in this family.”

      More like a thousand ways to flout the law ran in the Brody family. I wanted to head to the bathroom and toss everything in there, damned the jury listening in to my ablutions. But I didn’t get a chance. Instead, I took a long drink from the water on the table and swallowed down the bile and resentment.

      “Let’s get closing arguments in before lunch, counselors.” Judge Brody stood at the bench while the clerk got the jury back.

      I stood and gathered my notes. My client was a liar. My client was a crook. My client was a pimp. My client had learned to turn the law into a pretzel from my law-flouting ex-fiancé. No Brooks Brothers suit would change any of that. But I didn’t say a word of what was rattling around in my brain. I stood and delivered my memorized speech to the jury, asking them to confirm my client’s innocence.

      Long’s argument wasn’t as strong as it should have been. She mumbled through it, looking green around the gills. When she walked by, the smell of pine . . . no, gin, assailed my nose. I wondered if she were drunk. But I didn’t get to think too hard about it. After the jury was excused, I fled the courtroom.

      For three long hours, I stewed in my office, calling myself a million times a fool. It wasn’t that my client was guilty. I’d had plenty of those. It was that I’d fallen for his innocence. I’d been another player in an elaborate drama. I was about to turn on the computer and do a search of ethics violations when a soft knock came on the door.

      I nearly jumped from my seat when my assistant, Letty, came in. I’d told her I was not to be disturbed for any reason except if the jury came back.

      “A verdict?” I asked.

      “Yup. Judge Brody wants you back in chambers in fifteen minutes.”

      I shrugged on my jacket and trudged over to the Justice Center. The weather had climbed into the eighties. I willed the sweat back into my body.

      When we were all assembled, Judge Brody called in the jury. No one except the jurors and the judge were permitted to sit.

      There was little preamble. Brody took the slip from the foreman and gave it a glance. I think he tilted a small smile in my direction, but that may have been my imagination. I looked at the bailiff. He didn’t have a hand on his gun or cuffs. I’d told Carter that if he were found guilty, the judge would have the sheriff take him into custody today right after the sentencing. I dreaded that possibility nearly as much as I dreaded acquittal. I tried not to bounce in my navy Cuban heeled shoes.

      “In the matter of the State of Ohio versus Jarrod Carter. On the count of promotion prostitution, do you find the defendant guilty or not guilty?”

      “Not guilty, Your Honor,” the foreman said.

      A hiss of a “Yessssss!” escaped Carter’s lips. I glanced at him sharply in rebuke. Not that anything could happen to him now.

      Judge Brody went through a long rigmarole thanking the jury for their service. It sounded like a reelection speech to me. I was one hundred percent sure when his name came up along with a lot of unfamiliar ones on the next ballot, he’d get twelve fully detached chads from this lot.

      Then it was over. Long shook my hand reluctantly. Carter pumped it happily. And Judge Brody threw a compliment my way.

      “Hey there,” a voice said from the gallery.

      Miles. “Hey there yourself. I didn’t expect you to come. As a matter-of-fact, I think I asked you not to come.”

      “I couldn’t resist. And I’m glad I did. Your neighbors may have a little bottle of champagne chilling for you back at your building.”

      “That’s great,” I said, unable to inject lightness into my flat voice.

      Miles took my hand and pulled me toward him. “What’s up?”

      I looked over at my client who was talking to some younger black guy. He’d been in the back corner of the courtroom from time to time. I wondered what relationship he had to Carter. Then stopped wondering. “I’m tired, is all. Haven’t slept much.”

      Miles held out an arm. “Your coach awaits. I’ll drive you home.”

      I normally liked the anonymous time I spent on the rapid. It allowed me to decompress. But maybe a drive without hundreds of bodies pressed against mine was what I needed.

      I released Miles’ arm to shake my client’s hand one last time. He and his friend were eyeing me in a way that made me uncomfortable. “Congratulations,” I said, again.

      “Thanks. I hope I’ll never have to call you again,” Carter said with a laugh.
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      “Did you think there was a chance you weren’t coming home?” Grand, my second in command asked before he made the sharp right turn into my driveway. I wouldn’t admit this to anyone, but I’d needed someone to drive me back and forth to court these last two days. I was too damned nervous to drive myself, for one. I didn’t want to get into an accident on Chester where the six lane street went entirely one way or another depending on the time of day. Nor did I want Alisha to have to come get my car if they’d carted me off. I’d read up a little and some people could get bond pending appeal, but I didn’t think that extended to brothers like me.

      “Nah, man,” I said, all bravado now. “Told you I hired a girl who was practically the judge’s daughter-in-law. She followed directions and the jury saw it my way.”

      Before Grand could ask anything else, Alisha was out the side door like a shot. “You came back!” Normally not the least bit effusive nor demonstrative, my niece practically pulled open the passenger door and yanked me out.

      Ignoring the lurch in my chest, I gave her a brief hug, then pushed her back on the asphalt.

      “You got the beds?”

      There was a long moment of silence. “I didn’t know if you was coming back.”

      “I told you shit had to keep running no matter what happened to me. Go inside.” I didn’t discuss my business on the street. Wasn’t like there was any competition up here on the leafy avenues of Cleveland Heights, but I didn’t want my neighbors knowing any more than they needed to.

      Grand went upstairs to have a look around. I’d told him my plans, and he needed to get the lay of the land.

      Alisha put a platter of barbecued ribs on the table along with hot corn on the cob.

      “This could work,” Grand said, coming back down. His glance at me was a question. I nodded and he sat down, helping himself to Alisha’s down home cooking. I’d nicknamed the kid Grand because getting someone to work with me had brought thousands of dollars into my life.

      A lot of those business books talked about delegating smaller stuff. They was right about that. Grand was good. Kept his mouth shut. Didn’t dress like a hoodlum—except maybe for that diamond winking from his left ear. Had to be a half carat easily. If that was it, I’d keep my mouth shut.

      “Need to stay well off the police radar,” I said. No way did I want to be back in a courtroom anytime soon. This felony thing was a stupid mistake on my part. But I didn’t want to tangle with the Feds. They was no joke. I heard that a prisoner could go crazy being cooped up in some SuperMax cell twenty-three hours a day.”

      “That was a close call last month,” Grand said.

      He was right about that. Some federal agents had shut down a good chunk of my business. To this day, I hadn’t figured out how they’d done it. I was very careful. Part of me thought it was some grand coincidence. The more rational part of me believed that there were no coincidences. But that was probably the echo of Momma’s church ladies in my ear. Those women had always been a bit superstitious.

      “How are the vans working out?”

      Grand put down a rib bone and wiped his hands on a checkered cloth napkin. Without a word, he walked out the pantry door and came back with a Hamila folder.

      “There was a catering company went out of business. They had an ad in the paper. Went out to Brook Park. The guy was happy to take the cash. Think he was about to lose his house to his wife’s business going under. There are six vans. Took ’em to a body shop in Lorain.” He slipped a paper out of the folder. “Here’s the logo for your new delivery company.”

      Shit. This was better than I’d thought it would be. The sheet Grand handed me had a blue globe on it with arrows pointing like they did when the weatherman was trying to tell you about a windy day. He pushed the unfinished pork away and pulled out more paper. “Here’s the application for a new company with the name Intraport.”

      I scanned the sheets and signed my name. “When will the vans be ready?”

      Grand flipped open the phone he’d laid on the table. “Three, four days. They’re pulling the wall racks out. Putting blue carpet on the floor and sides.”

      “Let go upstairs then. We’ll need to get this house ready.”
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      The door to Greg’s and Jason’s apartment across from mine was open when Miles and I made it up to the fourth floor.

      “Congratulations,” came from my neighbors and my best friend Lulu Mueller. I don’t know how they’d done it. But I’d walked into a little impromptu party. Only I didn’t feel much like celebrating. I pushed Miles toward my friends’ apartment and turned toward my own. “Let me get out of this suit and feed the cat,” I said.

      I heard a cork popping and the fizz of champagne before I closed the door on the revelry. Simba wove around my feet, thrilled to have me home early. The cat anticipated, rightly so, that my presence in the apartment equaled food. Before I kicked off my shoes, I reached into the cabinet below the sink and grabbed a handful of nuggets. I tossed them in the bowl. The sound of satisfied crunching followed me down the hall to my bedroom. Toeing off the pumps that I’d slipped into with confidence this morning, I kicked them into the closet. The silk suit and cotton blouse followed. I laid them on a sweater box, vowing to hang them up later.

      Being thinner than I was a year ago meant I was willing to spring for better clothes. But they required more care, which I hated. I prowled my dresser for my favorite weekend sweats, then saw them peeking out of the hamper. I put on jeans instead and a t-shirt. I wasn’t ready to brave shorts in public quite yet. I may be back to my college weight, but by no means did I have my college body.

      I was debating between flip-flops and slippers when I heard a knock at my hall door. With a sigh, I put on the sandals and quit stalling.

      “Had to feed the cat,” I said to Lulu who was standing on the other side of the door when I opened it. The bling on her middle finger sparkled more than the champagne in her flute. “You started without me.”

      “Honey,” she said and linked arms with me. “You have to catch up.” I let her pull me around the steps and into my neighbors’ apartment. Music was playing. Something was bubbling on the stove. Walking into Jason and Greg’s apartment was like walking into the loving arms of your favorite family sitcom. It was warm and welcoming. Too bad my mood didn’t match. I took the flute offered and drank deeply. Jason refilled it immediately, then the room quieted. Only the thump of bad techno-pop music filled the air.

      “So,” Greg leaned forward.

      “So…what?” I asked.

      “Tell us what it was like. Did you go all Perry Mason on the DA? How does it feel to have won your first jury trial? Is your client thrilled?”

      I turned right toward my best friend, searching her face for the right response. “Don’t look at me,” Lulu said. “I’ve only been like fifteenth chair on a dispute between two insurance companies.”

      I turned left toward my boyfriend. “I lost the last case even though I didn’t take a single witness,” Miles said.

      My biggest regret at this exact moment was that I hadn’t had the guts to try out for high school theater. Maybe I’d have better acting chops. I finished the second glass and put on ‘the winning rookie lawyer’ performance. They seemed convinced enough to move on to dinner.

      We ate some kind of roast pork and onion dish while I drank more than my fair share of wine. It being a Tuesday was the only thing that saved me from passing out. Lulu had court in the morning. Jason an early meeting with a patient who was getting bad news.

      Miles followed me as I wobbled over to my apartment. The wide living room door hadn’t been shut more than five seconds before he got to the point like a laser. “What’s wrong?”

      “Sleep deprivation. Too much alcohol. Adrenaline fatigue.” I laid out one excuse after another. Maybe he’d take one.

      Miles unbuttoned his shirt about halfway, pulled off his square-toed loafers, and sat back on my futon. He didn’t look convinced. I went to the bathroom, washed my hands, and came back to him by way of the kitchen, two glasses of water in hand.

      Setting the glasses on the coffee table, I finally took a spot on the cushion next to him. He didn’t force the issue. Gave me the gift of silence. When I slumped against him and laid my head on his chest, still Miles didn’t say anything. He merely stroked my hair. Warm breath whispered through his lips, stirring the strands on the top of my head.

      “I’m going to do something completely inappropriate,” I said.

      Miles shifted his hips. I’m sure he thought I meant something sexual. But what I was going to do was so far from that as to be in another universe entirely.

      “My client was guilty,” I said.

      His even breath continued to stir my hair. “So the prosecutor failed. He’ll be back. Most do come through the system more than once. It’s called recidivism for a reason.”

      “It’s not that he was guilty. I still believe every person accused has a right to a defense. That’s in our constitution. It’s that he totally used me.”

      Miles sat up suddenly, pushing me upright as well. “You’re not in trouble, right? This isn’t like some book where you’ve been roped into some ongoing criminal activity.”

      I laid a hand against his chest, pushing him back down. “God, no. I’m not going to end up ‘Casey Cort, lawyer for the mob.’ I won’t be found on the bottom of Lake Erie in cement shoes.” Then I started laughing. Couldn’t quite stop. From Cleveland girl to mafia tool. “Who’d play me in the movie?” I said through my laughter. “Meryl Streep’s too tall and too old. Probably too beautiful. But there aren’t homely actresses, are there? Maybe Minnie Driver?” I swiped at the tear rolling down my cheek.

      “First of all, you’re lovely,” Miles said. My stomach twinged at the compliment. He was probably the first person to ever call me beautiful who didn’t share my DNA. “Second, I’m not really kidding. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but criminals are good at bringing others into their conspiracy. It’s how they keep people quiet.”

      “It’s just that I feel stupid. He wore a suit. Spoke well. In my mind, that made him innocent. I mean, who wears a Brooks Brothers suit and pimps girls in the back of a skanky club?”

      “White collar criminals,” Miles said, a very serious look on his face. “Not every criminal looks like some version of me.”

      “Fuck. You know that’s not what I mean. It’s just that…” I couldn’t, maybe didn’t want to share how my ex had a hand in keeping this guy out of jail. “It’s not like he was a mass murderer or child molester,” I said, feeling better for having talked about it a little. “Prostitution is a victimless crime, anyway. The women are willing. The men are willing. The only thing that criminalizes sex between two people is the exchange of money.”

      “Have you thought of working for the other side?” Miles asked. His brown eyes held mine for a long moment.

      “Are you kidding? My parents would kill me. They always hated those law and order families in the Parish. The county, state, and federal government are covered. Someone’s gotta work for the underdog. I was just naïve.”

      “Come here, my naïve lady.” Miles’ voice was husky.

      All talk of the law was done, I think.

      Career doubts went away with each caress. Others surfaced. “Sorry about the jeans.”

      Miles lifted his head from my neck. “No need to apologize,” he said, his voice muffled by my hair. A kiss somewhere on my scalp made me tingle from head to toes.

      “I should do something with my hair.” It was curly and not curly at the same time. It was my mother’s hair and looked as messy as hers always did.

      “This gentleman prefers blondes,” Miles whispered in my ear, giving me the good kind of chills on a warm August night.

      “It’s a curly mess,” I said even though I knew I should shut up.

      “Back at you.” Miles pulled back. He pointed at his hair which, after our time on the futon, was going every which way as well.

      “I should—”

      “Shh. I can’t kiss you if we’re talking,” he whispered before capturing my lips again.

      To hell with the law or my clothes. This time, I didn’t ask him to go home. Suddenly, I didn’t give a damn that it was Tuesday. Backing up for a moment, I wrestled the t-shirt over my head. I watched his eyes close as I moved closer and put my lips on his. God, they were both firm and soft and made me feel so good. While Miles finished unbuttoning, unbuckling, and shucking what he had on, I pushed the futon flat. Five minutes later, I forgot what in the hell I’d been so upset about.
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      I’d always hated the morning. Now, it was my salvation. Morning meant I didn’t have any more visitors for at least ten or twelve hours. Like a vampire, I slept most of the day. Too damn bad I couldn’t kill men at night, suck their blood.

      At the rustling, I looked toward the sky. The sun filtered through the tall maple trees. The cold wind was soft on my face. All those mornings I’d lain in bed late for school unless Sydney or Momma woke me up, or Antoine came pounding at the door, came rushing back. I’d give anything to go back to high school. Sit in those dumb ass classes. Get bullied by those hood rat kids.

      “This isn’t a day at the lake. Get moving,” Dion said, shoving me toward the back of the brick house. We’d driven from the motel to this big ass three story brick house. My guess was we were somewhere in the Heights. The yard was about five times bigger than Clark’s. This was the farthest I’d been from the Sleepy Time in a long ass time. Except for maybe that one day I’d gone to some clinic where a lady had put a rod in my arm so I couldn’t get pregnant. I couldn’t quite put together how long it had been since I’d met Dion. Except for day and night, time didn’t mean a thing.

      Rubbing my hands against the goose bumps on my arms, I shuffled in behind the other girls, my shit in a dark green plastic garbage bag. I’da been happy to leave all this crap behind. Short shorts. Lace get ups. Pretending like we was on a date. I wanted to scream to these nasty ass men that a date was something I could leave. Visiting a girl in a hotel room that only had a lock on one side of the door wasn’t no date I’d ever heard of.

      “Don’t make a sound,” Dion warned, hand on his hip. I’m sure I’d seen a gun on him a time or two. Not today, but like the girls in front of me and behind me, I obeyed.

      Up two flights of stairs we climbed, the first narrow, the second narrower, before we reached a hot attic room. There were four sets of bunk beds lined up under the eaves. I rushed forward and claimed a bottom bunk by a window. Lord knows it was already kind of stuffy up in here. I didn’t want to dream about hitting the ceiling with my sweaty head every morning.

      “Hey, I wanted that one,” Shonna said.

      “Don’t give a shit. Take it up with Sledge,” I said.

      Shonna didn’t say crap after that. Took her a bed closest to the bathroom. Pushing my bag under the bed, I eyed the other girls. None of them looked back my way. Assured they wasn’t going to take my spot, I went over to the bathroom. There was a tub in the middle of the room. Nothing else. After crapping in a paint bucket, I wasn’t complaining, but where we supposed to go in here? Then I noticed there was another room attached to it. I almost did a dance of joy. It was a real shower, and toilet, and sink. I mean I got to clean up in the motel bathroom every night depending on how busy I was, but a real bathroom nearly made me sing for joy.

      “Oooh, this nice,” Shonna said.

      I cut her a look. “We ain’t on vacation.”

      Dion came into the big room. Sledge pulled up right behind him. “We’re changing up how we do things,” Sledge said. “Got tired of that motel. You all will be living here for the time being.”

      “You want us to have dates up here?”

      “No,” Sledge said with impatience. “This here is my house. Ain’t bringing none of your customers up in here.”

      His house? I wondered what in the hell had happened for Sledge to move us in. I don’t know where I thought he went when he wasn’t running girls, but this room, painted sky blue with eight matching quilts, wasn’t it. I could only hope the cops was on to him. It had been a while since I’d seen some of the girls. My belly squeezed with envy wondering if they’d gotten away somehow.

      “So—” Shonna started to ask what we all wanted to know.

      Sledge pushed Dion forward. “Grand will explain it to you.” Sledge had never been one to say much. Kept his hands on the money and free of everything else.

      “We’re changing things up,” Dion started. I looked at my captor. His hands were shoved deep into his tan pants. He was wearing a green polo shirt today. Nothing much about Dion had changed except there was an expensive gold watch dangling from his wrist and a carat winking from one of his ears. Don’t know what made him look so innocent. I’d probably buy his bullshit even if I’d met up with him now. Hopefully, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to follow some guy I didn’t know a second time. If only I’d stayed at home that night. If only I’d never met Clark. If only my mother had loved me like she should instead of loving men more. I closed my eyes against the ‘if onlys.’

      “How?” Shonna asked. That girl talked too damn much. The only reason they kept her around was because she was some kind of light-skinned Latin girl. They could probably tell the guys anything about her and they’d believe it. She had that long hair men liked to play with. Mine wasn’t more than an inch long. My plastic bag was full of hot, scratchy wigs.

      “We’re going to take you to the clients,” Dion said. He walked around the room and put a pager in each girl’s hand. “When this here buzz,” he explained, “you come to the door.” He pointed to the entrance we’d come through. Wasn’t like any of the doors I’d glanced at in the house. This one was some kind of heavy metal with two locks on the outside. Ain’t nothing but smooth metal on the inside. I hoped there wasn’t no fire, because I didn’t think we’d survive the jump from the third floor. I turned toward the small diamond-paned windows. Shiny new-looking screws in the wood sills reflected the early morning sunlight. We’d burn to a crisp in here.

      I looked at the small piece of plastic in my hand. Could it be my key to freedom? As if sensing my thoughts, Dion continued. “This work one way. It buzz, you got five minutes to get ready.”

      Dion looked done, so I walked to my new bed. Sat down. A paper fluttered from my hand to the bed. No one noticed it. I turned a little toward the window and looked at it. Was a receipt for fifteen of these devices. Wasn’t but eight of us in this room. Not for the first time, I wondered how big Sledge’s operation was. But Sledge never made the mistake of telling us more than we needed to know. To this day, I wasn’t even sure of his real name.

      Clouds covered the sun and I squinted to read the date. August 18, 2004. I nearly lost what little food I’d put in my belly before we left the Sleepy Time. Two thousand four. I’d been with Sledge for five damned years. High school was over. I had to be…I counted on my fingers, nineteen years old. I bit my lip hard. I wouldn’t cry.

      Crying hadn’t gotten me jack shit. I’d cried that first night. Back when Dion had turned me over to all those men. That little thing he’d called a ‘party.’ He’d put an arm around me. Promised me it wouldn’t happen again. Brought me pancakes with lots of syrup in apology. Bandaged the cut they’d left on my left titty.

      Thought I was going home that morning. I shoulda ran out then when I had a chance, when he stepped out to argue with Sledge about some shit. I’d just wanted to sit for a spell, let the ache between my legs go away. Work up something to say to Momma that wouldn’t have her going off on me. Try to figure out a way to hide the blood that was oozing through my shirt even with the pads Dion had given me.

      That door had been open a good fifteen minutes. But I’d sat there like a stupid mother fucking cunt stuffing pancakes down my throat. Licking syrup off the plate to get the foul taste of dick from my mouth. If I’d have ran for my life, they probably wouldn’t have chased me. I could have gone on home to Clark’s house. Taken a beating for ruining her clothes. Babysat Sydney’s little ones as punishment. Followed the rules of that new guy whose name I’d long forgotten.

      But I’d let that door close and lock. It had only opened for Dion to bring me food or for Dion to let a new man in. How many had I been with in five years? I hadn’t been bad at math when I was in school. But every time I started a calculation, my brain rebelled. I wondered if I’d done more guys than Magic Johnson had done women. I wondered if I’d die of AIDS. I crumpled that receipt and stuck it in the corner of the window and stopped thinking.

      Dion went on for a bit about rules and shit, then he closed the door with a click. The lock turned. I laid down on the bed and waited for the oblivion of sleep. It was the only pleasure I had these days.
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      “There’s a second container,” was all I heard before I hit the button disconnecting the call. I was running down the hallway toward the elevators when I nearly knocked Chas over.

      “Where are you—”

      “There’s a second container,” I answered, jabbing frantically at the elevator button. Forget this. I ran past Chas and his open mouth.

      I pushed open the exit door and started the run down the sterile staircase. We were only on the fourth floor of the twenty-three story building. For some, low floor meant low status. For me, today, it meant I could get out of here quickly and possibly solve this case. It was the break we’d all been praying for.

      Valdespino was downstairs waiting, red and blue lights pulsing from the grill of the hulking SUV and at the top of the windshield. I jumped in and the agent sped off before I could latch my seat belt.

      “Let me warn you, this may be a shit show. Call came in and I asked for SWAT. The higher ups got alerted, the media got involved, and who all knows who else. There will probably be a thousand cops, agents, politicians, and reporters down there.”

      There was the Sunrise Motel on Warrensville Center Road. Something about it looked familiar, but it was hard to place with all the activity going on. Valdespino had not exaggerated. You’d have thought we had the 9/11 terrorists in the container with the number of loaded guns, gleaming badges, and flashing lights.

      Lou must have had nuts the size of soccer balls. Didn’t let squat intimidate him. He grabbed the bullhorn, and control.

      “This is Special Agent Lou Valdespino. We are here to help you. In a moment, an agent is going to cut open the lock. Please back away from the door and come out with your hands up.”

      There were enough hand gestures from Valdespino and the others to make any baseball umpire proud. But everyone moved back as a cordoned area surrounding the blue container was enlarged. He beckoned me forward and I went, only one of two people standing without a bullet-proof vest. The other was Chas, who’d somehow made it down here in record time. This must be big if the deputy chief was willing to leave his office.

      Expectation hushed the crowd. A SWAT officer brandishing a lethal-looking bolt cutter approached the container. He banged loudly on the door twice. Satisfied, he opened and closed the cutters. The lock came apart like a hot knife had sliced through butter. Handing off the heavy tool, the SWAT team member pulled a dark shield over his eyes. The crowd took a collective breath as he lifted the squeaking lever and threw the bolt.

      I could practically hear the whirr of camera lenses as they focused on those doors. Two SWAT team agents, flashlights poised, stormed through the metal doors. The clomp of their boots rang out as they stomped across the thin flooring.

      I held my breath, waiting for women to stream from the container. Nothing. Were they as hesitant as the last bunch, I wondered. But the SWAT backed out empty handed. A quick conference with Valdespino. I stepped forward, my curiosity getting the better of me. Protocol be damned.

      “It’s empty,” an agent said. Lifting his visor, he repeated, “It’s empty.”

      Valdespino took the flashlight the guy proffered and pointed the laser-bright beam into the blue corrugated darkness. His eyes met mine and I stepped forward again. My eyes followed his beam, touching every one of the far corners, sweeping the floor.

      It was indeed empty, or nearly so. There was some detritus, a nearly flat pillow, a plastic water bottle, a paint bucket. But the women who may have occupied it were long gone.

      While Valdespino shook his head, the SWAT team leader spoke into a transmitter and waved his hands over his head. The men ran through the weed-choked lot and swarmed the hotel.

      In less than a minute, guests spilled from the occupied rooms. I walked across the lot to get a closer look. A fat man in tent-like boxers, a half-dressed woman, a couple doing their best to wrap themselves in skimpy towels, all stood looking scared out of their wits.

      An agent went into the check-in area and he came back frog-marching a middle-eastern man.

      An agent without a visor approached the hotel manager.

      “Where are the women?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the hotel employee said, a pleading tone in his voice. He wiggled the fingers behind his back, uncomfortable in the trussed position.

      “Did you sell them to Saddam?” an agent spit in his face.

      The man stepped back as best he could while the other agent held his cuffed hands.

      “Son, you know exactly what I’m talking about. There’s someone running through Cuyahoga County pimping out women and children to the highest bidder. And here you are with a container in your backyard. When we pick up that container, and don’t think we won’t, we’re going to vacuum every last hair and fiber out of there. I’m gonna bet your sand nigger ass that you’re all wrapped up in this thing here. I’ll personally ship you back to where you came from.”

      Valdespino approached the cursing agent. “That’s enough.”

      “That’s not our property,” the guy said.

      “What?”

      “That property back there. It isn’t ours. The motel property line stops at those bushes.”

      I looked at the parking lot again. There were some scraggly hedges that may have been boxwood. But they’d been cut down short, starved for water, and trod on so many times that without a plot map, it would be difficult to tell one pothole-riddled lot from another.

      “Robinson,” Valdespino called. “Check the property lines.”

      Everyone stayed in place for the five minutes Robinson disappeared into a van. He came back with a printout. Four or five agents huddled together. A few seconds in, I saw Valdespino’s crewcut head pop up from the group and scan the crowd. Spotting me, he waved me over.

      “What’s up?” I asked the group of middle-aged agents.

      “Lou said you were on the job,” a guy threw at me.

      I nodded, validating something because the group relaxed, if only a bit. “What kind of search can we do here?” one agent asked. “Can we detain the hotel employee?” another asked.

      Maybe this is why Chas had disappeared from the front lines into the passenger seat of one of the cop cars. Not only would he stay out of the possible line of fire, he wouldn’t be on the hook for what went down. For the briefest second, I considered calling him over. Putting his ass on the line.

      “Question everyone as quick as possible. Take the guy out of handcuffs, question him. But you’re gonna have to let them go after that.”

      “Can we search the hotel rooms?”

      “Yes, no, and maybe,” I answered.

      “Better to ask forgiveness…” one agent muttered.

      “Look,” I acquiesced. “Take a quick look for the girls. Ask any women if they’re here involuntarily. If it looks kosher, you’ll need to leave it alone for now,” I said. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a good answer to the search question. Courts were all over the place with Fourth Amendment searches. For the most part, the government had to stay the hell out of your house. But a room you rent for a few hours or a few days? It depended on so many different factors that I couldn’t even begin to explain now.

      But I had a case not to fuck up. And I didn’t want to blow any good evidence on improper searches. That was for sure. So I hoped they took my advice and kept the room to room minimal.

      I backed out of the huddle when talk turned to logistics. Taking a page from Chas’ playbook, I took myself to Valdespino’s car to wait. During the next hour, things got quieter and quieter until a crane and flatbed truck barreled through the connected lots. In less time than it takes to get a fast food burger, the container was lifted into the air and up on the truck.

      “Where they taking it?” I asked when Valdespino stuck his head in the truck.

      “Virginia.”

      The FBI crime lab would have a field day with that. I wondered how long it would be before any usable information came from the forensic investigation.

      “Hotel clerk say anything else?”

      “He doesn’t know a thing. And if he did, he isn’t saying shit. He’s still smarting from Agent Wheeler’s remarks.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, well. This terrorism shit gets some people’s panties tied in a knot.”

      “What next?”

      “Go home. I’ll let you know if anything pops up. But I think this was another dead end.” Valdespino banged on the hood in frustration. “Sledge is always one step ahead of us.”
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      “Where are we going?” I asked Valdespino as I slipped into the passenger seat of the unmarked black Chevy Suburban.

      “Sleepy Time,” he said, shifting the SUV into drive and pulling out of the lot.

      The Northfield Center Road motel didn’t look any better than the last time I’d seen it. As a matter of fact, daylight didn’t do it any favors. The stucco was flaking off in places. The part remaining was either gray, blue, or beige, like it couldn’t decide. I looked around the neighborhood by the highway that I didn’t frequent.

      From the looks of it, I could cash my paycheck, rent to own furniture, and get chicken fried steak all without driving more than a half mile in any direction. Valdespino pulled into the far side of the parking lot and cut the engine.

      There was a sole worker at the wide check-in desk. Valdespino flashed the gold shield. Introduced us.

      “Hami Emad,” the man said in slightly accented English. “How can I help you?” I didn’t understand if his reserve was cultural propriety or fear of authority. I’d seen it before in illegal immigrants and people who’d been harassed by the police. I wondered into which category he fell.

      “We’re here to ask you about that container found in the parking lot a few months ago,” was Valdespino’s opening line.

      “That’s not our lot,” Emad said. He pointed out the plate glass window. “See those concrete dividers?” he asked.

      I looked where he was pointing, then back at him. Valdespino did the same, nodded, spoke. “What about them?”

      “That’s where the motel ends. That container was in that other lot. Not ours.” I looked at Valdespino, but his face showed no hint of recognition. The story was achingly familiar to me though. This Sledge guy did not make mistakes. There were rarely coincidences in investigative work, I reminding myself. I pulled my mind back to the task at hand. Valdespino was peppering the guy with questions.

      “Now that you’ve had some time to think about it, you see anything out of the ordinary? Girls coming and going? Did you smell anything? Had to be a pretty foul odor coming out of there when it was opened to get food in.”

      Emad shook his head, gestured toward his computer screen. “We stay pretty busy here. Got hooked up with a few internet booking sites, so I have to monitor that along with our native reservation system.”

      I looked around again. There weren’t any flowers, water, complimentary coffee. There didn’t even seem to be a room to have a free breakfast. I couldn’t imagine he was beating away potential lodgers with a stick.

      “You have full occupancy?” I asked.

      Emad hesitated. “We have industry standard occupancy rates,” he said. The phone bleeped. He pressed a button, the sound stopped.

      “Thanks,” Valdespino said. We stepped outside.

      “You knew that container was on a different parcel of land, right?”

      “That’s why we couldn’t get a warrant for the hotel. Crime didn’t happen on their turf.”

      “And that first time the girls were in the container, so there was no going looking for them.” Not like the night last month. “So why are we here?”

      “Because I’ve been keeping an eye on the place and nothing is happening.”

      “So he runs a shitty business,” I said.

      “You heard him talk,” Valdespino said. “He sounds like he’s got a college degree in engineering or marketing. You think he’s been there nearly ten years running a shitty business?”

      I took a long look at Valdespino. Lifted my shoulder, dropped it. “What’s the story?”

      “Our man over there, Hami Emad, came to the U.S. from Egypt in the mid-nineties on a Student Visa. Dropped out of some Ohio State graduate program. Put himself into hock to buy this motel. He went from an apartment in Warrensville Heights, to a house in Richmond Heights. He paid cash for the house.”

      “So maybe he’s got some other criminal activity. Sledge is running girls in one lot. Emad runs drugs or something in this one.”

      “Then we have that other guy at Sunrise. Remember him?”

      I shrugged. “He was from the middle east too. Big region. Lots of countries with Arabic speakers.”

      Valdespino pulled a small leather notebook from his pocket. “Mostafa Tarik. Also from Egypt. Got a loan from the same bank to buy their hotels a year apart.”

      “You’re reaching,” I said. “My mother’s family came to Philadelphia from rural Virginia. Everyone from AME Bethel in Virginia moved to the same neighborhood. Borrowed money from the same bank to buy their houses. It’s how communities grow,” I said. I was sure Casey’s family had a similar story as did millions of others.

      “But you’re forgetting Occam’s Razor,” Valdespino said. “The likelihood that Emad and Tarik are running two completely unrelated businesses is small. You’ve got involuntary prostitutes. You’ve got a hotel with beds and plenty of parking. You have vacant lots with containers.”

      I nodded, seeing his logic. “So what you’re saying is that it’s no coincidence that Sledge took up with these guys. They have complimentary businesses.”

      “Bingo.” Valdespino pointed an imaginary gun.

      “So what, you’re going down to the local Mosque. Poke around. Even if some guy in a kufi says that a guy fitting Sledge’s description came by, that’s still not enough to get a warrant. And we found the containers; unless Sledge is a complete and utter idiot, he’s not coming back here. And if we had a warrant to poke around Tarik and Emad’s bank accounts, I doubt they’re funneling cash through there. That would be idiotic.”

      “So what’s Emad doing for money?” Valdespino’s look told me what he thought.

      “Hooking up with Internet reservation systems and keeping his fingers crossed?” I answered. I didn’t have a clue how Emad was doing what he was doing. I didn’t know anything about the numbers of the downscale motel business.

      But Lou seemed to have a clue. He said, “But he’s gotta be losing money. The house is paid off. But this motel isn’t. He’s got taxes coming due. The eastside isn’t cheap.”

      “So what’s the plan, no warrant man?”

      “We’ve got to find the weak spot,” Valdespino said.

      I turned, looking through the plate glass window again. A girl, not more than sixteen, was on her knees scraping something from the floor. A mop and bucket were next to her.

      “Who’s the girl?” I asked.

      I could see Valdespino flipping through his mental file. If eyes could light up, his did. “Our weak spot.”
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      “What are you gonna do about Sleepy Time?” Grand asked, flipping his hand back and forth on the dining room table. He wasn’t a fidgety mofo by any stretch so it took no more than a moment to realize Dion had some new bling on his hand living up to his nickname.

      “Don’t know. What they asking?” I held my tongue about running around looking like a gangster and kept the talk about work.

      “That we keep up the payments.”

      “But we moved clear out,” I said. “Ain’t been there for two months by my count.”

      One thing I’d read in the business books I borrowed from the Cleveland Heights Library was that a man could hold on to a bad business model too damned long. The Sleepy Time, the Sunrise, and those containers had been a damned mistake. One that was going to continue to cost me if I didn’t figure something out.

      Maybe it hadn’t been a bad idea in the beginning when I was getting things up and running. Expanding beyond the bars. When I was learning the ropes of management. But after that?

      The delivery trucks were a damned stroke of genius. I should have done that or bought some cheap ass property in the hood to do my business. I’d kept those motel people in my business too damned long.

      First off, they’d cost me a pretty penny. Nearly ten percent off the top had gone to them. Room rent, they’d called it. Room rent, my ass. Both Hami and Tarik had been running a seedy by-the-hour operation when I’d started there. That’s why I’d picked them. About a mile apart so I could go back and forth, I’d kept them rooms filled in the way they never did.

      I made sure we kept the drug dealers and other lowlifes away. Didn’t bother them too much about cleaning. But once they’d talked down at the Mosque or whatever they church was, they’d gone in together. Hiked up the payments. Took my money without blinking.

      “Hami say if we don’t pay, he may not be so inclined not to speak to the feds sniffing around,” Grand said, jerking me out of my thoughts.

      I rubbed at the middle of my forehead, willing my new headache to go away.

      “Chicken and dumplings,” Alisha said, slapping two bowls down on the table.

      “What happened to the meat?” Grand asked, holding the spoon she had set down between his fingers like it was used toilet paper. He’d gotten too used to fried chicken, ribs, and the fried catfish Alisha usually served.

      “Meat is for one or two people,” Alisha said. “I’m feeding Sledge’s momma and ten more people besides? This I can make for any size group.”

      Grand didn’t say anymore. Stuck his spoon in and ate like he was a starving man.

      I dipped my own spoon in. It was good. Better and cheaper than what the girls had been eating. They’d been living on fast food value meals for quite a while. “Maybe they’ll fatten up. The customers like them healthy,” I said. Once the girls had moved in, I hadn’t exactly told Alisha what I was up to, but I wasn’t hiding it either. My only rule was keeping Momma safe and sane and in the dark. She’d have kicked my ass with her one good leg if she knew I’d expanded beyond the bars.

      “So what are we to do about Sleepy Time?” Grand asked again. First the bling, then this. I held back from taking him to task about his lack of initiative. Seemed like he was having an off week. And it was my business to run.

      Delegate. Delegate. Delegate. That was the lesson, right? That thought fought with: You want something done right, you do it yourself.

      “Lemme think on it,” I said, kicking myself for what I knew was bad management. Decisions should always be made in the first instance. Waiting around always made problems worse. I picked up a dumpling, chewed, and swallowed, pushing aside the thoughts for now. “The vans were genius,” I said, practically patting myself on the back again.

      A small smile snuck around the side of Grand’s mouth. “The customers sure are happy. Plus we’ve expanded our base beyond mofos willing to come to the east side.”

      “That’s the most important,” I said. No matter what the business, customer service was always something a manager should strive to improve. Most businesses weren’t doing that anymore, but I still thought it was important. “Are there any downsides we’re not working out?”

      “Not that I can see,” Grand said. For a moment, I thought I saw his eyes shift. “Girls stay up in your attic room. They get in the vans. One of the guys escorts them to they house or The Place to Be. Then we get on to the next location.”

      “How’s the new system working out?”

      “A-ight,” Grand said. “I’m trying to teach the drivers to keep it all in their heads.”

      Another thing to add to the list of shit that I was worried about. The lists. Changing up how we did business hadn’t been easy for all my guys. Instead of taking calls and pages and moving men between the rooms at the Sleepy Time or Sunrise, we were moving the girls around.

      But ain’t like no one who did well in school is working for me. So I’d found out the guys were writing shit down. And not even in some kind of code. It was like they’d never seen Goodfellas or The Godfather or any fucking mob movie. Keeping notes always took an organization down. That’s why Oliver North was at the shredder. If no one can prove you did shit, then you ain’t done shit.

      “You using the shredder I bought?” I’d taken a page from the disgraced lieutenant colonel.

      “Every night,” Grand said, nodding.

      Crossed that worry off my list. Dion had been as good as his word the last six years with almost no fuck-ups. “Eat up. You got a long night ahead.”
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      “Can I see one of your rooms?” Valdespino asked Emad, following our impromptu script we’d worked out ten minutes ago in the nearly empty parking lot.

      The clerk looked from the quiet phones, to the computer screen, out the window and back. Making some kind of decision, he nodded. Emad pulled a key from a hook and took the FBI agent out the front door.

      I paced, then ‘accidentally’ kicked at the bucket the girl had been moving around occasionally. “I’m so sorry,” I apologized, righting the plastic.

      “I’ve got it,” the girl said softly. With a quick swipe, she cleaned up the spill, then got back to scraping at the unrecognizable substance from the floor.

      I squatted, getting eye-level. “I’m Miles Siegel.” I held out my hand. She didn’t take the cue, kept on scrubbing. With a sound of satisfaction, she scraped the gummed material into a paper towel, stood, and threw it in the trash on the housekeeping cart.

      “How old are you?” I asked, standing to meet her eyes. She was a tall girl, probably five foot seven at least. Dark, dark brown her eyes were. They were a perfect match with her nearly jet black hair. In comparison, her skin was pale, with the hint of a tan. If I didn’t have the curly hair, we could have passed for brother and sister.

      “Sixteen,” she said, her voice gaining volume.

      “Why aren’t you in school?”

      “One of the cleaners didn’t come today,” she said.

      Her voice was kind of lilting. She wasn’t from Ohio, or America for sure, and her first language wasn’t English. Not by a long shot. “I grew up in Philadelphia,” I volunteered. “I kind of find Ohio different. What do you think?”

      The girl stopped stacking paper cups for a long moment. “I think the food is weird,” she confided. “The hummus bi tahina and aish baladi they have in the market here are awful.”

      “Cleveland isn’t known for its…” I made like I was taking a shot in the dark, “Egyptian food.”

      “How did you know I was from Egypt? Most people guess Iraq, or Israel.”

      “I went to Egypt with my parents when I was about ten or eleven,” I said, grateful for my wanderlust parents. We’d gone to Turkey on that trip, as well. I think I’d whined about the heat for days. Thank goodness they’d pressed on, ignoring my protests.

      “What did you think of my country?”

      I tossed the honest response about yet another damned place with colonial colorism from my mind. This wasn’t wine bar chat with a group of fellow students. “I liked the Pyramids. They were more awesome than in pictures. The food was great as well. Kibda and mahshi were my favorites.

      “I love kibda,” the girl exclaimed. “But everyone here says liver is disgusting.”

      “I didn’t catch your name,” I tried again.

      “Rida,” she said. Her voice had gone from loud to soft, from excited to calm. The contrast was odd.

      “How long have you been in Ohio?”

      Rida’s eyes darted away. “Two years. I came after my parents died.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said automatically. Immediately, I regretted the pat phrase. But I’d said it so often when I was on the force that I forgot the impact of death. Rida’s eyes shifted back to the cart full of toilet paper and industrial spray bottles of blue and green liquids, like it was calling her name.

      “I gotta get back to work,” she said.

      Between her skittishness and Valdespino’s stall, I was running out of time.

      “Have you ever heard of a guy named Sledge?”

      Rida tittered behind her hand. “Is that a real name?”

      “No. Nickname. We think he’s responsible for the girls in the containers, and we’re looking for him.”

      “See that stone line out there?” Rida gestured much like her brother, cousin, or uncle had.

      “We know. Not your land. I understand. Just wondering if you ever saw anyone coming or going from back there? Maybe they crossed your parking lot? Asked to use the bathroom? Used your soda machine?”

      Rida held my eyes as long as she could. I think she knew something. But a force bigger than the FBI, the US Attorney’s Office, and compassion for those women kept her silent. Eventually, she slowly shook her head. “Sorry.”

      “What are you sorry for, Rida?” Emad and Valdespino came back in through a door I hadn’t noticed to the left of the front desk.

      I threw my hands in the air in apology. “It was my fault. I kicked the bucket.” Not a laugh out of a single one of them. “That’s what dry cleaners are for, right?” I pretended to swat at my pant leg.

      Valdespino and I hustled our way out of there. Wasn’t much reason to hang around. The FBI agent led the way to the lot where we’d started this investigation in July. The crime scene tape was long gone. Nothing remained but a few scrapes in the cracked, weedy pavement where the container had been. The heavy blue metal had gouged the earth when the crane had lifted it onto the flatbed truck like it would do later for its mate.

      It had been dusted, sprayed, and vacuumed for evidence. There were hair and fibers galore. Some had belonged to the women and girls. Others, probably the johns. But no database hits so far. Nothing yet for the second container.

      “What did you see?” I turned to Valdespino, shading my eyes to read his.

      “Shitty hotel rooms. Old bedspreads. Sticky carpet. The whole thing stinks, literally and figuratively,” he said.

      “I think the girl knows something.”

      Blue eyes shifted toward mine. “Her visa is long expired. I assumed Emad was living alone.”

      “Is she in school?”

      “I’ll check Richmond Heights and connected districts.”

      “Gonna pull her in for status violation, aren’t you?”

      “She’s the weak link in the chain. It’s time to get out the pry bar.”
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      I swear to God, this was like slavery without the chains. Dion locked me in the back of the van with a click of the lock and a jingle of keys. I hugged my knees, tucking into the crease of blue carpet where floor and wall met. I squeezed my eyes shut. These rides were making me dizzy as hell. I wanted to throw up more times than not when I was back here. I’d tried eating, not eating, eyes open, eyes shut—none of it made me feel better during the zig zag rides through town.

      “Got six tonight,” Dion threw back behind the driver’s seat. Said like that was supposed to be a relief. In the hotel, we sometimes did eight or ten. Some guys were so quick you could do two in an hour. But for the most part, it was first guy around eight, last guy around three or four. Sunrise came, we were allowed to sleep.

      The drive was long, so I knew we’d be starting on the westside. I hated westside guys. Parma guys especially. There was a certain type of white guy who wanted to fuck a black girl, but hated himself for wanting to, and hated the girl more. I braced myself, not only for the jostle of the van as we made enough turns to let me know we were in someone’s neighborhood. But I braced myself for whoever was coming out to the van. More likely than not, I was in for a couple hours of rough play and probably a slap or two. Even when I knew a hand or fist was coming at me, the hit still surprised me every time.

      When I heard the other girls whispering to each other at night over the last few months, I knew some of them got better guys than me. The light-skinned ones, the white ones, got guys who treated them like it was a date. I got guys who treated me like a dirty little secret they couldn’t wait to get rid of when it was over.

      The minute the van stopped moving, I went far away. When the door opened and slammed, I was long gone. I went to Antoine’s aunt’s house in my mind. Maybe one day, I could move in with him. If his aunt let him live there and he was gay, surely she wouldn’t judge me. We could go to school together. Be best friends like we used to—us against the world. We’d talk about what we wanted to be when we grew up. I wondered if he still wanted to be a singer. I expected him to turn up on American Idol at any moment. He had been that good.

      Maybe we could get an apartment in New York. I could draw, maybe get a job at a newspaper or something drawing the funnies while he was singing at night. I was in an apartment in Harlem with Antoine painting big pretty flowers on our dingy living room wall when a painful twist of one of my nipples brought me back to the present.

      “Ouch!” I cried out. I wasn’t supposed to say anything unless I was asked to say anything. But pain had a way of making me break Sledge’s rules.

      “I was talking to you, cunt,” the man spit in my face.

      I turned my face aside, but a vise-like grip brought it back. “I’m paying for you to give me what I ask for,” the man said. “Tell me how much you want to suck my cock,” he said, pulling it from inside me.

      Shit. He was gonna be one of those nasty ones. The words I’d learned to keep things moving fell from my numbed lips. When you didn’t give them what they asked for, you could be in there for a long time waiting for them to get off. By the time he got out of the van, Antoine and I had finished painting and were making a list of second-hand furniture we thought we could afford.

      “You’re fucking bleeding,” Dion said.

      “There ain’t no water in these vans,” I said. That was something the hotel had over this. You could take as many showers as you wanted and nobody said a thing. Now Sledge had a one shower a day per girl rule. Wasn’t nobody allowed to use that pretty bathtub.

      Giving me a disgusted look, Dion slammed the door with so much force, I nearly fell off my butt. Another long drive. Back on the eastside. Gimme a black man over some nasty white guy any day. Can’t believe I thought that after Clark. But live and learn, right?

      The first time a half-bald, red-faced white man had come into my motel room, I’d sent up a prayer to a God I no longer believed in. I thought he was going to be the savior. Meek, mild, was how he looked. But that man was anything but a mouse. He thought I was a fast food restaurant and had to do things his way. Second one was that way too. Maybe not all were like that, but I kept my expectations real low after that and had never been disappointed.

      The van bumped along what was probably a cracked up driveway. Definitely east side if not East Cleveland. I wiped away the crusting blood, cleaning up as best I could with a wet rag I kept in the corner. Dion opened the door. Taking huge gulps of fresh air, I tried to get my dizzy head straight. The fumes from the new carpet in these vans was the second worse thing about Sledge’s new home delivery service.

      “Out or in?” I asked.

      “In,” Dion said, jerking his head back. The big ass diamond I’d probably paid for winked at me.

      I scooted on my butt to the end of the van and jumped out, making sure not to twist my ankle on the weed-choked cement under my four-inch heels.

      “Where?” I looked around for a door cracked open, trying to find a brown fist curled around a doorknob, nervous eyes beckoning me. But all the doors I could see were locked up tight.

      This house looked a lot like the one Momma and I had lived in with Clark. But that house had a big hole in the driveway pavement, a piece of iron had stuck out. That shit had driven Clark crazy, but even he didn’t have the right tools to fix it. Every patch he’d ever smoothed over had crumpled up and sunken in. Nothing ever seemed to fill that hole. I shuffled toward the door, kicking something. I looked down. Rebar?

      “Is this Clark’s house?” I asked Dion, violating one of Sledge’s rules about asking questions.

      “I don’t know who Clark is. But your momma’s still living here,” Dion said.

      “And what, her newest man has ordered in a girl?” I said, shaking my head. That would be just the kind of man Momma would hook up with. They never had been worth a damn. Except maybe for Syd’s father—

      “I’m bringing you home,” Dion said, breaking into my thoughts.

      “Home?” I looked at the East Eighty-Eighth Street house. It had been blue. But this flaking off paint was white, or nearly so. I picked at a chip on the wood siding near the back door. I took my other hand and peeled the thin, flaking strip into two. A sliver of blue showed between the chalk and some brownish color on the back.

      “Hurry,” Dion said, giving me one mighty shove toward the door. “I got to figure out something to tell Sledge.”

      “Where am I supposed to go?” I said, utterly confused. Had the new owners of Clark’s house ordered me like a pizza?

      “Home,” Dion said, his movements jerky and impatient. “I’m gonna tell Sledge that the last guy took you out of the van and never brought you back.”

      Freedom loomed large and scary.

      I’d dreamt of it a thousand times. Maybe a million. It had mixed in with dreams of a life with Antoine. It had mixed in with nightmares of grabbing hands and open mouths. But I’d never thought I’d be back here. Exactly the place I’d walked out of on that night.

      “Momma still live here?” I asked, amazed that she’d have been able to stay in Clark’s house all this time.

      Dion nodded. “She’s married. Her name is Mary Dixon now. Go on. Get.”

      I turned to ask more about what I was walking into, but Dion had already shut the back door, moved around to the front, and started the van. It scooted out the driveway, then took a right. I watched the blue and white delivery truck go with a pang. He may have been shit, but the only friend I’d had for the last five years had walked, no, driven right out of my life.

      A man opened the kitchen door, nearly knocking me off my step. “We didn’t order…” When he got a load of me, he backed up a foot. “What in the hell we got here?”
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      I would never admit to another human being that I’d been in that damned store in Tower City Mall that sold shit with inspirational quotes on it. But when I’d moved my office from the club to Momma’s house, I’d picked up one of those engraved rocks. It read, “Never put off till tomorrow what you can do today.”

      After the girls made it downstairs, and the vans had their routes planned out, I made sure Alisha had everything she needed to keep Momma settled for the night. I left them watching some Tyler Perry play on DVD and eating some kind of low carb veggie chips.

      I got my car from the garage and made one last drive over to the Sleepy Time. Hami was there, same as ever. Having been gone for a few weeks, I gave the lobby the once over.

      “You cleaning up?”

      “New paint job,” Hami said. “Trying to aim for a better clientele.”

      “My clientele may not have been upscale, but we paid our tab,” I said.

      “You got today’s rent?”

      “About that,” I started. Then Rida came into the room. She was Hami’s Achilles heel, and until now, I hadn’t needed to use it. “The way I see it, you owe me. Grand’s been paying, but we ain’t been occupying. The way I see it, you’re collecting double. Some from us, the rest from whoever staying in this shithole—”

      “It ain’t—”

      “The way I see it, is I’mma let you keep the money you already got. We call it even.”

      “The FBI was here today,” Hami said like it was a threat.

      “And they ain’t found nothing, otherwise I wouldn’t be here,” I said, trying not to twitch in fear. They was getting way too close to me. And I didn’t have no backup plan.

      “Guy left his card,” Hami boasted. “I could call this Lou Valdespino. Solve the Tragic Case of the Women in the Container for him,” he said like he was sitting an anchor desk with a microphone in his ear.

      “But you won’t,” I said, extending out our long game of chicken.

      “’Cause you’re going to pay me?” he said with a hint of weakness.

      “’Cause if I’m going down, you’re going with me,” I said, poking at his fear. Then I amplified what was probably his biggest worry. “You think they’re going to let you off with less than a felony? You don’t think they’ll send your ass right back to the Middle East? I’m sure a couple of federal charges will derail your ‘path to citizenship.’ You think on that.”

      Having made my point, I stalked from the lobby. Mofo think he can threaten me? He think he’s better than me? He think he can put my ass under the jail and walk away scot free? Nuh uh. I drove across the street and got me some sausage gravy, biscuits, and coffee. I looked out one plate glass window and through another. My opportunity would come soon.
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      “I’m . . . Destiny,” I said.

      “Destiny?” The man looked me up and down, slowly, carefully taking in everything about me. “You must be at the wrong house. We don’t need anything you’re selling.” The way he said that last made me feel even dirtier than usual. He made a move to close the door. I stuck my foot in the hinge of the screen door.

      “Not Destiny,” I said quickly. Destiny is the name Sledge had picked for me. I’d kind of liked it because it was the name of a girl who used to make fun of Antoine and me. Every time a man hit me or did something I didn’t like, I pretended he was doing it to her. She’d gotten hers in the last years. “My name is Stefanie,” I paused. My tongue was so unused to that combination of letters. “Wells.” I took another minute to figure the best way past this man. “Mary Higgins. I’m here to see her.”

      “Her name Mary Dixon now. Are you some kind of kin? Seems like her kinfolk would already know that.” He tried pushing the door closed again, like I was handing out Jehovah pamphlets.

      “Who are you?” It was rude, but I was past caring. I wanted to see my momma.

      “John Dixon. I’m her husband. We’ve been married two years. This here is our house. Now—”

      “I’m her daughter. Stephanie. I…haven’t been around.”

      The man stepped back. It wasn’t an invitation, but I took what I could and put one foot into the small room behind the kitchen. “Are you the one that ran away?”

      “Is my momma home?” I asked. I ducked my head, taking in my stupid heels. If this man didn’t let me past, I was going to cry. The last thing I wanted to do was let him see me with tears on my face.

      “Mary! There’s a girl here claiming to be Stephanie.”

      He let me into the kitchen. It was different. The fake brick walls were painted white as were the cabinets. There was a pot of something cooking on the back of the stove. Smelled kind of like ham hocks and black eyed peas. I wasn’t always sure of the days or months, but knew it wasn’t New Year’s either.

      The sound of feet pounding distracted me from the sights and smells of the kitchen. First, Sydney burst through the door, then Momma.

      I put my arms around Momma and held on for dear life. She felt the same as I remembered. Soft flesh squeezed under my fingers. Her hair smelled like that hair oil in the pink and yellow bottle I knew was in the bathroom. Tears blocked my vision. Snot clogged my nose.

      Momma.

      I was home.
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      Momma kept pulling me forward and pushing me back. Looking at me through puffy watery eyes, then squeezing me in tighter and tighter embraces.

      Letting me go, Momma shook me, hard. “Where in the hell have you been?”

      “Around,” I said.

      “Why did you run away?” Syd asked, her arms crossed.

      “I don’t know,” I answered.

      “You don’t know. Do you know how much we worried about you? We tried star six nining your boyfriend, but it never went anywhere. Have you been with him the entire time? Right here in Cleveland?”

      Without invitation, I scraped a chair across the kitchen floor and sank into it. There hadn’t been enough time between stepping out the van and getting to my momma’s house to figure out what in the hell I was going to tell them. The truth wasn’t an option.

      “Where Sheron and Jaylen?” I asked. I tried not to remember a time when babysitting them had been the worst thing someone would ask me to do in a night.

      “My friend took them for burgers,” Sydney answered.

      “What grade they in?” I tried to work out the math, but my head wouldn’t cooperate.

      “Sheron in second—”

      “Do you have any idea how worried Mary has been?” Dixon said.

      I turned my head toward where he stood by the back door. He was big like Momma liked them. My dad had been small, wiry in the pictures I’d seen. But Sydney’s dad and on down the line had been like John Dixon here. All looked like they could play football if’n they wanted. Clark certainly had been big enough to hold me down. I turned away. Why couldn’t I have come back when Momma was single? If I never saw another man again, it wouldn’t be too soon.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. And I was. Sorry that I’d ever believed Dion was my friend.

      “Where do you live?” Momma asked.

      “Nowhere.” Unless Sledge found me and dragged me back to his house.

      “Where you been stayin?” That was Sydney.

      “Around.” I took in the kitchen, tried to twist my head to see the family room. Everyone was quiet, tense looking at me. “Can I stay here? I ain’t got nowhere to go.” My voice cracked. My nose itched. But I held back the tears.

      “Jaylen in your old room,” Syd said. “Sheron in the attic room. Only thing left is the basement.”

      Was that a little smile playing around her lips because she finally got her way?

      “That’s fine.” I looked at the woman I’d known longer than anyone. “Momma?”

      Momma looked at Dixon.

      “Temporarily,” he said. I ducked my head, trying to work out what that meant. Temporary until they could toss me out. Temporary until I could move upstairs. “Where’s your stuff?”

      I’m guessing he didn’t mean my collection of high heels, short skirts, and wigs. “I got nothing,” I mumbled.

      “Extra clothes?” Momma asked.

      “Only this,” I said, pointed at myself.

      “You got a bruise coming up.” Momma leaned across from her seat at the table and laid a hand on the area above my eye—still tender from that westsider. “Your boyfriend knock you around? That why you come back?”

      My hand flew to my face where she’d pressed a little too hard. I drew in breath, my hiss filling the room. Latching on to that little bit of story, I said, “Yeah. Got out with the first shoes I could grab. Can’t go back. I think he’ll kill me.”

      “You want some black eyed peas?” Momma asked, pushing herself up from the table.

      I nodded. I’d figure out the rest of my life—after I ate something.
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      “Do you really want to go to this happy hour thing?” I asked Miles while flipping through my closet. It was full of fat clothes, skinny clothes, but nothing I wanted to wear.

      “It’s where we had our first real conversation,” Miles said. He was laying back against my headboard, his head and arm propped on pillows. His three-button sport coat was casually tossed on the foot of the bed. But black socks poked out from dress pants held up by a less-than-casual belt. “If you don’t have a problem being seen with me, I’d like to go.”

      He slipped it in so offhandedly, I may have missed that tiny hint of insecurity while looking for something that didn’t make my hips look big.

      “Oh, God. That’s not it at all,” I said.

      “Are you sure you’re not worried about running into Tom?” Miles asked as coolly as he’d thrown out the last.

      I turned from the closet this time so we could talk face to face. “No. No. Do you really think I’m worried about being seen with you? What people might think?” I was horrified that he could think I could care about race in that way.

      Miles’ crook of the head was nearly imperceptible. He lifted a palm, then dropped it. “It’s happened before. I haven’t even met your parents and they live in town.”

      “I don’t care that you’re black,” I said, putting my naked foot right into my mouth. I was surprised I hadn’t choked to death on it in that moment. “That’s not what I meant. I like you for who you are,” I said, sitting down on the bed. “My parents would love you.” At least, I think they would. They’d never talked about race in a city where there was talk about almost nothing but.

      They’d hated my very Irish ex-fiancé. But that may have been because he was rich, or because he’d dumped me, or because his parents had treated mine like the red-headed bastard step-children when we’d talked up wedding plans. But I don’t know how they’d feel about Miles. I’m not sure his law enforcement background would go down well. Especially after the last prosecutor in my life.

      I stood and pulled a sleeveless black and white halter dress from the closet. “I’ll change and then we can go,” I said, not at all addressing the issue of my parents.

      Miles was silent on the Rapid. But maybe that was because the metal wheels on metal tracks made such a racket that talk was impossible. He helped me down from the tram when we got to the Flats, but didn’t let go of my hand.

      I bathed in the little zing of pleasure that rippled through me. I liked having a boyfriend. A guaranteed date. Someone who I knew was going to take me home tonight and not rush off to someone or somewhere else. I shook my head, surprised that the insecurity my cheating ex-fiancé had inspired still had a hold on me.

      “You thinking about the case with your guilty client?” Miles asked as we walked closer to Lake Erie and the young lawyers’ gathering.

      “I’ve let that go,” I said. It was almost true. “If I’m going to be a defense lawyer, guilt will come with the territory.” Our hands swung as we turned down St. Clair. “How’s your case going?” He hadn’t talked about it much. Cracking open criminal conspiracies was more difficult that it looked on TV, I suspected.

      “We have a moniker for the guy in charge, as well as his second in command. Sledge and Grand,” he said, laughing. I had to laugh as well at the idiocy of street names. The Cleveland Police Department had an entire database dedicated to known aliases.

      “My clients have silly names as well. But sometimes, there’s something to the names,” I added.

      “I remember from my cop days,” Miles said. And there went the insecurity again. I paused as we neared the door. I could already see the place was populated with about a hundred people I’d rather not see.

      “What’s up?” Miles asked.

      “It’s not you,” I said again. “I’m kind of dreading spending the next hour trying to talk myself up.”

      “Why? You’re great,” he said, his voice and eyes full of sincerity.

      “Says you who went to Swarthmore and Penn. The five year Philly Police Department veteran who’s a federal prosecutor. In the game of one upmanship, you’ll win against nearly everyone in Cleveland.”

      “Ah, none of that really matters,” he said.

      I wasn’t going to convince him that his and his parents’ Ivy League legacies were a whole different kettle of fish from my background. Not in the ten seconds before we had to go in the door. Turning, I sighed and pulled open the door.

      I found a table while Miles went to get us something to drink. Despite my wine-savvy neighbors, I still hadn’t learned much about grapes, fermentation, or picking the right color. White was usually good, so I was grateful for the tall glass Miles brought to the table. I saw he’d chosen red for himself. It was another way that we were different. His parents had a basement full of wine they collected from their travels around the world. My parents weren’t operating in that stratosphere at all.

      “I got us lobster mac and cheese,” he said while sitting in a chair across the tiny four-person table. “It’s supposed to be good.”

      “It’s gotta be better than the stuff I had last time,” I said, thinking about the bacon-wrapped dates and other so-called delicacies Tom had ordered.

      Speaking of last time, I thought as I watched Tom Brody, my ex-fiancé, stride over. I looked at my watch. We hadn’t even been in here ten minutes, and already this was hard. After Tom and I cancelled our engagement, I’d kept my side of our bargain, keeping his secret about his little habit of visiting prostitutes. Which I guess wouldn’t have been as big a problem if he hadn’t been a Cuyahoga County prosecutor—a man whose job it was to enforce the law, not break it.

      “Hey there, Casey,” he said, leaning down to buss me on both cheeks. Right then, he broke his end of the deal—the part where he was never supposed to speak to me ever again.

      “Tom.”

      My ex-fiancé flipped an empty chair around and sat ass backwards on the thing, careful to tuck his tie behind the rungs. “Been a media blitz on the Container Case,” he said. “Seems like we can’t go a night without speculation on how such a horrific crime can remain unsolved.” Tom waved to a couple of semi-familiar faces. “People keep asking me why the Cleveland Police or anyone in our office can’t find the culprits. But I throw up my hands—” and Tom did just that, acting out the scenario, “—and say it’s not us, it’s the Feds. Take it up with them.”

      “It’s a hard one to crack,” I said, rushing to Miles’ and the FBI’s defense. “It’s not like the guy behind this is just going to turn himself in and face life in prison if not the death penalty.”

      “You on this one?” Tom said to Miles, his voice dripping with innocence.

      “Yeah. We’re working the case hard,” Miles said.

      “So…why can’t you find him…or her? Someone who keeps women and children in a container and sells them for sex is among the worst of the worst.”

      I wondered if my head was going to explode. Of all the…the audacity…that…he. My brain couldn’t grasp what I was hearing. Some of those women in the containers had no doubt been with Tom. He probably knew exactly who the ringleader was.

      “I think I see your deputy chief over there,” I said to Tom, pointing toward a thick knot of people.

      “Gotta go,” my brown-nosing ex said, standing abruptly.

      I gulped at my wine in his wake while I did the mental gymnastics necessary to get at what was fluttering in the back of my mind. I waited until two servings of mac and cheese appeared and the waitress disappeared before I spoke.

      “I think Tom Brody knows who runs the ring,” I announced.

      “What?” Miles said distractedly, moving food around on his plate.

      “Did you just see what happened?” I probed.

      “What? Your ex coming over here and rubbing my nose in my shitty record?” Miles said, looking aggrieved. Men. I needed to get him refocused on what I was trying to say and off his damned ego.

      “Your win rate is high,” I placated.

      “Not with the cases that matter. His uncle got off on my watch. And the sex trafficking mogul is about to do the same.”

      I wanted to shake Miles. Instead, I gripped his forearm hard enough for him to feel my fingers through his starched button-down. “Yeah, he was probably taunting you. That’s not what I’m saying.”

      “What are you saying?”

      I took a gulp of the tap water on the table, trying to clear my head. “Remember that night I asked you to follow Tom over to that motel?”

      “Yes.” Miles nodded.

      “Do you remember him going into some room with a young girl on his arm?”

      “That was so fucking wrong of him to cheat on you,” Miles said, aggrieved again, this time on my behalf.

      I gripped his arm again. “Look, that’s not the point. I didn’t marry him. The point is that he was seeing a girl in that same motel where the container was found. The point is that he had to make arrangements with someone to hire that prostitute.” I took a long pause while Miles got away from his own ego long enough to hear what I was saying. “The point is, Miles, that he probably knows or has a good idea of who the guy behind the containers is.”

      “Shit. I never thought of that. I’ve been worried about your rep—”

      “Your chivalry is noted. Besmirchment gone.”

      “Besmirchment,” Miles let out a hearty laugh. “Is that even a word?”

      “No, probably not. I’d lose at Scrabble.” I shook my head. When I glanced at Miles again, I had to laugh too. It probably took us a good two minutes to get it under control.

      The stuffed shirts trying to network their way to cases, jobs, career paths were looking at us none too kindly. I didn’t care anymore. I’d been humiliated in the worst ways already. There wasn’t much more that could happen to me. Miles felt the same, I imagine, as he was in the Federal ivory tower. Local Cleveland politics weren’t going to make or break his career.

      After a long moment, Miles sobered and looked me straight in the eye. “You’re probably right about Tom.”

      “And?” I scooted forward on my seat, waiting for my schadenfreude moment. I was ready for vindication. I was ready to hear how the U.S. Attorney’s office would finally take someone in the Brody family down.

      Miles finally spoke, “And…if the Judge Eamon Brody case taught me anything, there isn’t a damn thing I can do about it.”

      I’d practically handed my current boyfriend my ex-boyfriend’s head on a platter and he was looking away. I took a drink of wine trying to hide my disappointment. No one was perfect. Miles maybe knew things I didn’t. I grabbed his hand under the table. At least I wasn’t in this alone anymore.
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      “What do you mean she got away?” I wanted to slam the wall with my fist. But I didn’t want to go to the hospital and have to try to explain why my knuckles were busted. Plaster was a lot stronger than drywall. Back when Cleveland Heights was young, good building materials had been important. I hated the cheap paperboard shit that sectioned off the back rooms of The Place to Be, but I could use the satisfaction of putting a big ol’ hole in something right now.

      “He said he had a fantasy about chasing a girl through the woods and catching her like she was a runaway slave or some shit,” Grand was saying when I tuned him back in.

      “So, how that work?” I didn’t really need the details. I needed to know if Grand was lying. Because something about this shit weren’t right.

      “He say he let his dog go out there all the time. That he knew the woods like the back of his hand. Took Destiny’s shoes and told her to run. She checked with me, then did what he said. But when he went after her, he couldn’t find her nowhere.”

      “Did you look?” I caught his eyes and didn’t look away.

      “’Course I did.” He pointed at his muddy shoes. Personally, I thought he was more upset about ruining his kicks than losing one of my most productive assets. “But it was dark out there. I don’t know nothing about them parks. You wanna go back and look with me?”

      No, I didn’t want to be running around no damned park. A black man in a park at night was just asking to be arrested. “What’s this guy’s name?”

      Grand shifted a little in his chair. “Put it through the shredder already.” He leaned forward, real earnest. “You told us to make sure we got rid of shit.”

      “I think it was you who told me that,” I said. “Where did her momma used to live?”

      Grand sat back. Took a drink of the beer he’d asked Alisha for. Tried to remember the last time I’d seen him with alcohol. Couldn’t. This mofo was guilty or lying or something. But after years of loyalty and not fucking up anything, I was warring between disbelief and letting it go. “Been a minute,” he finally said. Eyes was rolled up in his head like he was thinking hard. “East nineties, I think. Right by MLK in the park.”

      “Think she went back there?” I asked. I half rose out of my seat like I was gonna get the truck keys and haul ass out that way.

      “Wouldn’t think so,” Grand said around a huge mouthful of beer. His arms waved me back down in my seat. “Her momma was living on borrowed time. House wasn’t hers and she couldn’t pay the rent back then.”

      “Either way, make sure you go by there first thing tomorrow morning. Check around.” Grand nodded readily. “You don’t find her. You gotta replace her. She was getting kind of old. Maybe you’ll get another kid the age she was when you met her. Young ones make more.”

      For a long second, I thought Grand was going to say no. His eye twitched something awful. “I hear you.”

      “Your envelope gonna be real light this week,” I warned. His fault or not, I wasn’t taking the hit on this. I had bills to pay.

      “I’ll scope out the wannabes at the club,” he said.

      Wasn’t exactly what I was going for, but I let him take the easy way out. There wasn’t no shortage of girls who wanted to shake they titties and asses at the men in Cleveland. In no time, they was ready to do an extra favor or two when they realized the pockets of out of work men was thin for tipping. But I’d never met a guy who couldn’t come up with some cash when guaranteed pussy was involved.

      “Alright,” I said, leaning my elbows on the table. I ignored Alisha’s stare that said my manners wasn’t shit. “From now on, this is how we’re gonna do things.” I handed him a slip of paper. “Memorize this. Alisha’s going to take orders on this central number. Write down what they want, plan out the route. Either they come out to the van or you escort the girls in. No more outside runaway slave fantasies. I ain’t running a paintball park or fast food restaurant. They can’t get things their way. You make sure the girls ain’t running out the back door. Make sure the customers don’t think they gonna get to keep them. You got it,” I finished.

      Grand nodded. “The motel was easier.”

      “It was,” I agreed. But I wasn’t buying no motel. Not now when places like that were probably under heavy surveillance. That would be like painting a target on my back. “The thing you gotta make sure everyone understand is that we got to keep this shit low key. I ain’t stupid enough to think the feds found a container full of girls and walked away. They’re looking for me something hard, I know.”

      “I’m paying Hami regular as clock work,” Grand put in.

      “Right now, they’re our greatest liability. They talk and it only matter of hours before we all locked up under the jail. I watch the news. They making me out to be the worst thing since Saddam Hussein cause of that underage girl. They should see the hundreds of girls working out here who ain’t eighteen.” I stopped myself before I got on a rant.

      “Look, I ain’t willing to put my business on hold while things quiet down. But we got to stay low. I think the trucks do that for us. But we can’t have girls running away. Especially since they living at my house and could lead the cops here like Hansel and Gretel. So I don’t know how much muscle you gonna need or how you gonna do it. But your number one job is protecting our assets. My job will be protecting all our asses so we can all keep making money.” Grand kept up nodding. “You feel me? Pussy ain’t never going to go out of style.”

      Grand got up to leave. It was damned near midnight and I was tired as hell. That buzz from that diner coffee had long wore off. “Wait.” Dion stopped in his tracks. “Get the keys to that van Destiny was using. It’s time to get us some leverage.”
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      I was dotting my ‘i’s’ and crossing my ‘t’s’ when the hollow wood door that stood between me and my colleagues flew open.

      “She’s gone!” Valdespino barged in, slamming the door behind him.

      Adrenaline flooded my veins. Had someone kidnapped Casey? But that wild-eyed look on the FBI agent’s face wasn’t directed at me. I got my breath again. “Who’s gone?”

      “Rida Emad.”

      “The hotel girl?”

      “The very same one.”

      I looked at the huge dry erase board opposite my desk. Despite the computerized docketing system, I kept important dates on that calendar. My eyes swiveled through the days. It was the twenty-seventh, four days after our visit to the Sleepy Time and Emad.

      “Where is she?” I asked, wondering where we’d have to go to question her.

      “Well, isn’t that the fucking question?” Valdespino huffed.

      “We were there last Thursday, right?” I asked.

      “Between then and now, she’s disappeared.”

      “I thought you were going to follow up on Friday.”

      “The terror alert went from yellow to orange to red.”

      There was a big placard in the building lobby with alerts, but I’d long ago learned to ignore it. The color-coded sign didn’t tell you shit, but raised your blood pressure nonetheless. “What was the threat?”

      “Some fucking chatter out of Iran about nukes. But it was all hands on deck,” he said derisively. I knew his frustration. Terrorist threats trumped everything. A lot of hot leads grew cold while agents were sifting through intelligence. Drug dealers and domestic terrorists went right about their business under our collective noses while we tried to figure out if Osama bin Laden was making plans.

      “So, Rida?”

      “When I got off terror duty, I got back to my desk. She’s enrolled in the Richmond Heights Secondary School.”

      “What’s the school say?”

      “Not much of anything. Turned out to be hell getting her enrolled there, probably. The school requires a student have a social security number. Federal law requires public schools enroll any student regardless of immigration status.”

      “So?”

      “So she sat home half of the last school year while Emad jumped through hoops getting the school to take her. They finally did. But her attendance has been spotty already this year. When she didn’t show up, either they figured she dropped out or went back to Egypt. I can’t find anyone who looked too closely to see why the girl wasn’t coming to school.”

      “She wasn’t in school on Thursday. I think she said something about subbing in for a cleaner who called off,” I added. It wasn’t just the school that was lax, but Emad as well.

      “First Kelly Tucker. Then this girl. I swear to God it’s too damned easy to disappear a kid in this country,” Valdespino said, his frustration boiling up to the top.

      “What does Emad say?”

      “Nothing. He said he needs a lawyer. Won’t even admit that he has a sister. And since she barely existed in any system…”

      “Do you think he’s hiding her?” I asked. “Maybe he figured what we did, that she’s the weak spot and didn’t want to be vulnerable.”

      Valdespino shook his head. “Nope, he was too damn nervous-looking. I have a sneaking suspicion Sledge is behind this.”

      “You think he took the girl?” I asked. This was chess, checkers, and dominoes combined. Everyone had a strategy, but different aims.

      “If we thought she was the weak link, then he probably did too. I think Sledge wanted to silence the little Emad family. I say he threatened to turn that little girl out. If Emad saw even ten percent of what went on inside those rooms, I say he’s going to be as quiet as a church mouse from now on.”

      The creak of my brand-new office chair was the only sound in the room. “Fucking A. He’s protecting his enterprise no matter what. We gotta find that girl or another way in.”

      It took five hours for me to wind down from Valdespino’s visit. I needed some time away from this office and this case.

      Fortunately, Casey had been up for a distraction. Dinner had been good. The wine better. Sex has been the best. Instead of turning over and going to sleep, which probably would have been the best move I could have made, I was complicating things.

      “My parents are coming into town,” I said as nonchalantly as I could muster, which wasn’t all that nonchalant.

      “Why?” Casey asked. I could feel her tensing up just a little on her side of the bed.

      “My mother loves festivals. Apple cider and fried dough at the Big E. Watching horse racing down in Virginia. She’ll travel anywhere for local food and Clydesdales,” I answered.

      “They’re coming for Oktoberfest?”

      “Yep. Does your family go? She was hoping to meet your parents, maybe buy them a beer.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Like clockwork. It’s a time to mingle with some friends they only see once a year.”

      I’d suspected as much. Given how authentic her mother’s strudel was, I’d assumed there was some love of the old country. When I’d mentioned Casey’s mom was German, my mother had probably bought tickets that day. She loved my dad, but was suspicious of all other white people as far as I could tell. She wanted to come here and look Casey in the eye. See if my girlfriend cared about me despite my race, or because of it. I’d never quite put a finger on what my mother was looking for in girlfriends who weren’t black.

      Though my mother had one agenda, I had another. I wanted Mom and Dad to know that I cared deeply about Casey. Oktoberfest was my mother’s flimsy excuse. But she wasn’t wrong in her instincts. I was starting to really like Casey. A lot. Maybe love her. So much so that I felt bad, really bad about how I’d treated my last girlfriend. The one I’d still had when I’d met Casey.

      She’d been a single mom who wanted to get married. I’d been…a guy.

      “How’s the investigation?” Casey asked. I knew she was deflecting the stuff between us, but I let her.

      “Our guy has disappeared.”

      “What do you mean disappeared?”

      “It’s like he never existed. We finally found what we think was the second container. Got a warrant. Got a SWAT team. Fifty men. Enough firepower to start a small war.”

      Casey sat up, pulling the sheet up to her neck. One day, when we weren’t naked, I’d tell her just how much I liked her body. The nudge from her foot let me know she’d noticed my distraction. “I saw it on the news. They said it was empty as Al Capone’s vault. Was that true?” Her question was leading.

      “And nothing. The container was empty. Our guy had probably moved those girls weeks ago when we came upon the first one.”

      “What about that motel? You were with me when we saw Tom go in there.”

      “Manager says he’s never allowed any illegal activity there. Runs a family motel. Got him to give us a look at his books. They’re clean as a whistle.”

      “So maybe he or she closed up shop. If you took a drug dealer’s stash and patrolled his corner every few minutes, he’d be out of business.”

      “Chas is leaning that way. Lou doesn’t buy it. If it weren’t for the twenty-four/seven news harping on this story every few days, it would probably have gone away much sooner. Chas says not everyone’s a mobster. Small fries sometimes get scared out of business.”

      “Do you think someone who’d lock women and children in a container is a small fry? That seems very calculated.”

      “That’s what I said. But then where did he go? If his regular customers came to the Sleepy Time or Sunrise, they haven’t been back. Not a one. How did he contact them all? Where did they move? Cuyahoga County isn’t that big. We’ve visited hotels, motels, big and small.”

      “Maybe he moved to a house, and he’s running it like a Madam.”

      “Then it’s the proverbial needle in the haystack. He’s got the Fourth Amendment on his side.”

      “Well, we should all be safe from unwarranted search and seizure.”

      “It would be a damned bit easier if we could do a door to door search. I keep thinking of that girl. That there are other children out there.”

      “It’s a good thing that we can’t,” Casey said. “It’s already over the line that felons on probation are subject to warrantless searches.” She paused for long time. “Have you figured out a way to call Tom Brody in for questioning?”

      “Do you still think he’s somehow involved in this?”

      Casey gave me a look like I’d flunked kindergarten. “That Sunrise Motel I saw on the news looked an awful lot like the place we saw Tom.”

      “Look, I like my job. I want to stay here in Cleveland right now, so no.” I could hear my own voice get quieter. How embarrassing was it that I’d put my own career ahead of exploited women. But Casey had to know better than anyone that crossing the line with the Brodys was tantamount to putting a noose around my own neck.

      “Funny how you thought nothing of having me hang myself out to dry, to try to convict Eeamon Brody, but now you’re all about self-preservation,” she said her voice getting tighter.

      The pot had met the kettle. She was right, but I didn’t have anything more to go on than what I saw when we’d chased him down. I wasn’t ready to burn that bridge quite yet.

      “So, Oktoberfest?” Changing the subject seemed like a better idea than going down the Brody corruption road. “Do you want our parents to meet there or should we schedule a dinner? Maybe at Charley’s Crab? Or if there’s an equivalent on the westside.”

      “I’ll have to ask them if they’re busy,” Casey muttered. I could tell she was hedging.

      If talking about my case hadn’t already killed the post-coital, post-wine buzz, her hesitation made it fade away in a heartbeat. “You’ve told your mom that you have a new boyfriend, right?”

      “We’re boyfriend and girlfriend?” Casey deflected.

      “I’m not seeing anyone else. Since we’re together whenever we’re not working, I assume you’re not seeing anyone else either. Is that a safe assumption to make?”

      “Of course.”

      “But you haven’t said anything to your parents?”

      “I’m not fifteen, Miles,” Casey said on a sigh. “Plus there’s the little matter of my recent broken engagement. I mean, they’re not conservative. But they are Catholic. I don’t exactly want to throw in their face that I was sleeping with you when I was supposed to be engaged to someone else.”

      “Did you tell them why you broke it off with Tom?”

      “Hell, no. It’s private anyway. My inadequacy isn’t something I want to wave like a geek flag for everyone to see.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you. Do you think there’s something wrong with me for being with you? Do you think a black guy is the best you can do?”

      “Oh, God, Miles. No. You’re mixing up about a million issues.”

      “Straighten them out for me.”

      “One. I like you a lot. Two. I…I’ll talk to my parents about us and about getting together with your parents. Three. You have to understand. I wasn’t some belle of the ball in high school. I went to all-girls St. Joseph. I didn’t date much. I was too busy trying to live up to my parents’ expectations. They wanted for me what they didn’t have and I wanted to give that to them. I didn’t party at a party school. Then I met Tom and thought we’d get married. That’s it. I’m not some mythical siren with men dropping at my feet. So it’s awkward. This conversation about dating. It’s like announcing to my parents that I have sex.”

      I was quiet for a minute. I’d gotten my back up over my own sense of inadequacy. “Sorry, my parents were a lot different. There wasn’t anything we didn’t talk about. Sex. Money. Politics. Religion. Nothing was off limits.”

      “Even now?” she asked. I heard the subtext. I was in my thirties. Some things should be private.

      “Even now,” I conceded. “Maybe I’ll think about that going forward. But they know about us, so…”

      Without another word, Casey slipped from her bed into a robe and left the room. A minute later, I heard her murmuring into the phone positioned in the hallway nook. I found my boxers wrapped up in the sheets, put them on, then came down the hall. Casey was already putting the phone back in the cradle when I slipped my arms around her waist.

      “So we’re all set for next weekend.”

      That wasn’t exactly joy I heard in her voice.

      “It’ll be fun,” I said, mentally crossing my fingers that my mother didn’t bring up sex, money, politics, or religion. I might want to marry this woman and hoped my mother got things off to a good start. The fact that my mind was steering toward marriage nearly knocked me off my feet. Rather than say something stupid, I kissed Casey instead. Sometimes, lawyers used too many words, and not enough actions. I wanted to break that cycle.
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      “You haven’t left this house for two weeks,” Momma said.

      “Where am I gonna go?” I asked, pulling my eyes from the TV. John—he’d asked me to call him that—liked his TV sharp as a tack. A huge Sony Trinitron had replaced the mega-sized, ugly ass projection thing Clark had in here. The screen was smaller, but the picture was a whole lot better. I could see the holes in people’s skin, which was kind of gross.

      Until we’d moved to Sledge’s house, the one pleasure in my life had been TV. The reception in the hotel was as shitty as the TV sets, but when I got up in the afternoon, I’d watch some of those dumb ass court shows you knew were fake. Make believe or not, I liked to see people get theirs. And Oprah. I never missed it. She’d survived her cousin or uncle or whoever and look at her now. Gave me hope for whatever in the hell came after Dion and Sledge. If I’d survived and made it through that, maybe….

      Momma stared at me hard like my brains had fallen out of my head. “I don’t know. Back to school? Get a job?”

      “What would I do? I don’t know how to do anything.” Except lay on my back, put a condom on with my mouth, smile, and pretend I’m having a good time even after a hard slap in the face.

      Momma muted Divorce Court. I tried not to snatch the remote. I really wanted to know if the husband had cleaned out the bank account and had taken the kids’ savings bonds like the wife claimed.

      “You still ain’t told me at all where you been for five goddamn years. All I can guess is you been laying up in some man’s house for a long time. I was as mad as hell in the beginning. I know bringing Tyson in right after Clark probably wasn’t great. But I was getting lonely and I needed someone to help me with the bills. Sydney ain’t never been one to hold down a job. And you was too young to work.

      “John is a good man, though. You could have called. I ain’t moved or changed the number.” My momma ran out of steam. I didn’t mention that she hadn’t been exactly looking for me. Sometimes, Sledge had to disappear other girls when the police came knocking, looking around the motel for missing and runaway kids. My name ain’t never come up like that. I pulled my mind from going in that direction.

      The only person who’d ever wanted me was Dion. Late at night since I’d been back with Momma, I kind of even thought of trying to stay at his house. I even got so far as putting on my clothes in the middle of last night and tiptoeing upstairs. John prowling around in the kitchen and thoughts of Sledge made me walk my ass right back down to my newest prison cell.

      “You ain’t said nothing.” Momma’s voice intruded into my thoughts.

      I was way too shamed to tell her the absolute truth. So I added a little to the story I’d decided was going to be my new truth going forward. “I was mad, Mamma, I ain’t gonna lie. So I ran to Dion. He was so nice, and clean, and everything,” I said, starting with the truth. “But he was like one of those men you only hear about on Oprah. He didn’t want me talking to no one. Having no friends. He locked me in when he went to work at night.” That was only half a lie. They locked me up all night, all right. But it was in a hotel room with whatever man had paid them enough for my body.

      “So why he let you go?” Momma asked. It was a good question. I still didn’t quite understand it. One minute, I was under some nasty assed westside man. The next minute, I was in Momma’s driveway knocking at the back door. When nobody was watching me, I was still peeping out the windows waiting for Sledge to come get me. Never met a man who clung tighter to a dollar. Momma was looking at me strangely. Then I remembered she’d asked me something.

      “Found a new girl. Someone as young as I had been,” I said. That could be true, sure enough. I’d seen them bring in the new ones. Fresh-looking and clueless. They cost a lot more because that innocence didn’t last all that long. Sledge could only sell virginity three or four times.

      “That shit is illegal all up and down. You want me to call the police? He shouldn’t be doing this kind of thing to underage girls. Some other mother done lost her child,” she said, tut-tutting and shaking her head.

      I unmuted the TV and turned it loud enough to drown out my thoughts. It was a commercial for a chairlift in your own home. I wondered if that would be fun or would you get tired of going upstairs so slow.

      Momma jabbed at the red button on the upper right corner, turning off the set completely.

      “You lost all your home training?” Her voice wasn’t soft or nice like it had been the last couple of weeks. I guess the vacation was over. This was the momma I knew best. I tried to think what in the hell I should say. If’n she put me out, I have nowhere to go.

      “Why you bagging on Dion?” I asked. Wasn’t that what women did? Protect their abusers. I’d seen that on Ricki Lake more than once.

      “He practically stole you when you was fourteen and kept you hostage for years. Now you saying he doing that to another girl. Someone should stop him.”

      “You wasn’t this mad about Clark,” I whispered. I couldn’t believe my mother was riled up on some guy she didn’t know messing around with young girls when Clark had been doing that same damned thing right up under her nose.

      I bit my bottom lip hard. It was how I’d kept myself from crying over the past years. Shonna had taught me that little trick. Mens thought you were hot for whatever shit they was doing. But it kept you from ruining they good time. Except for the ones that liked crying. I felt my body start to shake. That was a whole different kind of monster.

      “I ain’t say this to you back then ’cause you wasn’t ready to hear it. But what happened with Clark ain’t nothing new. Most girls I know had the same thing happen with their father or uncle or cousin. You wouldn’t have understood it back then, but you got to keep on keeping on. Women take they knocks and get back up. Someone gotta wash the floors, cook the food, take care of the kids. We can’t lay down and go woe is me like white women do. It’s not how sistas roll.”

      I didn’t want to wash floors, though. I wanted to chain myself to the pipe in the basement and die. Kind of funny that my worst nightmare was now my greatest wish. “I hear you,” I said, hoping she’d walk away and leave me to drowning out my thoughts with talk shows.

      Momma dug in the pocket of her too tight jeans. She tossed a Benjamin my way. I scooped it up, glad I didn’t have to hand it over to Dion or Sledge. “Thanks.”

      “That ain’t no Christmas gift. Get yourself something presentable to wear and get a job. I’m real sorry that you got mixed up with Dion. But at least you don’t got three or four kids. You lucky that way. You got until next month to start bringing in some money. Otherwise….”

      She didn’t need to say more. Otherwise, I was on my own. Otherwise, I needed to get the hell up outta here. Otherwise, otherwise, otherwise. I stuffed the money in my own pocket and poked at the little plastic rods under the skin of my arm. Sledge had made sure I didn’t have no kids. Yeah, lucky.

      When Momma didn’t move except to give me hard looks, I went back down to the basement. Took a minute to get fortified. Twenty minutes later, I’d pulled on the clothes Momma had let me borrow and hopped the bus over to Shaker Square. They had a new Gap there. Flipped through the sale rack and bought some khaki pants and a couple of tops. Wasn’t till I walked up outta that store that I realized I was going to look like Dion when I got dressed. Should have tried something else, but I had no idea what I should look like. And clearance items couldn’t be returned.

      I wandered up and down the square, wondering what to do with the last ten bucks in my pocket. It wasn’t too hard a choice. I’d been a little shaky the first couple of nights I’d been home. But the upside of the basement is that John kept his beer stash down there. Two or three a night and I could get to sleep without too many dreams. Sledge may not have given us much, but he kept us in alcohol. My favorite was a shot of Mad Dog. It was sweet and kept me buzzed right good. But John didn’t have that crap downstairs.

      Plus John had noticed some were missing. I ain’t copped to nothing, but I couldn’t keep drinking up his shit. With this money in my pocket, I could get something I liked a little better than that bitter, foul-tasting shit he liked.

      I prowled the little grocery store for something. I was in luck. There was a special for margarita flavored beers. Ten for ten bucks. I plunked them on the conveyor belt. When it was my turn the cashier looked me up and down.

      “ID?”

      ID? I’d been drinking five years and ain’t no one asked for ID. The men who visited me certainly didn’t want me to be twenty-one. I nearly laughed in her face. “I ain’t got no ID,” I said.

      She squinted, then ran the cans through the scanner. I passed over my money and she bagged them up. I’d looked in the mirror since I’d been home. With my short hair and a couple of scars, I didn’t look like a young ’un anymore. Maybe that’s why Dion had brought me home. I hadn’t been much to look at to begin with. Now, I looked like the crack hoes I saw on the street. No matter. I snatched up my beer and started the long ass walk home. Didn’t have no money for a bus ride back. When the men hollered out the window, I ain’t say shit to them. And they moved on. Couldn’t imagine I’d ever get in another man’s car again.

      Halfway home, I saw a white van with blue lettering parked on Buckeye and nearly dropped my shit. I glanced all around. Dion and Sledge had never been out before dark, and it certainly wasn’t dark now. I looked everywhere, but there wasn’t nowhere to hide. I hated this about Cleveland. Wasn’t like New York City with lots of building doorways or dark alleys to duck into. We had nothing but open space here. City liked to knock down buildings and leave weeds in they place. I started to turn back the other way, when I saw people line up at the van.

      Sledge ain’t never had no line. The cops would have gotten on him for that, for sure. My heartbeat came back to normal. Was probably some kind of food for the homeless kind of thing. I pulled my shit together and kept on stepping. When I got closer, though, I noticed most of the people lined up to get shit was women. Then I got closer still. Knew better, but I still couldn’t pull my eyes away. The blue logo I thought was Sledge’s was really some kind of cross. There were a bunch of churches on this stretch of road. Probably some ministry outreach shit.

      Suckers.

      Rich people got money. Poor people got God. Some of the girls used to fall down on their knees and pray to God to get them away from Sledge. I’d looked in the eyes of enough men to know there weren’t no God left in this world.

      A skinny white man jumped from the back of the van and walked my way.

      “Can I help you?” he said like I was walking into a store and not down Buckeye.

      I pulled my bags close. “No, I don’t think so,” I said, stepping just a little bit faster.

      “I’m sorry. I think we can help you. We give out condoms to working women. We also have a group you can join if you’re ready to give up the life,” he said, trying to shove some kind of shiny pamphlet in my face.

      Careless of the heavy bags I was carrying, I put out my palms and shoved him squarely in the chest.

      “I ain’t no whore,” I yelled, then took off running. Made it a couple of blocks before I had to stop and suck in air. I let the tears come then. It was too dark for anyone to see them. I ain’t no whore, I repeated to myself with each step home. But flashes of memories flickered in my brain like channels flipping by when I had the remote control in my hand.

      I wasn’t nothing but a whore.
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      Lettie snagged me by the door to the reception area before I could take off my overcoat and hang it on the coat rack.

      “There’s a client here to see you,” she whispered.

      Great. I looked down at my jeans and long sleeved t-shirt. I was planning what I called a churning day. My best friend Lulu had told me years ago that her firm made an effort once a month to churn through files as a way to bill hours, but also as a way to make sure nothing got forgotten on a case because even big firms could made mistakes.

      Now that my clients were more well-heeled than they’d been a couple of years ago, I’d taken on the churning idea. But the dust from hundreds of pieces of paper and the cardboard file holders killed my wallet with a fat dry cleaning bill.

      So in preparation for the monthly review, I’d dressed down, and had purposefully made no client appointments. To maintain professionalism, I tried to only let clients see me in a suit or at least a dress or skirt, and some makeup, and my hair in…well…something less than disarray.

      “Who is it?” I asked, wondering which one of my clients would just show up without an appointment. The answer was actually ninety-nine percent of them. Because they were going through a crisis, they were oblivious to everyone else.

      Clients had a way of calling and showing up whenever they perceived an emergency. I’d even made the mistake of giving out my home number in those first years. I’d had to change it because I couldn’t finish a meal without the phone ringing.

      “That Jarrod Carter guy,” Lettie whispered while I looked through my bag for the hair clip I used on humid or rainy days when the frizz was out of control.

      I dropped my bag at the mention of his name. Lip balm and moisturizer rolled to far corners of the waiting room. I’d never told Lettie that I’d found out he was guilty. When she’d brought me my favorite Presti’s cannoli to celebrate the victory, I’d played along with the fiction that I’d saved another innocent man from the jaws of the system.

      I lifted the clip from the carpet and gripped my innocent hair tight in the jaws of the plastic tortoise accessory. “Did you tell him I wasn’t seeing clients today?” I hissed. Then I got on hands and knees and scrambled to put everything else in my bag.

      Lettie’s eyes skittered away. She knew she’d violated my strict rule about letting clients get their way. Especially after hours. I’d put a stop to that with an angry cop client in a contentious divorce case. Me alone, pissed off guy with a gun, bad equation. Nothing happened, thank goodness, but I’d never do anything that stupid again.

      “He’s kind of scary,” she said.

      I may have half-agreed with her, but my back went up immediately. Dating Miles had made me more sensitive to any perceived racial slight than I’d ever been before. I hated the idea of someone judging my sweet, smart boyfriend because he was half-black.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “He’s a big…guy,” she said. I could see her mentally backpedaling, having purposefully left out the word black.

      “Fine,” I snapped. I didn’t know why I was arguing with her. Nothing I could say here in the waiting room would make Carter disappear. Best to get it over with. He was probably in trouble again or needed help with the city. I’d listen to his problem, turn him down, and get back to work. Easy enough.

      Carter was standing by the radiator cum window sill, looking through my wall of windows that gave a beautiful view of Lake Erie, when I pushed through the door.

      “Good morning!” I tried to put cheer into my voice. “We don’t seem to have an appointment. Can we reschedule for another day?” Putting off a client today usually guaranteed they’d find other counsel. I’d found that out the hard way, much to my detriment, years ago. But Carter finding another lawyer would be a gift.

      “I really need to talk to you now,” he said. His tone was inflexible.

      “Are you facing charges?” I asked. He looked as cool as a cucumber to me. Not like a man under a second indictment in as many months.

      “I might be,” he said.

      I dropped the pretense of innocence. “Is it for the same thing? Prostituting girls out of the back of your club?” I moved away from the window and sat in my high-backed leather chair. My clothes may not be professional, but I hoped the chair lent some kind of dignity to my position. That and the huge framed diplomas behind me.

      “Is what I tell you confidential?” Carter asked, following my cues and taking one of the two seats on the other side of my desk.

      I closed my eyes in contemplation. Then I pulled a legal pad and pencil from my desk. “Let me explain confidentiality,” I said, doing my lawyerly duty. I took a deep breath and plunged into the speech I’d heard my first year Crim Law professor give during one of his first lectures. “If you killed someone, robbed a bank, or ate your neighbor for lunch, then come to tell me about it. I’m bound by my duty of confidentiality. I can’t tell most people about it.”

      “Most people?” Carter cocked his head.

      “I can tell Lettie, my assistant. Or if I hired an investigator I could tell them about what you’d done. But that’s about it. I can tell no one else, ever.”

      “I think I’m—” Carter started.

      I held up my hand. “I’m not finished. There are some instances when I’m not required to keep what you tell me a secret,” I said.

      “Like when?” he asked before sitting back and rubbing at his clean shaven chin.

      “If you come in here and tell me you’re going to murder someone, going to rob a bank, or are going to kill and eat your neighbor for lunch, I’m required to call the police and tell them to save the people or bank from harm. You got it?”

      Carter nodded, sagely. He appeared to get in a few minutes what had taken me weeks to wrap my brain around. In my limited experience, I’d concluded there were dumb criminals and smart criminals. The former was the guy who snatched your purse in broad daylight under a CCTV sign. The smart criminal cased your house, opened the one window with a broken latch, and took an unused credit card from the bottom of a desk drawer. Carter was clearly in the latter group.

      “So do we have something to discuss, or do you need to collect your bag and jacket and walk out the door?” I prayed silently to a God I didn’t much believe in that he’d do just that. I toyed with the communion crucifix hanging around my neck for good measure.

      “I think you need to clear your schedule, because we have some talking to do.”

      “Excuse me,” I said. I turned to the computer on my credenza and woke it up. I shot Lettie a quick ICQ message, letting her know to hold my calls.

      “So you know how I run The Place to Be and The Dive Bar?” he said before I could even sit down and pull my pad to me.

      “Yes, I’m familiar with both establishments,” I said, clicking out the ball point and jotting down the name of both nonetheless. Mainly for something to do with my hands than for information.

      “In addition to dancing, the girls perform tricks for the customers who ask,” he said matter-of-factly. Like that hadn’t been the single issue the jury had to decide in his case. Like he hadn’t walked out of court a guilty man who’d beaten the system.

      “You mean you don’t fine them for breaking the rules?” I asked a little too sarcastically.

      “Yeah, well, sorry about that,” Carter said. “I couldn’t lay out the whole defense or you wouldn’t have followed my lead. I do remember your earlier explanation about how you didn’t want to know if I committed the crime.”

      “Well then, I’d made my own bed, I guess.” I tried not to let the guilt and ick feeling from that case ooze through my veins. “How can I help you?”

      “I think I’m being investigated by the FBI,” he said.

      My heart beat sped up. My not so recent bashing in federal court came to mind. I was a baby lawyer. That place was for grown-ups.

      “What makes you think that?” I asked, trying to look as placid as Lake Erie. “Did you receive a target letter?” I had no idea what in the hell a target letter was or would look like, but my very smart criminal client probably did.

      “No, it’s more complicated than that,” he said. “I’ve looked at this from all sides, and I think they stumbled upon my extended operation.”

      Stumbled. Extended operation? Maybe I didn’t get enough sleep, or needed a better relationship with caffeine, because I felt like I was drowning on those deceptively calm waters of the Great Lake outside the window. “How do you mean?” is what I asked.

      Carter took a deep breath and looked as if he were deciding something. “Do you watch the news?”

      “Sometimes,” I said. Had he done something newsworthy? I’d quit watching the news as much after the whole Brody thing. It had infuriated me how often reporters got it wrong. How often they didn’t have a fucking clue what they were talking about. I must have tuned Carter out because what he was saying wasn’t computing.

      “Can you repeat that?”

      “The women in the container,” he said. “That was nearly half of my business, right there. It was a huge blow to my income. They was right about relying on any one thing for much of your income. I’ll be working on diversification more in the future. But right now, I need the feds out of my business.”

      My brain was having a hell of a time reconciling what I’d just heard. Had Carter admitted to masterminding Cleveland’s crime of the year? Or was he talking about a stock portfolio?

      “You were keeping women and children in a container?” And before I could censor myself I blurted out, “Oh my God. I was there when the FBI found that!”

      “You?” Carter asked. Silent in my embarrassment, I studied him.

      “I was passing by on my way back from dinner,” I hedged.

      “Those girls might talk. That’s the core of the issue. I don’t think they have much to tell. I had very little interaction with them, but who knows what they learned. I need to stay out of jail.”

      “Why?”

      “Why, what?”

      “Why do you think you get to stay out of jail? Sometimes, criminals go to jail.”

      “I need to take care of my mother. She’s got the sugar. Lost a leg. I’m the only one working in my family to support her. My sister’s a hood rat, doing God knows what, God knows where. So I have to pay my niece to watch her full time while I work. Money like that don’t grow on trees. I don’t want her to lose her house to Medicare.”

      Sick mother. Drug addict sister. Niece. I tried to sort through all the stuff he was throwing at me. I went back to the crime. “The container didn’t put you out of business. What happened to the girls who weren’t in the second container?” I said out of morbid curiosity. Then held up my hand. “No. Don’t answer that.”

      “Nah, that’s why I have diversification like I was saying. I’ve moved the other girls to a safe place,” he said.

      I held my hand up. “Stop there. If you’re still engaging in this criminal enterprise of pimping women and children, I can’t hear anything about it.”

      “Understood.”

      “You’re not facing charges, so what do you need from me?” I was stupidly entertaining the hope that he’d get up and walk out after admitting he was the Midwest’s most notorious sex trafficker.

      “T—another lawyer advised me that it would be best if I bought a lawyer like the big companies do.”

      “Why didn’t you hire him?” I asked, realizing I was still trying to talk Carter out of hiring me.

      “He doesn’t take on clients. Works for the government.”

      Would Tom Brody’s shit never get off my shoes? My motel visiting, law evading, ex-fiancé had to be the ‘government’ lawyer he was talking about. When Tom and I had agreed to walk away from that disaster of a reunion/engagement, I’d promised to keep his nighttime proclivities a secret and he’d promised referrals. But now, I felt like he was wrapping me up tighter in the Brody web of lies and deception. The money kept me bound with the Brodys. Without them, I’d be back eating my cat’s food.

      Unaware of my mental gymnastics, Carter pushed at the metal clasp on his bag and the three-ring binder emerged. Without asking for an amount, he penned a check with a flourish.

      My hand automatically extended, grasping at the crisp paper. I let the check flutter to my blotter. Fifty thousand dollars was about to separate me from my common sense.
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      “Very nice office,” my mother said absently, rubbing the back of my office chair. I’d finally moved from my temporary quarters to a space recently vacated by someone higher up the seniority chain.

      “Do you want me to get your diplomas framed?” Dad asked. I’d left those big parchment scrolls in my parents’ house in a closet somewhere. Achievements that had seemed so all-fire important: this degree, that diploma, had faded in the background when I was out solving cases and putting real criminals in jail. But Dad had his in his study, the big sturdy frames dwarfing the tiny Latin diplomas. I’m sure he’d imagined the same for me since I was born.

      “Nah.” I shook my head, turning down his perennial offer. There wasn’t anyone to impress here with all that parchment paper. My client was the United States and like a wife, she’d already married me and knew what she was getting. My mind swerved to Casey and thoughts of marriage. I needed to keep those premature thoughts to myself.

      “We better get going if we’re going to meet the Corts,” I said, coaxing my parents toward the exit.

      “You seem pretty serious,” my mother said on the way down to my Jeep. I guess I wasn’t putting a thing past her. “How did Claire take your break up?”

      Momentary guilt flooded me. I’d really messed up with Claire. “In all honesty, I probably shouldn’t have dated a single mom,” I said. What I didn’t say is that a cute woman with nice lips had blinded me to the reality that she was daddy shopping. And I had no intentions of being anyone’s daddy in the near future. Thoughts of a pale child with unruly hair and tanned skin scooted into my mind. I pushed it away.

      “Does this Casey know you just broke up with someone?” my mom asked. I put the truck into gear and took in my dad’s silence. He was sitting in the back seat, looking out the window. I’m sure I’d hear his thoughts later. But he liked to have all the information before saying anything. I’d have to sit through dinner and dessert before he put his thoughts into words.

      “I think Claire’s back with her baby’s daddy,” I offered. Left out Casey’s representation of Claire and all that awkwardness. “Casey though, just got out of a relationship with her fiancé. So we’re both on the rebound.” My intended laugh came out like a bark. I refocused on the traffic before me.

      “Well, now, that’s all very interesting,” my mother said, her voice up an octave on the last word.

      I hoped my mother wouldn’t ask Casey about any of that.

      I regretted saying anything. Now it sounded like we were two people well past adolescence and without the judgment our parents gave us. But this wasn’t a rebound for me. And I didn’t think it was for Casey either. I didn’t think she’d really loved Tom the second time around. And I knew my time with Claire had been more about hormones than heart.

      “I haven’t met her folks,” I said, prepping my mother. She did not like to go into situations cold. Probably due to her time as a political activist. Preparation had always been her ace in the hole.

      “Do her parents know you’re black?” my mother asked in a way that was meant to sound offhand, but totally wasn’t.

      My stomach fell to the floor of my truck. Leave it to my mother to go right for the anxiety jugular.

      “Maybe they’re not like you, Linda,” my dad said. “Maybe it doesn’t matter to them that his mother is black.”

      “You’ve lived with me for more than thirty years,” my mother parried. “You know race always matters.”

      I shifted my eyes out the windshield and kept them glued there. My parents would argue about this all the way to Middleburg Heights. Which took the heat off me and my own anxiety about the forthcoming meeting.

      After I parked the Jeep and steered my parents through the crowded parking lot, I spotted my girlfriend right away. My heart sped up a little—okay, a lot—when I saw her. Casey was smart, pretty, and kind of unaware of it. She was comfortable in her own skin in a way that made me feel like being with her was coming home. Two older people sat on either side of her, a heavyset woman with the same frizzy hair Casey had, but with a bit more gray. The man sitting across from her was leaning forward earnestly, trying to explain or convince her of something.

      Trying to catch her eye, I raised my arm in a half wave, half salute. Nothing.

      As we got closer to the table, I heard Casey’s dad say, “This was supposed to be your wedding day, lieb. Are you sure you’re up to this?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw my mother clutch my father’s arm and look at him with alarm. That, I didn’t know. They’d set a date. I mostly disregarded Tom because he was an ass from the privileged Brody family. The Brodys acted as if they could get away with anything—which they mostly did. But in an instant, her dad’s comment brought me back to the fact that the woman I thought I wanted to marry had been all set to marry a certain law-breaking asshole—today.

      Clearing my throat, I said, “Hey, Casey.” I put a hand on her shoulder. Rather than rise and kiss me, she turned her head and held my gaze for a long moment. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to see in that.

      “Miles, these are my parents, Birgit and Peter Cort.”

      I stood speechless. My own parents, fortunately, were self-possessed enough to introduce themselves. I heard my mother say, “I’m Linda Ramsey. This is my husband, Emmanuel Siegel.” My mother had held fast to her last name. She’d gotten married in the heyday of feminism. People calling her Mrs. Siegel drove her around the bend, so she always led with Ramsey. The Corts made room for my mom and dad on the roughhewn bench. I didn’t sit. I was jumping out of my skin far too much for that.

      “I’ll get something for you,” I volunteered. I’d stand in line. Work out how I was gonna approach this. “Casey?” She stood quickly, wobbling the bench. I was offering to get her something. Not have her join me. But she missed that cue and came to stand with me at the end of a long queue for bratwurst, sauerkraut, and pierogies. “You were going to get married today?”

      Casey shrugged. “It’s October sixteenth, the day the Brodys reserved at Lakewood Country Club,” she said, fiddling with meal tickets in her hand. She tore at a perforation and handed me three.

      “Did your parents ask about us?” I said, sounding too damned insecure and needy. I wanted to pull it back, but I couldn’t seem to get a handle on my emotions right now.

      “Obviously, Miles. I wouldn’t spring you and your parents on them at Oktoberfest over beer and sausage.”

      Casey didn’t elaborate. The line inched forward.

      “Are they upset with you dating right after Tom?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking.

      “A little. Maybe.” Casey shrugged. “But they’re worried about me. I didn’t tell them everything, or anything. Just that we decided to call it quits. So they think I’m more heartbroken than I am, I guess.” She fiddled with the tickets some more. “I’m not sixteen, though, and playing the same sad song a million times in my room.”

      We were at the head of the line. I got large plates for me and my father, and mostly vegetables for my mother who flirted with vegetarianism from time to time. “Can I carry something for you?” I offered even though my arms were full and I’d never waited tables so had no idea how I could carry more.

      “I’ve got it,” Casey said, loaded down with her own family’s dinner.

      When I came back to the bench, my mother was comparing notes with Casey’s parents on Germany. My parents had traveled quite a bit and were familiar with lots of different places, Germany among them. I watched the back and forth.

      My mom was on her best behavior. Pleasant. She could be…difficult. Usually, she liked to challenge people’s assumptions. And I knew from having been to Germany with them when I was ten that much of her focus on that trip had been visits to former concentration camps and Holocaust museums. My father the Jew had preferred Heidelberg castle and other medieval structures.

      When my dad saw my mom about to take a conversational left turn, he brought up the castles. Good move. Aristocracy was more palatable than genocide, at least over a meal.

      With our parents engaged in food and chit-chat, I turned to Casey and a neutral topic. “How’s work? Anything new coming in?” Her practice was far more varied and interesting than mine. She got to work on whatever she liked and wasn’t constantly bucking against a hierarchy and endless dues paying. Crack cocaine possession was the misdemeanor of the federal criminal court.

      She shrugged and played with her food. One thing I liked about Casey was that she wasn’t shy about eating. I hated to think our parents getting together made her that nervous. “I think I’m going to get a beer flight,” she announced and rose.

      I dropped my fork and followed her this time. Even though she looked like she needed time alone, I wanted to convince her that things were going just fine. My mom was being nice. Her dad, despite her warning about his penchant for silence in awkward situations, was actually talking.

      “What’s wrong?” I caught her wrist and moved my fingers down to intertwine with hers.

      She paused, looking at our joined hands, then at my face for long seconds. She pulled away and her hands rested against her forehead as she shaded her eyes from the sun and tilted her head up. She shook her head and looked down. I could barely hear the words coming from her mouth as she spoke to my chest. But it sounded like she was murmuring “…going to get disbarred for this. But I…”

      “What?”

      “I know who your criminal mastermind is. I know who’s behind the girls in the container.”

      My heart leapt to my throat. “Tom? Did he fess up to you?” Was she seeing her ex again? Would she pass along a break in the case that would send my career soaring? I didn’t know if I wanted to shake her for seeing that lying, cheating, scumbag again, or kiss her for possibly being the best girlfriend ever. I did neither.

      “Nope. Wasn’t Tom. Not at all. The guy you call the Mastermind, he’s now my client.”

      Behind us, an Abba tribute band started up. ‘Dancing Queen’ blared through speakers. At the same time, a woman pouring small cups of beer glared at us. We were at the front of the line again, not ordering a thing.

      “Sorry,” I said and pulled Casey away from the noise to a quiet corner behind a wooden booth.

      “Did you say the Container Girls guy is your client?”

      Casey’s eyes shifted from right to left. “I’ve already said too much, I think.”

      “Too much? You haven’t said enough. Can you get him—damn, I assume it’s a him—to turn himself in? Take a plea?”

      My girlfriend looked at me like I’d asked her to dance naked on the Oktoberfest stage. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I’m not walking my client into the death penalty. May as well turn in my defense bar card right now if I did something that stupid.”

      “But you were there with me.” How could she not remember our wonderful-awful first date? “There was a child in that container.”

      “Okay. Maybe we should get back to the table. If my dad’s talking and there’s beer, he may go off on the Judge Brody situation and I don’t want to have to explain any of that to your parents.”

      I didn’t move. “You drop this bomb. Now you want to walk away?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything in the first place.” Casey no longer looked at me. Her hands had dropped to her sides and she seemed very interested in her white leather sneakers.

      “But you did,” I whispered. She looked at me again. I squinted, trying to glean something from her eyes. But hazel irises stared back at me. “Why?”

      “Because you’re working so damned hard to find the person. I don’t know. I kind of needed you to know that the whole thing wasn’t a figment of your imagination. You and Lou keep going around in circles.”

      “And that’s it.”

      “Miles, I have an ethical obligation.”

      “And that trumps the continued violation of dozens of women.”

      “I have no evidence of continuing crimes.”

      “Of course you don’t. I’m sure you stopped the conversation right there. Heard the dirt, took a check, and put your fingers in your ears. Because that, you’d have to report.”

      I could tell from Casey’s flinch that I’d hit the nail right on the head. “Don’t mock me. I did something I shouldn’t have because I love you. Now…we can never talk about it again.”

      It was like standing in the middle of a thunderstorm. The cold wind of crime battled against the warm current of emotion causing turbulent thought. “You love me?” I blurted out the question.

      “I think maybe.” She closed her eyes, shook her head. When she opened them again, her gaze was focused, unwavering. “Not maybe. I do. I’m falling in love with you, Miles Siegel.”

      This was not at all how I saw this playing out. Not at all. I had hoped for wine. Maybe candlelight. Not beer and parents and prostitution. I wanted to say “I love you too,” that I’d been holding back because I was worried about it being too soon. That I wanted to start to map out a future. But two monsters, Sledge and Grand and one victim, Kelly, were holding me back. “I would never tell anyone that I got the information from you,” I said instead.

      “I’m not playing at my job, Miles. I take it very seriously. Defendants need all the help they can get.”

      Part of me wanted to agree with her. The part that saw non-violent criminals sent away to maximum security prisons. But the part of me that had heard Kelly’s story and had seen pictures of how those women were stored when not being used and abused vehemently disagreed. “This defendant?”

      “Isn’t charged with a crime. Is innocent until proven guilty. Is constitutionally entitled to a vigorous defense. And most of all: isn’t a defendant.” She ticked off on her fingers.

      “Yet.”

      Casey shrugged. Lifted and dropped her shoulders while Sledge was walking around pimping out girls one at a time. She started walking back toward our parents. I didn’t follow. I stood there for a long moment wondering if love could withstand our legal adversarial system.
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      I wasn’t ever any good at lying. So when Momma’s harassment didn’t stop, I started walking the streets of Cleveland. Shit had gotten better in the last five years. A bunch of new houses had gone up. They looked all nice and clean and shit. I couldn’t imagine where in the hell anyone had gotten money in Cleveland. But the strip of Buckeye closer to home remained pretty much the same. I walked it today to the grocery store to get my beers and back. Of course on the way home, the rain started falling. I almost laughed at my first impulse which was to run to Dion’s house.

      Instead, I looked at one church, then another as water dripped from my hair. I wondered if I could run into one of them for a bit. I could sit in the back and pretend to believe in God and they could ignore me. I picked the one with the white bird in the blue background from the van and ducked toward it.

      Fortunately, the door was open. When I was a kid, I used to see people coming and going from churches all times of day and night. But when the neighborhood got bad with people stealing from anyone who didn’t have they shit locked down, the doors stayed closed except on Sunday and nightimes at night for the drunks and druggies.

      New Day Sanctuary looked like it had gotten more than a new coat of paint. Even the entryway smelled new. The blue circle was painted on the wall and New Day Sanctuary was in big ass letters. The word church was so small, I practically had to squint to see it. I guess God wasn’t winning any popularity contests.

      “Can I help you?” a woman asked before I’d even closed the door right against the rain. She had some big ass titties. I could only imagine the amount of attention men gave her over those. On top of them, she had a black shirt with gold lettering. “Church Girls Rock,” it read. Ooh-kay. That was about a million miles from the stiff dresses I’d had to wear the one or two times my grandma had made me sit through church with her.

      “It’s raining,” I said. “Um, I thought I’d sit here and pray a little while I wait for it to stop.”

      I must still suck at lying, ’cause she didn’t look like she believed a word I said.

      “Welcome to New Day Sanctuary,” she said. “I’m not sure the Lord takes advice on the weather.”

      I tried to cover my laugh with a cough. “New Day, huh?”

      I wondered if she was high, because she didn’t purse her lips at me or look like she was ready to run me out of there.

      “Well…you can sit in the auditorium but it’s kinda cold in there. We’re all down in the Welcome Lounge anyway.”

      I wanted to back the hell out of this place and get on steppin’ home. But the girl looked nice enough and I was kind of cold. “Sure,” I said, keeping a tight hold on my bag.

      “You can bring that down here, but we don’t allow drinking inside the church.”

      I could feel my face heat. It wasn’t like I was going to crack open a six pack and get started in here. “Gotcha,” I said through clenched teeth and turned around. I’d maybe get less harassment at home. Especially if Momma and John were out.

      “I ain’t saying you ain’t welcome,” the woman said, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Just c’mon down. Maisie made some of her barbecue chicken and cornbread. She can cook the hell out of a kitchen.”

      Just the mention of some good food made my stomach grumble. We both had to laugh at that.

      I followed her down some linoleum stairs to a wood door. She pushed it open. “Hey there, we got one more for supper.”

      “What’s her name?” a girl asked.

      “Damn, sorry. Manners never was my thing.” She turned and stretched out her hand to my free one. “I’m Paulette.”

      “Destiny,” I said without thinking. Before I could fix it, though, Paulette was telling me everyone else’s names. None of them stuck. I was too busy being surprised that everyone else wasn’t black. There were a couple of girls that was probably mixed. And a couple of white girls. There was even some Asian girl. I wondered how they’d found their way to east Cleveland. I ain’t never seen many white people ’round here that wasn’t cops, social workers, or men looking for drugs or pussy.

      I took a plate one of the girls offered me. It was full up with a chicken thigh, beans, greens, and cornbread that wasn’t shy on butter. Momma had been cooking for John some, but she gave me the evil eye if I even thought about seconds.

      Sydney and her kids could get as much as they liked, but me, I was supposed to be grateful for whatever I got. Not much had changed there. Plus Momma was extra mad at me for what she called my ‘disappearing act.’ Maybe she thought if she starved me, I’d disappear again.

      Put a group of women together and they can’t keep they mouths shut. I only half listened as the women talked; too busy thinking about when I could get home and have a drink or two. I’d run out two nights ago and was feeling a little edgy. Memories of some of the worst johns was starting to creep in. I needed to keep that shit away.

      “I’m not really fit for any job,” one of the white girls said. “Plus there are no men that want me now. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do with the rest of my life.”

      I wanted to raise my arm in the air and shout, “Amen, sister,” but I knew better than that. What she’d said had the ring of truth though. I looked at the girl closely while trying not to look like I was looking. She was pretty enough, I guess, probably a little older than me. Other than a piece of cornbread she was picking at with her fingers, she didn’t have much on her plate.

      There was one of those white blackboards behind her. ‘HOOK’ in all capital letters was written on there. The markers were the same blue as the church name on the front door. I kind of wondered if they special ordered that kind of thing.

      “What HOOK stand for?” I whispered to the girl next to me. But I must have been too loud because everyone in the room got silent.

      “Aw shit,” someone said.

      “We’re a support group for former sex workers,” the white girl said. Her voice was all proper, so it took me a good minute. I finished chewing and laid my chicken bone down real slow. But I couldn’t swallow the sweet, tangy meat in my mouth. Then there was a flood of water behind the food pushing it out. I put my hands up and ran out, frantically looking for a bathroom. I barely made it to the toilet before all that food came up.

      Wasn’t a few seconds before someone was knocking on the stall door. I ain’t closed it. Swung in and hit my back. She pulled it back open and came in behind me.

      “Destiny, you okay?” Paulette said, rubbing my back. “Maybe Maisie’s food wasn’t so good today.”

      More crap heaved from my stomach. I spit out the bitter until I couldn’t spit anymore. Paulette rubbed my back again. Then she was gone, the slam of the bathroom door let me know she’d left. I flushed a couple of times, then used up a bunch of paper towels trying to get that sick smell out my mouth and off my hands.

      The door swung open again. I wondered who’d come to laugh at me. But it was Paulette with a big mouthwash bottle in her hands and a thin plastic cup.

      I poured a healthy amount and swallowed it.

      “That one, I ain’t seen in a long time,” Paulette said, snatching the bottle from me.

      After some of the girls passed out, ruining the ‘customer experience,’ Sledge had cut back on the amount of alcohol we could have. But he ain’t never limit the mouthwash, so I’d watched girls get drunk on that blue shit for years. I’d never done it, though. Dion always kept me topped up.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I was telling the truth.

      “Uh, huh.” Paulette looked me up and down. I followed her eyes. My shirt was wet. Momma’s jeans too. Damn. I had to get home quick. Get myself together. Get this shit clean. And a few of those sweet beers would help—a lot.

      “I think I need to get on home,” I said, grabbing a shitload of paper towels and rubbing at my clothes.

      “Here, let me,” Paulette said. Before I could stop her, she had my shirt over my head. Without a thought, I jerked my hands back and covered the scar.

      “Where you get that?” she asked, jabbing her finger right at the spot I was trying to hide.

      I didn’t answer. It was my souvenir from that first night. Five minutes before Dion came back in, one of the guys thought it would be funny to carve his initials in my tittie. Don’t remember his name. Don’t know if I ever knew it. But “D.H.” was roaming around Cleveland somewhere. “Can I get my shirt?”

      For a long time, Paulette was quietly staring at me. I wanted to run out of there, but I wasn’t doing it in a dingy gray bra. Then she lifted her own shirt. I was about to come at her, telling her I wasn’t interested in no lesbian bullshit. During the last few years, I found out I didn’t like women no better than men.

      But instead of coming out my mouth with that, I stared. She threw “Church Girls Rock” over the door of the stall. Then she unhooked her bra. Them huge ass titties fell out. But that wasn’t what I noticed the most. It was that she had almost exactly the same scar, in exactly the same place. I knew it was rude as hell to stare, but I couldn’t pull my eyes away.

      Paulette watched me watch her a good long time. “The thing is, I think you need to stay.”
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      I have to say I hadn’t expected to hear from Hami Emad ever again. I figured what in the hell ever Sledge was giving him, or threatening him with, was greater than his worry about federal prison. Or he wasn’t involved at all and two containers being near two hotels was merely a coincidence.

      There were quite a few vacant industrial lots out that way and a lot of motels. I mean, it wasn’t like we were assuming girls were serving johns from the back of the rent-to-own furniture stores, or the local diners. I stuck that in the back of my mind as a possible line of investigation to mention to Valdespino. Maybe the net hadn’t been cast wide enough. Maybe not. That was back in needle-in-the-haystack territory and I didn’t want to go there if I didn’t have to.

      Shelving all that in my mind, I pushed open the door to the FBI interview room. The Egyptian man was sitting at the little table in there, visibly agitated.

      Valdespino acknowledged me with a nod.

      “Mr. Emad, you remember Miles Siegel.” The hotel owner’s red-rimmed eyes met mine. He nodded. “Again, I’m going to ask if you’d like a glass of water, coffee, pop?”

      Emad’s head shake was emphatic. “It’s Ramadan.”

      Valdespino shrugged as if to say, ‘It’s your religion.’

      “Why have you contacted the FBI?” Lou asked.

      “As I told you on the phone, my sister Rida is missing.”

      Valdespino flipped through a notebook. “On September twenty-seventh, I visited you at work regarding your sister. Do you recall that visit?”

      “Yes.”

      “I recall you saying—” Lou flicked up his index finger, “—one, you didn’t have a sister.” He raised his middle finger. “And two, if we had any more questions or wanted to make any more visits, we needed to contact your lawyer. Do you remember any of that?” Emad nodded. “Are you admitting now that sixteen year old Rida Emad is your sister?”

      “Yes, yes of course. She’s always been my sister. Always,” Emad said with so much regret my heart twisted for him.

      “Where do you think she is?” I asked my first question, pushing away the empathy.

      I could have recited Shakespeare’s longest sonnet, The Rape of Lucrece, in the silence that followed the question. But Emad had come to the FBI, not the other way. So I sat. Valdespino sat. We waited him out.

      “I think Sledge has her,” Emad admitted in a tone so forlorn, I’d have thought he’d signed his own death warrant.

      Valdespino had been right that the sister was the weak spot. But Sledge had gotten there before us. My ungodly ass prayed for two things. That Rida was all right, and that this was the break we needed.

      I pulled a legal pad from my briefcase, uncapped a brand new government-issue Paper Mate pen, and looked at Emad. “Let’s start at the beginning.”

      For nearly an hour, Emad led us down the path of overstaying his student visa, to dropping out of school in the hopes of getting a job and helping his family back home, to meeting Mostafa Tarik at the eastside Islamic Center. I had to give it to Valdespino. He was right on the mark about Emad’s background.

      “He had just bought a motel. It was impressive,” Emad said of Tarik.

      “And you wanted to emulate him?” I asked.

      “Yes. Everyone knows that with American business ownership, the sky is the limit. Look at Warren Buffett.”

      I wanted to point out that the streets were littered with failed businesses and ruined families. But this wasn’t my show or one of my mother’s political rallies. “So you bought the Sleepy Time?”

      “The Islamic Center put together a fund for business lending. They helped me with the down payment.”

      “But…”

      “But it was hard going. We cleaned out the trashy people, and bought a ‘under new management’ sign, but that didn’t work. These new Internet…Web ratings stay forever. So if Joe Smith had a bad night two years ago and gives a one star rating, every new Joe Smith stays away. And if the owner comments, then we get shouted down.”

      “So what did you do?”

      “The bank notes come due every month. I was also repaying the Mosque. I didn’t want to default. Sledge came by one day. Said he’d noticed that I’d cleaned up the place. And he had a proposition.”

      I couldn’t help but lean forward. It wasn’t quite the missing link, but it was close. I glanced a look at Valdespino. He’d pitched his bristly head forward as well.

      Emad looked between us. “I have forty-five rooms. He said that he’d take twenty. Pay me five percent of his take.”

      “And did he?”

      “What?”

      “Pay you?”

      Head nod. “It was enough to cover the payments.”

      I looked at Valdespino out of the corner of my eye. Houses weren’t priced like San Francisco or New York here; still, buying a home outright was outside most people’s reach. “About how much?”

      The long hesitation could be covered with three letters: I.R.S.

      “We’re here to shut down this sex trafficking operation. Not turn you over to the tax man,” I said. I hadn’t played this role in a while: lying cop—fast and loose with the truth. Lou and I and probably Emad all knew that if push came to shove, we’d have the IRS all over him in a matter of minutes. If that was the wedge between him and the truth, I’d shove it in—hard.

      “Maybe a thousand a day.”

      In my head, I doubled then tripled the amount he was reporting. Law enforcement was the wrong business unless you did forfeitures.

      “Did he always pay you?” Valdespino asked. Not because he wanted to know about Emad’s bank account, but because, I assumed, it gave him a good idea of the size of the operation.

      “Yes. He or that guy he worked with.”

      “Can you describe the other guy?” Lou’s question came before mine could.

      “Maybe my size. Those braids Africans sometimes wear.”

      “What was his name?” I asked, pen poised and ready.

      “Sledge called him Grand. But in the beginning something different. I can’t remember it that well now.”

      Made a note of that. We’d have to pound on that one later, like a hammer chiseling out the important bits. I’d be willing to get a hypnotist in here if that’s what it took.

      “How long was he using the Sleepy Time?”

      “About five years, maybe close to six,” Emad answered.

      “When did the containers come?”

      “I told him it wasn’t necessary,” Emad said as if he were the nice guy in the situation and not an accomplice to kidnapping and exploitation. “I told him that changing the locks so they opened only from the outside was enough. But a couple of girls left and never came back. So he started putting them in the container at night.”

      “Do you know if he uses another hotel?”

      “Other than me and Tarik’s Sunrise?”

      “Yes, other than those two.”

      Long pause. Head shake. “I do not think so. Because he was here so often. I’d think he would have been here less hours if he had yet another place to be.”

      “Do you think he’s still operating even though the containers are gone?”

      “Probably. It’s why I’m worried about Rida. Sometimes, the new girls were young. And they were very popular. And can you please find Rida? Those other girls, I don’t know, they probably came from bad families or something. But Rida is pure. She prays salat. The men who came and went don’t care about my sister’s devotion to Allah.”

      “Where else could he possibly have them? Any ideas?” I probed.

      “That why I’m here. If I could figure it out, I’d be there right now banging on his door. But I just don’t know.”

      “Where did he live? Did he stay at the hotel?”

      “Not most nights. Maybe once in a while when he partied with the customers.”

      “Did that happen often?” I asked. Maybe he had his own demons, a dealer he paid to make them go away. Another person who maybe knew who this guy really was.

      “No. He was pretty clean. I think he lived on this side of the Cuyahoga, though.”

      “Why?” I asked, only half paying attention. It wasn’t exactly a revelation that he lived on this side of town. Most blacks did. And it would be hell running a business driving across town twice a day. People did it who lived on the westside and worked for Cleveland Clinic. And eastsiders who worked at American Greetings did it. But for someone who worked for himself, it didn’t seem like the best idea. “Say that again,” I demanded when my brain tuned Emad back in.

      “I said I think his mom was sick.”

      “Cancer? Something else?” I never wished anyone ill, but I was hoping for kidney failure. Combing through dialysis patients would be cake. Or a rare form of cancer subject to a federally funded trial.

      “Sledge called it…the sugar. Is that diabetes? She was housebound for some reason. He made a lot of calls about that.”

      “Calls? Did he use your phone?”

      “No, he always had a different cell.”

      We’d pull phone records anyway. Witnesses didn’t always have the best memories. But everyone had heard of burners after that first season of The Wire. No criminal worth his salt would ever use a traceable phone again. That show had made law enforcement all the harder where smart criminals were involved.

      “Do you have that number?”

      “I didn’t want his number. I didn’t want to be connected to him or his business in any way. I want my sister back.”
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      “He kidnapped a girl,” Miles said after the waitress had walked away.

      Though I was hungry enough to eat a bear, I’d been good and ordered the fish instead of a big plate of pasta. But my ravenousness of a minute ago went away like a puff of smoke. If the boyfriend diet had gotten me thin, the defender of the guilty food plan would keep me that way.

      “Who?” Maybe this conversation wasn’t going where I thought. Maybe someone other than Jarrod Carter was guilty of kidnapping.

      “Sledge,” Miles said, bursting that tiny bubble of hope. Gone were my thoughts of a nice dinner at Aldo’s. The Italian restaurant was the one my parents had brought me to when I thought I was all grown up at ten in a stiff dress and stiffer shoes. Aldo’s is where I went after high school graduation, and college graduation.

      I’d drowned my sorrows in too much Chianti but not enough garlic bread to ward off a hangover. And instead of me probing him on the hints his mom dropped to my mom about our future together, it was going to be wall-to-wall Sledge. For a very long minute, I debated calling my parents and ending this night right here. No way was this evening going to go well.

      “Why are you telling me this?” I asked instead, trying to be mature. I was in my thirties and not going to go crying to my parents.

      “Because I want you to re-consider.” Miles’ voice was earnest.

      “What?”

      “Tell me who Sledge is.”

      I thrust my hands in front of me. They hovered over Miles’ bread plate. “Cuff me now. Call Lou. Call Tom. Call the cops. That’s one hundred percent against the law. And you of all people asking me that…” I shook my head.

      “Get him to turn himself in, then,” Miles said like it was a compromise. Like we were on an episode of some legal drama. Turn your client in, trial montage, we share wine and a single joke at the end, credits roll. But that was TV. This job, this career, these legal and ethical obligations were my reality.

      I pulled my napkin from my lap and laid it on the table. I was actually going to have to get up and leave this dinner. I stood, grabbed for my purse, and walked from the restaurant. Long minutes passed while I watched the red, white, and green glow turn my skin mutant alien colors under that stupid neon flag.

      Resolved to being alone, at least for the very near future, I crossed the middle of the street, ignoring the honking, and stood in a neatly mowed area in Veteran’s Memorial Park, in stiff tall leather boots that I thought would entice Miles to my apartment. Now my aching heels made me wish for a bench.

      It seemed like ten long minutes before Miles did his own jaywalk and joined me. He reached for my hand. We walked through the park and found that bench. My feet were grateful, if not the rest of me. I took my hand from his and rubbed my arms. Autumn was just about done. It wasn’t much above fifty. The knee-length cardigan I’d chosen wasn’t much protection from the chill. I’d only imagined I’d be warmed tonight by wine, by Miles….

      “I love you, Casey,” Miles said matter-of-factly.

      How I’d longed for those three words. But the tone did not bring joy to my heart. I fiddled with the cross nestled in my cleavage. The gold sent tiny pinpricks of cold through my fingers.

      “I love you, too,” I parroted back.

      “I think I want to marry you someday,” he said. But he was no longer looking at me, rather into the growing darkness. The shadows from the few trees made long dark streaks on the ground.

      Why hadn’t that almost proposal felt better? Why had I made that single mistake of disclosure? I wanted a life less complicated by worries about money, and clients, and prosecutor boyfriends, not more.

      “But I want Rida to be able to get married too, if that’s what she wants,” Miles was saying into the silence between us. A small puff of condensation left his mouth, then disappeared into the night.

      “Who’s Rida?”

      “Sledge ran his girls through two different motels. The one you saw Tom at, and the one where the first container was found. I’m not sure whether the hotel owner tried to blackmail your guy, or if we’re breathing down his neck even if we didn’t know it, but just when we were getting close, the motel owner’s sister disappeared.” The mouth that had kissed me so thoroughly only hours ago was forming those words about blackmail and abduction. But all the softness was gone. Miles’ shoulders hunched forward. The cords in his neck strained.

      I turned my head away, watching an off-leash Dalmatian chase something his owner threw. “How old is she?”

      “Sixteen.”

      I really tried to control my chest, my belly, stop the swift intake of breath. But I couldn’t. My imagination got away from me. When I was sixteen, I wasn’t ready for life outside my parents’ house, much less being hired out as an unwilling prostitute. I put a leash and muzzle on my straying thoughts.

      “Do you think there’s a possibility she ran away? I mean a brother who’s in deep with a pimp doesn’t sound like the world’s greatest role model. What kind of relationship does she have with her parents?” I asked Miles, mentally unloading responsibility on him.

      “They’re dead,” was Miles non-responsibility accepting, matter-of-fact answer.

      “Who?” The loudness of my voice must have scared the dog, because he let out a startled bark and ran back toward his owner, his black and white tail no longer wagging.

      “Rida’s parents. They died in a train accident two years ago. She moved from Cairo to live with her brother. He was doing well. So her family thought she’d have the best chances here.”

      “I guess he didn’t tell them it was money from illegal activity,” I said. Jarrod wasn’t the only culpable person here. The most to blame, probably. But not the only one.

      “So,” Miles huffed, “Rida’s been missing since September.”

      Carter didn’t mention it when he came to see me. I had absolutely no idea if he had the girl. Not that it would have made a difference if I knew. I still couldn’t and wouldn’t say a word.

      “Are you serious about marriage?” I asked. A tiny thrill ran through me at the words. Even though I’d been engaged just a year ago. The idea of marriage, and kids, and settling down, still held appeal. I wanted that dream so much I could taste it. With Miles doing the parental bumrush, I thought he was on the same track. But there was hesitancy in his voice. If I learned only a single thing in the last year, it was to see all the signs, not only what I wanted to see.

      “Yes…” Miles hesitated for a beat too long.

      “But,” I added for him. It was obvious that the mere idea of spending a life with me needed to clear one giant obstacle. I waited to find out if it was insurmountable.

      “What did you think of my mom, Linda?” Miles asked instead. It was like he was taking me on a Socratic dialog. Bravely, I put one foot into the verbal minefield.

      “She was…opinionated,” I said. Like Linda, I wasn’t winning any diplomacy awards. I was usually better at tact, but this whole thing was lowering my inhibitions.

      “Look. My mom is difficult. There’s really no other way to put it. I love her dearly, don’t get me wrong. But she doesn’t do things to make anyone like her. She has no filter. She’s nosy, and doesn’t always respect people’s boundaries. But there’s one thing that she does unfailingly.”

      “What’s that?”

      “She supports my father—one thousand percent.”

      “There’s only one hundred in a percent,” was my snarky reply. How had we so quickly come to the ‘you can’t compare to my sainted mother’ part of the relationship? I thought a woman had to wait at least two years for that.

      Miles ignored me. “My mother didn’t bend on much. For ninety-nine percent of our life, it was her way or the highway. But when it came to my father’s career, she’d do anything. Put on the country club dress, go to the dinner, make nice.”

      “She sounds like Tabitha or Samantha—you know the lady married to two Darrens on Bewitched.”

      “Minus the vacuum running by itself, it kind of was like that,” Miles admitted.

      “That’s kind of interesting, all that about your parents and their relationship,” I prefaced. “But what does that have to do with you and me?”

      “In order for this to work. This…us. I need to know that you’re on my side.”

      “Of course I’m on your side,” I said, not doing anything to disguise the hurt in my voice. “I want you to succeed, win cases, climb your way up the government ladder—whatever your goals.”

      I’d been nothing but supportive, I thought. I listened to him talk about work, gave him wine and the occasional blow job. And he’d done the same for me, minus the blow job. We’d fallen into the kind of partnership and relationship I thought most professional couples aspired to. Worked for Greg and Jason. I thought it had worked for us so far, too.

      “I want to believe you. But first there was your hesitancy with Judge Brody. And now Sledge.”

      I looked around the park to make sure it wasn’t filled with crack dealers. Because Miles had to be high.

      “I may not be as heavy as I was this time last year. But let me fill you in on something. I like to eat. Nearly every day. I like a roof over my head. I like not having to jaywalk across Memphis Avenue barefoot.” I gestured to my new boots. “I have been on the wrong end of the Brody stick. Never again. And this case is different anyway. This time, I have a legal obligation which I violated by telling you that the guy really existed. I’ll regret that to my dying day. But my feelings for you and desire to let you know that you weren’t tilting at windmills got in the way of my common sense. That will not happen again. It may not look like it with a practice I’ve cobbled together out of spit and string, but I’m proud of what I do. I take it and my clients seriously.”

      “So that’s it?” the law and order prosecutor in Miles said.

      My stomach took a dive. I didn’t know if he was breaking up with me, but I had a sudden urge to see my own mom and dad who only had to love each other and not follow any rigid rules.

      “Good night, Miles,” I said as I walked to the other side of the park. I waited until I was done crying before I flipped open my phone and called my dad to come pick me up.
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      “I want to go home,” that damn girl wailed.

      “When your brother promises to keep quiet,” I said. I was playing a game of chicken that had gone on too damn long. If I gave the girl back, I’d have no leverage over Hami. I wasn’t sure if I did anyway. I was in big trouble and didn’t know how to get myself out of this one.

      “Why don’t you shut the fuck up?” Shonna yelled at the girl. “You don’t have to do no work. Act like a princess around here. We all started working on day one. You been here I don’t know how many weeks, cryin’ and moanin’ and belly achin’. If it was up to me, I’d give you a little something to cry about. My third guy last night would have tore you right up.” Shonna turned her light eyes on me. “When you gonna put her in a van? Huh? She too good because she pretty and talk all funny?”

      I closed the steel-reinforced door to the attic and left the problem of the girl on the other side of it. She was like a splinter in my palm. If I didn’t make some kind of decision, Shonna or one of the other ones would cut her up for sure. I’d never played favorites. All girls were initiated. All girls worked.

      Sighing, I went down the stairs, careful to tiptoe past Momma’s room. But from the sound of the Price is Right blaring, she couldn’t hear a thing. A big loud TV was covering up the sin of bringing my business into my house.

      Grand was in the kitchen, sweet-talking food out of Alisha. The man acted like he never ate. He needed to get him a good woman at home and get the hell out of mine.

      I pulled him to a corner of the dining room. “What was your plan when you snatched that girl?” I asked for probably the hundredth time, hoping for a different answer every time.

      “Let Hami know who was in charge. Keep him from going to the police.”

      “And where did he go?” I asked, though I knew I was going over the same old ground. I just wanted a different answer, was all.

      “The FBI,” said Grand, giving me the same answer as before.

      “Do you think he kept quiet?” I asked him and myself. “How long was he in that office?”

      “Our guy say five hours tops.”

      “So now we have a kidnapped girl. A snitching hotel guy. And the possibility that the Feds are breathing down my neck.” My stomach churned as the smell of food came our way. At any moment, I expected a battering ram and SWAT at my door. Every day they didn’t come was partially a relief. But it also made me nervous as hell that the next day would bring them in.

      “But they haven’t caught on to the delivery service. That was genius,” Grand said.

      It was the only way I was limping along. Momma’s health insurance was my biggest monthly nut. But if I cancelled it, we’d never get it back. She was the poster woman for pre-existing conditions. Then there was the mortgage my sister had convinced her to take out after I’d paid off the damned house. Didn’t transfer it into my name because Momma had been so proud to own a home in Cleveland Heights. Then that hood rat sister of mine had come along, talking about some get rich quick scheme with her dumb ass boyfriend. Momma had invested in my sister like she was Warren Buffet and my sister was Google.

      Ain’t seen my sister since. Instead of the twenty thousand I’d paid off, Momma was in one hundred thousand at eleven point seven five percent. Red line loans, I thought of them. Add on the leases on the club and it was a lot to keep this boat afloat. I didn’t have time for Hami’s ten off the top. I didn’t have time for the FBI to shut down a quarter or half of my business.

      “Let’s go,” I said, pulling Grand away from the fried chicken Alisha had just put in front of him.

      “But I was about to eat. Alisha’s is way better than Mama Joyce’s,” Grand complained.

      “You can eat later.” I pulled the remote from the breakfront. The garage door creaked open. I replaced the remote and pulled out the keys instead. “Drive.”

      “Where we going?”

      “Downtown. I’m paying a lawyer. Time to get some advice.”

      That lawyer’s secretary looked twice as startled as last time. Maybe because I had another guy with me. “We gotta see Ms. Cort,” I announced.

      “Do…do you have an appointment?” she stammered.

      “Nah. She busy?”

      “Have…have a seat. Let me check,” she said, scurrying off. Grand and I made ourselves comfortable on the waiting room chairs. I stretched out my legs. Two white guys came in joking and laughing like an Eddie Murphy routine. Came up short when they encountered my legs.

      I was guessing that I wasn’t the usual guest. Probably a bunch of suits suing each other or a bunch of women crying over leaving their good-for-nothing husbands. Grand was messing with his phone and didn’t look up. But I gave them a two finger salute, sending them running down the hall.

      “Mr. Carter, how can I help you today?” my lawyer asked. She wasn’t wearing jeans today. But what she was wearing didn’t help her none. White people ran the whole damned country. I always wondered why they didn’t look any better. Give me a poor black woman any day and she’d have her shit more together than the average white woman. I half wanted to give her Judith’s number. My girls knew how to look good. Maybe we could barter or something. Clearing my mind of that stupid mess, I stood and shook the lawyer’s outstretched hand. I prodded Grand to rise. He took my lead and copied me.

      “Can we talk to you?”

      “I think first, we need to discuss protocol,” she said, not budging an inch. For a moment, I was kind of flustered. In my business, girls never talked back to me unless they were high, drunk, or plain stupid.

      “What does that mean?” I asked, coming back to myself and making an effort to keep my right hand at my side.

      “You can’t just show up in my office. ‘On retainer’ doesn’t mean I’m at your beck and call. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal.”

      “At any time, I can return your unused retainer and our relationship is terminated,” she said, not blinking. She didn’t even move back when Grand stepped forward in the way he did when girls got mouthy.

      Then the woman didn’t say a word. Looked at me straight in the eye like she could see into my soul and didn’t much like the view.

      “Can we talk?” I asked. Grand’s look told me all I needed to know. I looked like a pussy for deferring to this woman. I’d tell him later that sometimes, you had to play one game with white people, another with everyone else.

      She actually huffed. It was quiet, but I heard it. “Let’s go to my office.”

      Grand and I walked toward the door. But she didn’t open it.

      “Do you remember the discussion we had about attorney client privilege?” she asked, turning back to look at us. Her green-brown eyes pierced me.

      I nodded. I wasn’t planning to give her my business plans. I’d heard that part loud and clear.

      “Attorney-client is a two-way street. There aren’t any detours. If your friend comes into the office with me, nothing you say is privileged,” she explained.

      “Can you represent him too?” I asked, looking for a way to keep Grand in the loop and out of jail.

      She shook her head. “Doesn’t work that way. If he were to snitch on you, I couldn’t represent you both. And if I represented Bang for the Buck, then I could talk to both of you, but would have to choose the business before the two of you if it came down to it. So no, he can’t come into the office. And no, I can’t represent him.”

      I motioned to Grand. He could stay in the waiting room, scaring the hell out of white people. I nodded my understanding and the lawyer finally opened her door. She walked behind her desk, leaning her bare arms on the desk. I noticed she didn’t wear a ring of any kind. Funny, she didn’t seem like the single type, though.

      “So what did you need that was so urgent you couldn’t call the phone number on the card I gave you and make an appointment?” she asked all brisk and business like. I guess she wasn’t talking down to me. It wasn’t like we were the chit-chat types anyway.

      “We need to know what to do with a girl,” I said.

      The lawyer sat back in her big leather chair. Made her look small, not important. I think she was probably going for important. “What girl?”

      “The owner of Sleepy Time said he’d go to the police if we didn’t continue paying even though we’d cleared out of the hotel. I don’t believe in paying protection money. It’s not how I do business. So I took his sister. Thought that would get him to shut up,” I explained.

      “But he went to the FBI anyway.”

      She didn’t look like she was guessing. She looked like she knew this for certain. I was sure her guy or ex-guy had been in the local prosecutor’s office, not with the feds. “I hear he spent at least five hours talking to them,” I said anyway. “I’m guessing they know a lot more about my operation than I’d like.”

      “So, back to the girl,” she said, leaning forward, elbows on desk.

      “Rida.”

      “How long have you had…her in your…custody?” she asked, tiptoeing around shit she didn’t want to know.

      “Three weeks,” I answered. Something was off. She wasn’t surprised about anything I told her. It was like she already knew that, too. I rubbed at the dampness that appeared on my upper lip. I flipped through her long ass explanation of attorney-client in my mind. There was no way she could tell anybody what I was doing. I was for sure that’s what she’d said.

      “Is she…unharmed?”

      “She airight. Complains about the food. She says the room is too hot and noisy. The other girls hate her. But she’s fine. We only threatened to sell her out. Wasn’t planning to do it.”

      “What would be your perfect solution?” she asked.

      “For Grand never to have taken her. But I can’t go back. So for her to go home. For Hami to leave me alone. Call a truce.”

      “If you drop her back home with her brother, what do you think would happen?”

      “The cops would grab me.”

      “Are they watching Hami?”

      “Think so. They’d be idiots not to. I’m sure they assume he’s more involved than he’s letting on.” She looked out the window. “What are you thinking?”

      “The best way to accomplish your objective. You want to return a girl you admittedly kidnapped. You want to do it outside of police surveillance. You want Hami to leave you alone. You want to…I’m guessing…continue to operate your business without repercussions.”

      “Yeah. That’s it.”

      “Well, I fucking want a million dollars. Unless a big sack of money falls out of the sky, that’s not going to happen. That…would be a miracle. But I don’t perform miracles.”

      “Can you make a deal?” I asked. On TV, there were always deals.

      “What kind of deal?”

      “I don’t know. What do you think the prosecutor wants?”

      “I talked to him yesterday. He doesn’t know who you are, how to find you, or how put you in jail. There’s no deal without you going to prison.”

      “Seriously?” I had to sit back in my own chair. Kind of wanted an hour to think on that one. She knew the guy who was looking for me? How in the hell did she manage that? Was she going rat me out? I’d’ve asked if that confidentiality thing ran both ways, but didn’t want to show that she’d scared me. “How do you know so many prosecutors?” I asked, really curious about the answer.

      She squinted like she was in pain. “Small world, Cleveland.”

      “So…”

      “So if you get some random third person to drop her off at the hotel, what’s the worst that could happen?” she asked. I’d come in here to get answers, not more questions, but I kept my anger to myself and answered her stupid question.

      “She could tell them where I keep my girls. And who in the hell knows what the girls have said to her about my business?”

      “If she were to go home, I think none of these things would be a problem,” she said like it was a fucking riddle.

      “What? Richmond Heights?” I asked.

      She shook her head.

      “From what I understand, she came to the U.S. because her parents died. But I’m sure she has other relatives. If she were to go all the way home. Given the limited resources of the United States outside of terrorism, I can’t imagine they’d fly her back should they ever need her to testify.”

      “So I what? Drive her to the airport?”

      The lawyer shrugged.

      I stood and walked out of the office without so much as a goodbye. “Grand, get the car. We’ve got a long drive ahead of us.”
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      Two boyfriends in two years and the only thing left in my belly was dread. I couldn’t remember the last meal I’d had, but I wasn’t hungry. On top of that, I had no idea what I should wear. Miles had e-mailed and invited me to dinner at the Chinese restaurant right here on Shaker Square. Not a phone call. Not an impromptu visit. E-mail. I almost called my ex-client and his ex-girlfriend to see what the deal was, though I was kind of sure I knew.

      The last week hadn’t been the same heady rush of dating as before. Everything had felt infinitely harder. I didn’t talk about work and neither did he. The one thing we had in common and liked talking about the most was—by unspoken truce—out the window.

      I was waiting for Miles in front of the building door. I gave him my biggest smile and my best faire la bise. A kiss on both cheeks was both intimate and not, at the same time.

      “Let’s walk,” I said. “Unless you’re really hungry.”

      Miles shook his head, so instead of turning right outside my door, we went left. We didn’t talk all the way to Larchmere. Or where North Moreland morphed into Fairhill. I stopped when we got to the tiny brook that fed into Shaker Lake. Without the crunch of leaves under our feet or cars rushing by, there was nothing but silence. Wood smoke from the big old houses set so far back from the road I could barely see their lights tickled my nose.

      “What do you want to tell me?” I asked. I turned to him—finally. I could only make out parts of his face in the falling dusk and shadows from the few colored leaves clinging to the trees.

      “How did you know—”

      I hadn’t known until just that moment. “Intuition,” I threw out glibly. Tried to keep my voice light. I may have been failing.

      “I’ve been temporarily assigned to Toledo,” he said. Which explained where he’d been last weekend. Relief that he hadn’t been avoiding me battled with surprise that he’d now be so far away without me knowing.

      “Is that even in the Northern District?”

      “It is. Northern doesn’t mean northeastern. I’ll keep my apartment here, but the government will put me up at some hotel there during the week.”

      “What about your cases?” I asked, when I really wanted to say, ‘What about us?’ I started spinning out scenarios for making a long distance relationship work in spite of the mounting evidence that we didn’t work.

      “They’ll be reassigned,” he said. My thoughts and plans ground to a halt.

      “So…we could see each other on weekends. I could drive out sometimes. I could save you the time. Do you want me to get your mail?” I stopped talking when I realized, no, he didn’t want any of that. Not from me, at least. I stopped when I realized I was one step from Dreamgirls’ Effie.

      Miles’ inhale took forever. “I think we should take a break,” he finally exhaled.

      “You mean, we should break up,” I said, infinitely proud of myself for finally getting the truth out.

      “I’m not saying that.” He gathered my cold hands in his. They’d been in his very expensive-looking overcoat pockets and were very warm.

      “No, Miles, it’s exactly what you’re saying.” Ten years ago, I’d have twiddled my thumbs by the phone waiting for the ‘break’ to end. I wasn’t that girl anymore. I wasn’t even the woman I’d been a year ago: the doormat so grateful for any attention that I put up with anything.

      “I care about you a lot,” he said.

      Care, not love, nailed the coffin shut. I turned toward the water, watching the tiny dam make a bubbling brook. A boat, turned upside down, showed wear in the paint chipping from its hull. I squinted. Think it was a rowboat. There were canoes too. Didn’t seem like a big enough lake for boating. The spot was terribly romantic.

      The irony wasn’t lost on me. Deep breaths were all I could do to keep from crying. In those breaths, I tried to figure out what in the hell was wrong with me. Why no one wanted me for me. Last year, I was a beard. This year, I was supposed to be a carbon copy of a soon-to-be mother-in-law. I dreaded 2005.

      “Why Toledo?” I tried to add pep to that voice. I still sounded far away to my own ears, though.

      “Three of the lawyers are caught up in a long-term prosecution and they need someone to pick up the slack. It’s an excellent opportunity to broaden the kinds of cases I’m working on.”

      “What about the Container Case?” Miles’ look of sad resignation that greeted the question made me regret asking it.

      “Lou and his guys are doing the heavy lifting. Sifting through motel phone records. Looking for johns. Following up on the leads from the women we freed. It may take weeks to get a break unless your client slips up. But they’ll get him. Rachel is happy to take over the case. It should have been hers from the beginning, right?”

      I wished it had been hers. Really wished it—hard. Then my soon-to-be ex-boyfriend may not be so ex. I would haven’t made a stupid decision based on a false moral dilemma.

      “Right,” was all I said.

      “Casey, look at me,” Miles said.

      “Why?” I asked even as I did what he’d commanded.

      “It’s just not our time. I need to get a firm foothold in the U.S. Attorney’s office. I’m a new lawyer, and I want to build a career on a solid foundation. Being a cop probably got me in the door. But convictions are going to keep me there. I can’t pass up an opportunity to work on the kinds of cases that go to trial, that matter to the safety and security of Americans.”

      “Will it ever be our time?” I couldn’t help asking. I wanted to kick myself for how needy I sounded. But I needed to know if I had to close the door forever, or if there was even a crack of hope. Because a girl could live on her mother’s strudel and hope.

      “Never say never,” Miles said. Then he leaned in and kissed me full on the lips. My belly fluttered, betraying my feelings. But when he pulled back, I knew for Miles the kiss meant goodbye.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            38

          

          
            Stephanie

          

          November 14, 2004

        

      

    

    
      “You could get a GED,” John said.

      “You certainly can’t expect to sit in my house all day, eating up my food, doing nothing,” Momma huffed. She slapped the rest of dinner in a Tupperware, jammed the lid on, and slammed the refrigerator door after putting it in. She didn’t really need the emphasis. I got it.

      “You can get a job while you’re studying. I saw that the pizza place around the corner is looking for someone to do take-out orders,” John said, all reasonably and mild-like. “You could do that while taking your classes.”

      “Then what?” I yelled. I’d had up to my neck with this shit. Every few days, we went through this same damn thing.

      “You bring some money into this house. Ain’t no one living for free.”

      “What money Sydney bring in?” From what I could see, my sister had her hair done, her nails done, and some nice clothes. Ain’t never heard nothing about her working or schooling or anything much other than laying up under mens, for that matter.

      “She’s got two kids,” Momma said.

      “So if I have some babies, you’ll stop bugging me?”

      “Don’t you even think of bringing some little rugrats up in here. You managed not to get pregnant while you were gone, so you know how birth control works. Keep it that way.”

      “So—”

      Momma shushed me as she turned up the TV.

      “It’s been more than four months since the FBI came upon the girls in the container. Our crime reporter Victoria Greenlee followed up with the FBI yesterday to see if there are any leads in the case that dominated the news this summer.”

      The anchor disappeared from the screen. The picture switched to another reporter, Victoria whatever. She stood outside a brick building, holding a microphone to a woman’s mouth. “We continue to aggressively pursue all leads at this time. We won’t rest until the men or women behind this criminal ring are brought to justice.”

      I didn’t hear what they was saying, because I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Some of the girls I knew were coming out of a container. The lights on them were bright, but I knew who they was. I’d wondered why Sledge and Dion had moved us to a nicer place. The police were looking for him, not because they wanted what was good for us like Dion had said. Lies and truth jumbled in my head. Momma sucked disapproval through her teeth, then turned the sound back down.

      “Maybe tomorrow I can carry you over to Tri-C and get you signed up for the GED,” John offered.

      Then what? I wanted to yell at them again. Then what? I was going to what, go to college? Or was I going to be one of those people wearing a dress to work? The only thing I knew was how to take off a dress. But I didn’t say anything. If I kept my big mouth shut for ten or twenty minutes, Momma would huff and puff, John would rub her back, then they’d toss me ten or twenty bucks and be out of the house for a while. I’d watch some TV, walk to get my beers, and be down in the basement when everyone got home.

      “Well, I gotta get to work,” John said, lifting himself out of the kitchen chair and picking up his keys. Momma stomped upstairs, coming back down a minute later in dark blue scrubs. John pulled some wrinkled bills from his pocket and left them on the counter. Then they was out the door and I had the house to myself.

      Peace—at last.
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      Ten seconds after I woke up, I was face down in an old paint bucket. Every time I took a breath, something new came out of my belly. I kept on coughing and puking until my stomach stopped heaving. I looked at the pink, green, and yellow slime in the bucket and dug my fingers and heels into the air mattress, pulling myself as far as possible from the mess, so I didn’t start up again.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to remember why my stomach was churning like it was. Then it hit me. Momma and John had gotten on me about getting a GED.

      From what I could figure out, I’d have to sit in some room and take a bunch of tests, a bunch of classes, and a bunch more tests. And add on top of that a job, and I wanted to close myself in the basement and never come out. What in the hell would I have in common with anyone working behind a counter or sitting behind a desk?

      After I’d run out of my sweet beers last night, I’d broken my own rule and had a few of John’s beers. I tried to keep the number down to four or five beers a day because getting more than a little bit of money out of Momma was hard as hell. But the nightmare that woke me up wouldn’t go away.

      In my dreams, I went to the FBI and told them everything I knew about Sledge and Dion. Then Sledge found out and locked me in a hotel room. When I looked out the window, the line of men through the parking lot was as long as people lining up for tickets to Beyoncé.

      Even after I turned on all the lights, jammed earphones into my ears, and blasted some Alicia Keys from Sydney’s old iPod, I couldn’t put the pictures out of my head. So I’d drank until I couldn’t think any more.

      When I could stand upright, I took the bucket out back and poured it behind the rotting shed. Filled it with the hose a couple of times to get the nastiness out. The dogs behind the fence barked like they hated me. I gave them the finger. Fuck ’em. Their owners made they lives nicer than Sledge had made mine. If waking up early was their biggest problem, they needed to check theyselves.

      “What are you doing in the back?” John said, standing at the back door. I jumped back. Man nearly scared the living daylights out of me. Couldn’t be more than five in the morning.

      “I was just talking to the dogs back there,” I said, gesturing to those same damned animals I was cursing before.

      “Sounded like you were throwing up and trying to hide the evidence,” John said, putting a meaty hand on his hip.

      “What business is it of yours what I’m doing?” I threw back. “You may be fucking my mother, but you isn’t my father.”

      “I think you need something else,” he said, shaking his head.

      “Motherfucker. You want some of Destiny. Thought you were nice. You ain’t no different than any other man. So if I don’t do what you ask, will you what—tell my momma I came on to you—get her to throw me out of the house?” I yelled. Then realizing how stupid I was, I whispered, “I ain’t got nowhere to go, man.”

      John backed up the two steps. I followed him. “What you like?” Forming my fingers into a loose fist, I made the universal symbol for a BJ. “Or you one of those freaks who like it in the butt? Destiny do what you need.”

      I put on the pout the girls had taught me. I got up real close like and whispered some dirty shit in his ear, so I didn’t see the shove or the slap coming. God damn it. He was going to be one of those rough motherfuckers. But I could take it. I’d made it this far.

      “I don’t want anything of the kind from you. You need some kind of serious help,” he said, shaking his head again like I was shit on his shoe. He went back into the house somewhere.

      I took my ass back down to the basement and had a couple more of his beers. Didn’t care that it was morning.
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      It was kind of dark when I woke up again. My mouth tasted like ass. I could barely get my eyes open enough to figure out where in the hell I was. Then it hit me: Clark’s basement. A phone buzzed near me. Sydney’s throwaway phone. She had a shiny new phone with a color screen and didn’t need this one anymore even though it was still under contract.

      So Momma said I could use it as long as I didn’t run up no bills. Run up bills? Who in the hell was I gonna call? The only number I knew was Dion’s. I fought hard with myself everyday not to dial him. Ask him to take me out of this hell. Because I knew he’d only put be back in a different kind of hell.

      I looked at the thing and let it ring. There wasn’t a single person I needed to talk to.

      I have no idea how long it was, but someone was banging on the basement door. “What you need?” I called up.

      “Someone here for you,” Sheron yelled down. Still freaked me out that she was a big girl now. The toddler I’d babysat was long gone. It was like the little girl who’d curled up in my lap and watched movies with me and eat all the good pieces of popcorn had disappeared into thin air. Sometimes, I wanted that little girl back.

      I didn’t say nothing. In a minute, I heard the door open and saw the big old chest with the church symbol on it before I saw the light-skinned girl and her thick cornrows behind them come down the stairs. “Where you been?”

      “What you mean?” I asked, my tongue thick.

      “You ain’t been to New Day in a couple of weeks.”

      “You know I ain’t no god worshipper. I was just stopping in to keep dry on my way home.”

      Sheron was standing there, hand over her wide open mouth, hanging on every word. Paulette turned to her. “Can you give us a minute? I’m sure you’ve got something better to do.”

      My niece beat it out of there. I musta smelled like shit for her not to nag me about sticking around. Sheron mighta kept her mouth shut on the way out, but nosy assed girl denied her ten minutes of drama slammed the door—hard.

      “Tell me about your scar.” The way Paulette said that all bold like, I didn’t think she’d take no for an answer.

      “You really want to know.” When she nodded, I said, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Then I told her minute by minute what had happened to me that night. Starting with Dion asking me out, and ending with that man pulling out his pocket knife and carving his initials on my chest.

      I told her things I had made myself forget. I didn’t cry, or throw up, or blink. I waited for her to get up and walk away. Instead, she did the very thing I never expected. She hugged me. I couldn’t help myself. I cried then. I started crying and couldn’t stop for a long time.

      “I’m sorry I got snot on your nice shirt,” I said. Paulette, who smelled like perfume and sunshine, didn’t say nothing. Reached behind her and unwrapped some squares from the toilet paper I kept by the bed. I wiped my face best I could with the wad she handed me.

      “Damn near same thing happened to me,” Paulette said, looking directly at me.

      “You worked for Sledge?” I asked. I wanted to turn away from her, but I kept my eyes steady. If I looked at her, I didn’t have to think about me.

      “Hell, no. I didn’t have no pimp. My boyfriend turned me out. He said if I loved him, I’d do this for him. Just a few of his friends and we’d have enough money for an apartment. Enough so I could leave my aunt and uncle’s house.”

      “Did you move out? Did he marry you?” I said, wondering if she looked so joyful because she got happy ever after like Cinderella and Snow White.

      “He was lying. I turned tricks for two years before I got saved. He had me out on every damn street corner on Lorain Avenue. He had dudes do me in his car, in hotels. Anywhere.”

      “How did you get away?” I asked. But I wanted to know why she wanted to get away. The other men may have been shit, but I wondered why she’d want to leave a boyfriend who loved her. It didn’t take me too long to figure out Dion didn’t love me. If he had, he’d have at least let me stay with him, and not let Sledge carry me any damned place. But maybe him sending me home did prove that he loved me. My head hurt trying to figure it all out.

      “I walked up to one of those New Day vans,” Paulette was saying. “They found me a place to stay that night. I ain’t been back since.”

      “What about your aunt and uncle?” I asked. At least she had people who loved her. A place she could go that probably wasn’t a basement.

      “Those pious church-going mofos couldn’t forgive me my trespasses.”

      “As we forgive those who trespass against us,” I murmured. “And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil.” Antoine had sometimes taken me to a Catholic church. The prayer had just been words I’d heard everyone mumble. But this time, it kinda meant something.

      “I haven’t told my momma the truth,” I said. “I don’t know if her and John would throw me out. They halfway going to kick me out anyway unless I get a job.”

      “Are you drunk?” Paulette asked.

      “I’m not feeling too high right now,” I said. But even I could hear the slur in my voice. My throat hadn’t caught up to my brain which was stone cold sober.

      Her sigh was long. She leaned forward, making me look her in the eye again. “Here’s the deal. I can get you a place to stay. You’ll get three squares a day. But you have to agree to come to meetings and talk to a counselor. And there’s no drinking.”

      “Sound like jail.”

      “No more jail than the hell you’re living in. Look. It’s an inpatient treatment program for recovering sex workers.” She held up her hand. “Nah, nah, nah, before you say something, hear me out. You’re dying in here. You look like you weigh about ninety pounds. You smell like you’re drinking your breakfast, lunch, and dinner. You’re not in school. You’re not working.

      “I don’t want to get a call that you cut your wrists and bled out down here. I ain’t saying it’s easy. But if you want to live, you’ve got to get the hell out of here and find out who you are.”

      My eyes burned with tears because the idea of laying down and never waking up sounded perfect and horrible all at the same time. Through the tears blurring my eyes, I looked Paulette in the eye and nodded.

      “Tell me what I have to do. I’m ready to go.”
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      “Where are you taking me?” Rida asked from the back of the car for about the hundredth time. I swear she was worse than a noisy ass child.

      I wanted to shove a fist in her face, shutting her up for good. But that would only draw attention to us. And we needed as little of that as possible. I looked at the dashboard, then looked at the signs outside the windshield. We were almost there. A couple of hours and this whole ordeal would be over and done with.

      “Park in long term,” I said to Grand as he steered around the airport.

      When he found a place to put the Lexus and that was safe from possible damage, Grand turned off the car.

      “Look. You have two choices,” I started, turning my whole body so the Rida girl could see me full on. “You can go back to Egypt.”

      In the silence, Rida looked out the window toward the air control tower. “What’s the other option?”

      I gave her the hardest stare I could. It didn’t take her too long to figure it out.

      “Fine,” she said.

      I held out a burner. “Call your family. You’ll be on KLM flight five fifty-three. You’ll land…” I checked the paper in my hand. “At two fifteen in the afternoon.”

      She gingerly grasped at the phone. I carefully watched her dial. Making sure it was a lot more than ten numbers. “Put it on speaker,” I demanded. Rida fiddled a little, but she did it. The ring sounded like a beep, so I figured it wasn’t Ohio she was calling. Rapid Arabic filled the cab of the truck. Five minutes in, I tapped her thigh—hard. Taking the hint, she said her goodbyes and hung up.

      “Grand here has a ticket on the same flight from Detroit to Amsterdam. He’ll make sure you get where you’re going,” I said. I gave them both their tickets.

      9/11 made the wait good and long. But I kept myself busy driving around Detroit. It was nice being in a city full of black folks. The white folks done cleared the hell out of this place. They were still hanging on to what was left of the good jobs in Cleveland.

      Found a fish joint. Watched the folks go wild when the Pistons won. Richard Hamilton hit it with less than two seconds left on the clock. Then LeBron blocked a shot, making the Cavs win. It was going to be a very good day. I couldn’t wait to check the cash from the bars.

      Games equaled drinking. And winning meant they spent more money on girls. Once Rida was gone, it was going to be smooth sailing. I needed to start thinking on legit ways to expand.

      “She get on?” I asked Grand when he opened the passenger door in front of Departures.

      “Yep,” he said when I hopped out my side and we switched.

      “Think she’s gonna bail in Amsterdam or wherever she’s changing?”

      “I don’t think any middle-eastern girl could safely get off a flight and roam around. She probably won’t chance it.”

      When some police started giving us the evil eye, I flicked him the keys and he started the car. It would be a good twenty-four hours before I was sure she was safe. I’d be holding on to this burner until then. One ring from her and I’d toss it in the Cuyahoga River. I never carried around a phone that had anything incriminating on it, but I’d make this one exception. I opened the glove box and popped it in.

      “What in the hell is this?” I asked, pulling out a handful of something that felt like broken glass. I pulled out at least a handful of yellow meth crystals

      “Aw, shit,” Grand said, sounding like a kid caught stealing from his mama’s purse. “I promised I’d do Iceman a favor.”

      “Iceman?” I said to myself more than Grand. “Don’t you tell me Derek has been dealing from our vans?”

      Grand didn’t say a word. I shoved him hard, not giving a shit that we were on the highway. Grand couldn’t keep the damned truck straight. Nearly hit some shitbox. Fortunately, he was able to save my truck from damage.

      “What in the hell are you thinking? I’m running a misdemeanor operation here. Maybe a low-level felony like they tried to lay on me a few months ago. But this here is fucking stupid,” I said, throwing a few rocks at him. “I don’t do federal crime. In less than twenty-four hours, Rida will be out of the picture, then there’s nothing linking me to the container or hard time. Not a damn thing. But this shit here,” I said, shaking my hand again. “This shit is just stupid. You know better than this.”

      “I told him I’d drop it off and pick up the cash in Toledo. It’s a low risk operation. I didn’t think you’d mind too much.” Grand was talking as fast as a drug commercial.

      “Didn’t think I’d mind, or didn’t think I’d find out?”

      “Look, it was stupid. But now that we have the shit, let’s just drop it off and be done with it.”

      I didn’t say a damn thing to him for a half hour. But I had to wonder if I could trust him anymore. Did he call the feds on the first container? Did he let Destiny go on purpose? Was he dealing drugs outta the vans paid for by me and in my company name? One stupid ass thing had me wondering if I could really trust him on anything. If the feds ever did find me, would he turn on me?

      “Here,” Grand said, pulling up to some shit house. The street sign laying halfway near the ground said LaGrange.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “I’m to call this number,” he said, turning over his arm, “and we’re going to do the trade.”

      He popped open the glove box and pulled out the phone, putting in the blue ink digits. I heard the faint sound of ringing, even though the phone was up to Grand’s ear. It stopped and he listened for a bit. “Yeah, we got your stuff. Come to the passenger side.”

      I pulled out the folded paper bag from between my knees. A brother with jeans and Timberlands came around the side. My neck unkinked in relief. Wasn’t no hinky white cops going to bust me tonight. I’d decide on the ride home what I’d have to do with Grand. Fire him or make sure he ended up in the river with this phone. I hadn’t had to get rid of anyone since Dashanique.

      “What you got for me?” he said.

      “Package from Iceman.” I dropped the sack in his hand. “What you got for me?” ’Cause I’d taken a little off the top of Iceman’s delivery. I’d give it to a few johns or something. And when these Detroit folks found their package a little light, Iceman would learn him a lesson about doing stupid shit.

      Guy pawed through the bag. I was glad he didn’t weigh it. I didn’t want to get shot over this shit—but Derek needed to be taught a lesson. Couldn’t wait to watch that play out. Flipped a plastic zipper storage bag into my lap full of cash. “Good looking out,” I said. Grand pulled down the street.

      “Easy peasy, lemon squeezy,” he said like he was in grade school or some shit.

      “Whatever. Pull over here to this burger joint and let get me a little something for the road.” Rida was gone. Iceman’s stupid errand was done. I was ready to relax with some fries and a pop. I’d be glad to use a couple a Iceman’s bills to pay the tab.

      Grand pulled in and went to get my standard order. Quarter pound of meat, fries, and a Mello Yellow. I was peeling off a few bills when something hit the truck. “Shit!” I yelled and looked out the window expecting to see some drunk or doped up fiend in a hoopty. But when I turned, my worst nightmare came to life. My truck was surrounded by police vehicles all suited up in armor like I was Bin Laden or some shit. The thud came again, like a battering ram.

      “Get out!” came one shout. The door opened and a cop yanked me from the seat.

      “Grand! Dion!” I yelled. But no relief came from the strong arms holding me or the shock of electricity that made me piss myself.

      “Get down now!” someone else yelled. Then my head hit the pavement and all went black.
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      The Lucas County Jail could have been a carbon copy of Cuyahoga County. The walk from the public parking lot to the tall imposing building had done me a world of good. Driving for two and a half hours during Thanksgiving weekend had to be at the bottom of my life’s wish list. The circulation had only returned to my butt when I got to the courthouse steps.

      I wasn’t sure my parents didn’t think I was crazy. I’d finally worked up the courage to tell them that it was off with Miles, but before I could get more than three words in, my phone rang. Ten phone calls later, I was approved to visit with my client Jarrod Carter in the Toledo jail.

      While most jails promised nearly round the clock attorney visits, the reality was very different. I pressed the buzzer on the locked side door for a good ten minutes before a sheriff younger than my oldest jeans answered the door.

      “Ma’am.”

      “Attorney Cort here for visitation,” I said officiously.

      “It’s Thanksgiving weekend,” the teenage deputy responded.

      My cold fingers fiddled with the stiff leather pocket of my briefcase. “Here’s the fax.” I jammed the blurry pages at his chest.

      The text may not have been too clear, but the county seal was. He backed away from the door and let me in. Most jails were nice. This one wasn’t. While there’s nothing nice about incarceration, jails were usually spotless, smelled strongly of disinfectant, and didn’t make you think of virulent strains of bacteria. This one made me want to wash my hands even though I hadn’t touched anything.

      When the deputy offered me a chair, I elected to stand. Brown rusty spots dotted cracks in the floor, walls, and ceiling. Cold air blew from a vent that I was sure was supposed to be heat.

      Jarrod Carter would hate this.

      Nearly an hour later, I got to sit with Carter in a tiny attorney room.

      “This is some bullshit,” he started before I could even get comfortable in the metal chair on my side of the table. He sounded more like my regular clients than the Brook Brothers-wearing business man I was used to.

      “How’d you get the bruise on the side of your head?” I asked. He looked like shit. Gone were the nice clothes, good manners, and expensive leather messenger bag. In its place was crusted blood and jail-issued coveralls.

      “How you think? A boot hit my head. My head hit the ground.”

      “Do you want to file a complaint?”

      “No. I want out of here,” he answered.

      I collected my thoughts and pulled a pen from my purse “Meth? You told me you weren’t in the drug trade.”

      “I’m not. It was Grand’s idea.”

      “Where is Grand?” I asked. I was sure he’d be pestering me to represent his weasly little accomplice. Had my speech already in place about conflicts of interest.

      “Don’t know,” he said.

      “What do you mean, you don’t know? Wasn’t he arrested with you?”

      “He wasn’t booked with me. When I asked around, ain’t nobody heard of Grand or Dion Fortune.”

      “So what you’re telling me is that one day out of the blue, your long-time deputy decides to do a drug deal. But somehow, you end up with the drugs and money while all he’s holding is a burger and fries?”

      Jarrod Carter had the wherewithal to stop and think on that a second. I didn’t want to sign Mr. Fortune’s death warrant or anything, but something didn’t smell right, and it wasn’t only the jail. I wanted to hip my client to the possibility that either Grand was working with the Feds or maybe needed my client out of the way to take over their little organization.

      “Or maybe it was one big fuck up,” I said. In reality, it didn’t matter what in the hell had happened. We had to think about the indictment that would be coming from the county prosecutors as soon as they got back from their turkeys. “From the initial police report, you’re looking at a first degree felony. Three to eleven years with prison mandatory. I’ve never been before Lucas County judges so I don’t know the likelihood of the full sentence.”

      “So the judge ain’t going to be your future father-in-law, huh?” Carter said with what was either a smirk or a grimace.

      Fuck me. Somehow, he’d known about Tom or the Brodys or something. He’d hired me because he thought the judge would play nice. Not because of my legendary legal skill. He’d been right, though. Played the whole justice system like a violin. As quick as I could, I made sure to mask the butt hurt from that comment. I pulled up my big girl panties and leaned forward to get to the heart of why I was here in person and not eating my mother’s strudel.

      “Your biggest problem is that the feds are sniffing around. They could take this case over in a heartbeat. I don’t have a lick of influence over anyone there.” I left anymore from that sentence.
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      She’d fucked him.

      Those were the first words that came to my mind sitting in this sterile little room with my lawyer. Casey had stiffly shaken the prosecutor’s hand. But neither one of them said their names. I cleared my throat. Then they remembered they manners.

      “Miles…Mr. Siegel, this is my client Jarrod Carter. Mr. Carter. This is Assistant U.S. Attorney Miles Siegel.”

      I stood and shook hands with the light-skinned brother. He had a nice watch on the other hand. Ain’t never met a brother with a thing for watches. That was a white man’s hobby. This guy wasn’t going to have an ounce of sympathy for me. Probably one of those niggers thought he was above a guy like me.

      “Why am I here?” I asked. That was the question that was squeezing my heart and making me dizzy. I wouldn’t tell this shit to anyone, but while I’d been laying on that musty cot in the common room—overflow accommodation, they called it—I’d barely been able to sleep.

      Prison had never been in my plans. That little charge from a few months ago was like swatting away a gnat. State court was a cake walk. There was always some way out of that system. Anyone with half a brain could beat a county charge.

      But Federal. I never wanted nothing to do with this shit. It’s why I stuck to girls and stayed the hell away from crack.

      Meth. I ain’t never had nothing to do with that shit. That was for those gap-toothed ofays.

      “We’re hoping you can assist with our investigation,” the federal attorney said.

      I started to say something, but Casey’s fingers squeezed my arm. It was the universal sign for shut-the-hell-up. I took it.

      “Which investigation might that be?” Casey asked. Did her voice shake? Maybe her voice was just like that. She’d been kind of weird during the beginning of the trial. In her office, I thought she was all brass balls.

      “Methamphetamine transport from Summit to Lucas and from Hamilton on up.”

      “My client isn’t in the drug business,” Casey said, looking relieved.

      “Why did he have,” the guy looked at some paper on the table, “three hundred grams of methamphetamine in his possession?”

      “He did not have anything in his possession. I think you need to look for Mr. Carter’s associate.”

      Casey was dead right. Their investigation had been ass backwards. If they’d wanted to know where the drugs were coming from, they should have found a lab or something. I’d been straight up set up. Entrapment, a guy in the county lock up had said. That brother had called it right.

      The other lawyer strained forward like he was a dog pulling on a leash. I could feel him wanting to lock me up tight for something. But they didn’t have much of anything for a federal charge. This was straight buy-bust that all drug dealers had to write off.

      “Why did he have ten thousand dollars in his possession?”

      “My client declines to answer that question,” my lawyer said.

      She glared at the guy. He couldn’t look her in the eye. Flipped through some papers instead. He was a straight up pussy. I looked back and forth between them. Ah, man, he’d dumped her and felt bad about it. Reading people was always easier than reading books. Interesting. I looked up at the bright ass light tubes and tried to figure a way to play the angles. I had to be able to wedge something in here to get me the hell out of trouble.

      “You’ve been arrested before,” he said, moving his hand down some small print.

      My lawyer sucked in her breath far too quickly. “He’s never been convicted of any crime,” she said.

      “Bang for the Buck? What’s that business for?”

      “My client runs a couple of sports bars,” she said. Her mouth was a little bit tight around the edges. Little lines grooved in.

      “Then why the promoting prostitution charge?”

      “He has girls dancing in the back. Some overzealous cops thought they were selling more than lap dances. My client runs a clean operation. Fired the girls in question. Building violations were fixed. All clear. The places are back open.”

      I tuned out their legal mumbo jumbo. Wondered if my money had been delivered to Alisha. I could for sure use that cash now. I needed to bail my ass out of here. Get back to Cuyahoga County. Decide if I needed to disappear for a bit or what.

      “Small time stuff,” the government lawyer said. Sounded like a white boy. Definitely not Cleveland. He peered at Casey. “All right, you can go.”

      I stood quick, my wrist and ankle shackles jingling. I didn’t want to give no one any damn excuse to shoot me dead in here. They’d take me out in a body bag and no one would think twice about another dead nigga.

      Before the sheriff’s deputy could close the door too quick, that lawyer was talking again.

      “Funny,” he said. “For a minute, I’d hoped this was the Container Case guy. He’s got the perfect cover business. But he’s just a small time drug dealer who decided to go big. Guess he didn’t make it.”

      “Guess not,” my lawyer said.

      “We’ll comb the car. Run the phone. But if that doesn’t pull anything, we’ll take the federal hold off him,” the guy said.

      The phone. Rida. The god damn phone.
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      “He didn’t just cross the line, Casey. He jumped over it like the motherfucking Holy Grail was on the other side,” Lulu said.

      She was right. I knew that. But it didn’t stop me missing him. Aching for that boyfriend to husband to family path that seemed so far out of my grasp. I squirmed under my friend’s scrutiny. Turning my back on her, I peered out of the sliver of window over her overflowing bookcase.

      For all the extra money in Lulu’s paycheck at the end of the month, my office view was way better than hers. My best friend’s bit of plate glass looked out on what I think was a war monument, or soldier memorial or something made of aged bronze. If I had to choose, though, I’d probably pick my Lake Erie view any day.

      “Why you going back to Toledo?” Lulu asked while she picked at her stir-fried green beans. I looked at my battered, deep fat fried, sweet and sour chicken and envied my friend her good choices. Next time, I’d order vegetables as well. Slowly but surely, I would learn how to be thin again, not give into my desire to make food my faithful companion.

      “Client got arrested there,” I answered.

      “And this has absolutely nothing to do with Miles?” Lulu didn’t break her stare. I eventually looked away.

      “The feds will probably pass on the case. My client’s out on bail and out of Toledo. Maybe I can hand him over to a lawyer out there. Or I’ll try the case. But Miles will be too busy climbing the career ladder to worry about me down in County. ”

      “We’ll see about that,” my best friend said like she hadn’t believed the little tale I’d woven.

      I pointed out the window toward the statue. “What is that, anyway?”

      “Soldiers and sailors memorial,” she said, for once her voice was totally straight. No faux urban speak.

      “Oh, okay.”

      “My grandfather’s on the ‘M’ panel under Mueller.”

      “Panel?”

      “You can go inside,” she said. “The names of those who served are there.”

      I tried to think how many times I’d passed that monument and never noticed it. Never knew there was something inside that marble or granite or whatever. Kind of like the girls Jarrod Carter ran. People had to have seen them every day, but nobody had ever said a thing.

      I closed my eyes against the future of working on his case. I was proud of myself for extracting a promise that he’d stop working the girls while I was working his case. Though I didn’t think he did it so much for me, but because he couldn’t risk a federal charge. The feds still weren’t sure he wasn’t a player in the meth game and had been keeping an eagle eye on him after he bailed out. He’d even let a couple go home, he’d told me.

      “Girl…don’t think you’re getting off that easy,” Lulu said, back in casual girlfriend mode. “Tell me you aren’t chasing that man.”

      I turned back to the talk about Miles. “We haven’t really talked since he moved,” I said. “I dropped off a couple of things he’d left at my place.” When he hadn’t been home, I’d left out. I hadn’t had the guts to look him in the face after Toledo. I didn’t want to be stared at by someone who’d looked at me and found me wanting.

      “Did he say anything during the interview?” she asked.

      “Nope. He was as cool as a cucumber. We were nothing more than prosecutor and defense attorney.” Like it had been in the beginning. Like how maybe it should have stayed.

      “You miss him?”

      I pushed the gelatinous chicken aside, appetite gone. Not that I could swallow anything past the lump in my throat. I shook my head, then turned away and sucked in a breath. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t cry, I repeated, trying to make it true.

      “What client in Toledo?” Lulu said, trying to change the subject.

      “Just a meth case,” I said, keeping the rest as confidential as I should have the first time. I’d learned my lesson about sharing half-confidences.

      “Fun,” she said, spearing three or four beans. Her stare was as keen as a clinician’s. “Are you unhappy because of the job or because of Miles?”

      “Both. Neither,” I said. I honestly had no idea anymore. By all accounts, most was right in my world. Bills paid. Weight lost. Cat aloof.

      “Do you even like criminal law?” she asked, then chewed slowly, clearly thinking of ways to analyze all my life choices. “You don’t seem any happier than when you were in Juvie.”

      “Criminal pays the bills,” I said. “It’s a regular schedule. The cases actually end. There’s a lot to credit it.” By all accounts, it was a huge step up from Juvenile.

      “But you hate the clients?” Lulu surmised, getting right to the heart of it. But her saying it out loud made a ball of knots form in my stomach. Made a mockery of my belief in innocence and constitutional law. Made me feel like a total asshole.

      “I don’t hate them,” I protested. Even I could hear it was a weak ass protest. “They just do some pretty terrible shit.”

      “Didn’t you expect that?”

      “Expect what?” I asked, playing dumb.

      “Don’t mess with me. You’ve seen the news. You saw what Judge Brody did. There are people who prey on the weak and vulnerable. They steal from them. They rape them. They kill them.”

      “I kinda thought it would be a lot of poverty crimes,” I admitted. “Kind of the flip side of Juvie. I met a lot of the parents that stole to feed their families, or dealt drugs because that’s the only job they could get. I thought I’d be defending those people who needed more from society than prison bars.”

      “And you’re not?”

      “Some are like that. Probably most. But it’s the ones with no remorse that are hard to stomach.”

      “And you can’t tell which is which coming in the door?” she asked.

      I shook my head. If only it had been that easy. I’d never have let Jarrod Carter into my office. “The ones who are in it for the money can pay me my going rate,” I said. “They don’t advertise that they’re sociopaths.”

      “And you like to eat,” Lulu said, holding up a bean like a champagne flute.

      “And I like to eat,” we said in near unison as I toasted her bean with my reddish orange chicken.

      It wasn’t so bad, I’d told myself over the last few nights. Jarrod Carter would probably go to jail for a few years at least. Maybe Grand wouldn’t be so smart and he’d get caught too. Maybe one or both of them would let the girls go and permanently close up shop. I prayed for those women when Carter made bail. After his brief incarceration in one of the county’s worst jails, I hoped he’d learned mercy. My greatest fear was that he had not.

      A well-timed knock came at the door, pressing pause on the hard questions. Maybe with this distraction, she’d forget about grilling me for a moment. An older-looking guy with light brown eyes and a suit to match let himself in. I was grateful for his intrusion. I didn’t want to discuss how my reality wasn’t living up to my ideals anymore. Not until I figured out how to wrap my head around it all.

      “Oh, sorry, I didn’t know you had someone in here,” he said, eyeing me nervously.

      I kind of wondered why big firm lawyers had guest chairs if they never had any clients come to see them in their cells. I couldn’t be the first person to have sat in here.

      “Hi, I’m Casey.” I put down my fork and stuck out my hand in an attempt to put the anxious guy at ease.

      “Ron,” he said, fiddling with one of the buttons on his cuff. “I’ll just leave these here,” he said, dropping a stack of Hamila folders on Lulu’s desk and backing out the door.

      “What’s that?” I pointed to the stack. Had to be less controversial than anything that could drop on my desk.

      “Pro bono,” she said, casually flipping through some papers. Then she got the inspired look on her face that may result in shopping for a gaudy bauble she thought worked for me or something equally outrageous. I and my wallet braced ourselves. “Hey, do you want to partner with me?” she asked.

      “On what?” I asked. Didn’t sound as crazy as the rhinestone dress she’d tried to get me to buy last week. We’d always had fantasies of working together until our paths diverged so widely. When the Brodys made it nearly impossible that I’d ever cross the hallowed ground she and her clients walked upon.

      “The firm has a pro bono program that’s helping finalize adoptions,” she said.

      “I thought that was a money business. What do they need volunteers for?”

      “Bunch of reasons. But have you considered it? Still in the family realm, so you already have the experience. And like you said, there can be some big money in it.”

      For the first time in weeks, I sat up straight. “That totally sounds like something I should look into,” I said. “Do you think the firm would mind?” I asked. It would be absolutely great to get in some supervised training in another area of the law I hadn’t considered.

      And maybe Mr. Jarrod Carter could be my last criminal case. Unless a miracle happened, he was going down for the drugs. After his case was done, I had been thinking it was high time I stopped dropping my card off in the arraignment room. Going purely domestic could be the break I needed. Adoption could get me halfway there.

      “Nope,” Lulu said. “I don’t think they’d mind at all. Gimme a minute.”

      My best friend flipped through a well-thumbed spiral bound notebook on her desk. Finding what she was seeking, she dialed four numbers. After a short conversation, her secretary brought in a single sheet of paper.

      “Sign this,” she said, glancing at the white sheet, then handing it over to me.

      “What is it?”

      “Confidentiality and ICA stuff,” she said.

      I looked it over. The firm wanted me to keep my mouth shut, to make sure I knew they weren’t paying me a dime, and I had to agree to arbitration should we ever disagree. I lifted one of the blue ball points from Lulu’s desk organizer and penned my name.

      “So what are we working on?” I asked after handing over the partially executed agreement binding me to big firm servitude—for the short run.

      “Let’s have a look,” Lulu said, abandoning her meal. I closed the lid on mine as well. The cold chicken had lost my interest. “Foreign adoption. Family ran out of money, needs to finalize.”

      “I’m in,” I said. “Helping an abandoned kid find a home seems like the right kind of work for me at the moment.”

      The buzz, buzz of my phone in my bag had me reaching for the little plastic gadget. The way I reacted reminded me of Miles and his crackberry habit. He’d always claimed the messages were important. I knew mine weren’t.

      I plunked the phone on the desk. It jumped around like a kid’s motorized toy.

      “Let me turn this off, and maybe we can strategize for an hour,” I said, totally jazzed about thinking my future and not my recent past.

      The name Velma Carter blinked up from the back of the phone while I thumb-wrestled the off button into position. “Feds h…,” scrolled across the little screen before the display went blank.

      “You going to answer that?” Lulu said, pulling out clean pads and new pens from her desk.

      “Not now,” I said. I was pretty sure it was Jarrod Carter calling. I’d had enough of his problems for a while. Whatever he had to tell me could wait.

      “New beginnings?” my best friend asked, lifting her cola bottle in the air.

      “New beginnings,” I agreed, tapping her pop with mine.
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      “Why don’t you knock off early?” Spencer Milburn said to the kitchen crew. Milburn was the owner, proprietor, head chef, bar back and more of Spencer’s. All that and my boss too.

      The fine citizens of Cleveland must have been getting their roasted pork belly, massaged micro green salad, and truffle fries with aioli elsewhere.

      “You don’t think it will pick up later?” I asked, mainly for the benefit of the skeleton crew working under me. Spencer may have been head chef in name, but I was actually doing the job. He’d scribble down menu suggestions then waltz out to greet customers and hang out at the bar. If you asked me, those chef whites—which were actually black—because black was more hip—were no more than a costume for him.

      I had to actually do the hard work running the back: work out recipes, place meat and produce orders, then train everyone in the kitchen down the line. Those people looked up to me and I didn’t want them to think that I was just leaving them on a sinking ship. Because believe it or not, Spencer’s was going down. I’d been in the restaurant business long enough to see the signs. Half-empty dining room. Monday night fish specials. Customers coming in with coupons.

      I wasn’t going to be the one to tell him that upscale bistro and coupon clipping senior citizens didn’t mix. Milburn didn’t take suggestions well.

      “The holidays are hard on every restaurant. But Saturday night should be hopping. I’ll see you then,” Milburn said before heading back out to the bar. He was drinking too much also. I might cook for a living, but I didn’t eat every damn thing that came out of the kitchen. He needed to lay off the booze, but we definitely didn’t have the kind of relationship that would allow me to talk to him about that.

      When the kitchen door swung closed, I unwound the apron strings from my waist. Leaving early obviously wasn’t optional. I nodded to my guys. They turned off stoves, and wrapped food for the fridge or freezer. While they cleaned up, and left out the back door one by one, I started doing the kitchen calculations in my head.

      Shrimp from tonight’s taco special could become shrimp grits on Saturday. If I paired it with Hoppin’ John or black-eyed pea salad, I could have a southern New Years Eve theme. I poked around the cold storage. Collard greens and ham hocks would pair well. There wasn’t a soul who didn’t like the idea of eating their way to wealth and prosperity.

      White folks would think they were getting something exotic. Black folks would feel at home. Seemed like the perfect compromise for this area smack dab in the middle of Cleveland’s so-called revitalization. Light some bridges, build a light rail and bam, you had gentrification.

      When everyone had left the kitchen, and my knives were drying, I sat down in the tiny office and wrote out my suggestions for Milburn. He might bitch and moan about how he was the creative mind behind Spencer’s, but dollars to doughnuts he’d have my specials on his New Year’s Eve menu. Didn’t make much difference either way, champagne and liquor would drive the profit on Friday. The next few weeks or months would be the true test. Pulling the last of the tape from the dispenser, I stuck my suggestions on the computer monitor where Milburn couldn’t miss them.

      After I changed, I bundled my stiff double-breasted jacket into my duffle bag. The uniform service wasn’t operating during the week between Christmas and New Years. Spencer’s couldn’t require the staff to wash their stuff, but I most certainly wasn’t going to walk around smelling like funk. Two days off was enough time for me to wash and iron.

      Spencer walked back and forth through the kitchen and out the back door a couple of times. There was nothing for him to do in that alley because he didn’t “do” trash. He was keeping an eye on me and my hours, plain and simple.

      I got the message.

      My knives were dry. The kitchen was clean. Time to punch out.

      Chives. Damn. We were out. Back into the office I went. I added chives to the produce list. They made a much better garnish than parsley. When Spencer came back in this time, we didn’t speak. I mimed punching out. I wouldn’t cost him one penny more tonight.

      I slipped each knife into its own pocket and carefully rolled the leather making sure there was no contact between the delicate blades. Ceramic knives could chip in a heartbeat.

      I smoothed my fingers over the hand tooled knife roll. It had been a Christmas present from Lynell and the kids. Best one I’d ever received. Buckled each side carefully before I zipped up my jacket.

      I switched my clogs for kicks and made sure my duffle and knife roll were fastened.

      Checked the clock again. Only nine.

      I liked going home early well enough. Especially during school vacation. If I left now, I could maybe watch a movie with the kids. Possibly even put them to bed early enough for me to get some time with Lynell. But I also got paid by the hour. If I left three hours early, that was sixty less dollars I’d have in my pocket at the end of the week.

      I needed to leave because I was tired of Spencer watching me, and I couldn’t think of anything else that needed doing. The twinge low in my belly wasn’t hunger. It was regret and fear. I’d only been at Spencer’s for a few months. The pay and opportunity to move up was too enticing not to take. I’d been at the downtown hotel for five years, but great hours and benefits hadn’t made up for the lack of advancement or minuscule increases that hadn’t kept up with inflation, nor growing kids.

      Lynell hadn’t been a fan of the move to Spencer’s. It was looking like she may have been right about Milburn. The one time she’d met my boss, Lynell had said he didn’t have a serious business-minded bone in his body. He was playing at being a restaurant owner, she’d said.

      Cooks jumped around all the time, I’d told her. Those white boys made money hand over fist because they realized their worth. I’d taken a page out of their playbook when I hopped from the secure jobs I’d had to start work at this bistro, excuse me, gastropub in the Flats.

      But every time I left this place, I doubted my choice. It looked like every other place on the water was jumping most nights. And when I stepped outside between the warehouses, it wasn’t much different. I pulled the hood of my jacket over my head. It wasn’t that cold, but I didn’t like wind from the water turning my ears to ice blocks.

      I swiveled my head around taking in the Wednesday night crowd. You could have heard a pin drop in the front of Spencer’s, but the spaghetti place, the comedy club, and all the bars were lit up as bright as the bridges.

      Shook my head and closed my eyes for a long minute. Didn’t matter. This wasn’t a problem that could be solved in a day or week. I’d ride it out a bit more and see what happened. A bunch of restaurants were going up on the near Westside that were looking for help. If push came to shove, I could apply at one of the chains in the Gateway district. I could make a giant batch of nachos as good as the next guy.

      I hefted the duffle across my body and tucked the knives under my arm so I could shove my bare hands in my pockets. Hadn’t been this cold when I’d left home.

      When I looked over my shoulder, the door was open again. I went back and kicked the door closed with my foot. Don’t know why Spencer propped it open. We had a bell for deliveries or locked-out employees. I guess if you had a lot of cash, little worries like theft and heat loss didn’t concern you much.

      The comment from Lynell about Spencer playing at being a grown-up popped into my head again. Tomorrow, or next week, or next month was when I would think about how I’d gotten myself into this situation and how I would get out.

      I heard some talking in the alley near the dumpster. The one thing I’d learned growing up in Cleveland was that some shit wasn’t my business. You poked your head into the wrong shit and you could end up shot. As a brother in Cleveland, I felt lucky to have escaped that fate, so turned the other way around the building. I pulled my hands from my pockets, though. First to tuck the knife roll a little more securely. Didn’t want anyone trying to take it off me. Second, with my hands free, I could defend myself if it came down to it.

      I blew a little bit on my exposed hands. Hopefully, I wouldn’t be cold too long. The Rapid stop was close. I could warm up between there and East One Sixteenth Street.

      Despite the cold, I put one foot in front of the other slower than I should have. The guys in the alley weren’t moving, which said drug deal to me. As long as you didn’t get in their way, dealers usually left you alone. Drug fiends were another problem, but if someone was getting their hit, they wouldn’t need to rob me. And in a minute, they’d probably be too damned high to care.

      What I worried about more than drug dealers was coming up short after Christmas. I’d gone hog-wild on the gifts planning to make it back during the holidays.

      I didn’t want my daughter to be the only one without an American Girl doll and all the stuff that came with it. Maybe that Xbox for Ellison been stupid for two reasons. The boy hadn’t come up for air in three days. Kid’s fingers were going to fall off. He was doing okay in third grade, though. Hopefully, Halo 2 didn’t make him check out from school. Not that it was that great a school. But Lynell and I owned the house they were in. Didn’t think a lick about it when we were looking for something we could afford. A few blocks away and we’d be in the Shaker School…

      “Stop!” a voice yelled into the cold.

      The shout jarred me from my thoughts, but I kept walking because no one ‘round here was talking to me. Dealer had probably stiffed the fiend or vice versa. I’d let them hash it out well out of target range.

      “I said stop!” The voice came at me like the crack of a whip.

      I didn’t bother to look around. Some kind of shit was going down, and I needed to get as far away from it as possible. I reached into my pocket to make sure I had my pass ready. Push came to shove, I’d ditch the duffle and book it from the East Bank to Settler’s Landing.

      It was a sad fact that black on black crime was what I had to fear. My father had always said we were killing our own so fast, didn’t have to wait for the “the man” to do it for us. I picked up my pace, suddenly much warmer than I’d been a minute ago. Nothing like fearing for your safety to heat you up.

      I was too old for this shit, though. I didn’t work in the ‘hood for this exact reason. Lived as far out on the edge as I could afford, but still I was acting like a scared pussy.

      What little hair I had stood against the back of my neck as stomping feet got closer and closer. I stopped because there wasn’t anywhere to run. I was nearly at the station. A few drunk white people were slouching off the benches pasty under bright white light. Surely no one would try anything in near broad daylight.

      Should I turn and face my attacker, or should I make a run for it? Maybe it wasn’t anything. Probably nothing more than a boogeyman. I’d let the whole culture of fear and crime get into my head. Shame burned my throat. How was it I was afraid of someone who probably looked like me?

      I turned.

      Damned bright light blinded me. My left hand went up to shield my eyes from the light. “What’s up?” I yelled toward the beam. I tried to pull off casual, though I was anything but. Sweat pricked my skin. My heart was racing. Dying had not been on my list of things to do today.

      “Drop your gun,” a voice yelled.

      Gun? They must be police. I only relaxed slightly. They must have confused me with someone else.

      I fit the profile.

      I always fit the profile, until they figured out they weren’t looking for me.

      I fiddled in my pocket. I’d just get my wallet, show my old work ID from the hotel, then be on my way. That had always worked in the past. The light went from bright to blinding. I lifted my hand to shield my eyes again. I was moving too slow. I’d just explain.

      “I don’t—”

      The pop-pop of a firecracker came first. The searing pain came next.

      Oh, shit.

      I was going to die.

      I hadn’t hugged Ellison in months. Zora still sat on my lap. But Ellison was too old. Jagged sharp pain radiated from my heart to my arms. My head hit something hard.

      Mama, Daddy, Campbell, and Lynell were my last thoughts.
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      “Police!” I yelled. “Drop your gun.”

      I thought my heart would leap from my chest. Adrenaline was shaking my hands. I pulled my own weapon. If I didn’t get my hands under control, and I had to fire, it would go wide. It was him or me. I had to make it home tonight. My kids couldn’t go fatherless.

      Fuck.

      What was I doing? My head wasn’t on straight. I needed to focus, not get shot, not get killed.

      Was this slinger carrying a shotgun? Who had a rifle in the city? Damned drug dealers were better armed than the police these days. Instead of putting down the shotgun, the guy reached into his pocket for a second gun.

      In a single practiced move, I pulled the cold grip of my Glock from its holster. Crossed my flashlight hand over my gun hand and aimed.

      Center mass.

      Center mass.

      Not head. Not knee. This wasn’t TV. It was him or me. I wanted to get home to see my kids in Westlake. I wanted to ring in the New Year with my wife.

      Guy wasn’t moving. It was like he was looking at me and thinking. Thinking about stopping his advance on the police or thinking about shooting me, I couldn’t tell. Didn’t matter. I wasn’t taking any chances either way. My cold fingers shook a minute, then I got my grip. I squeezed once on the trigger. The guy went down in less than a second.

      My heart rate zoomed up with fear, down with relief, then up again. I breathed in and out a couple of times willing myself not to have a heart attack.

      There was noise behind me, in front of me, around me. Were a crew of gang members or drug dealers closing in?

      I spun around again and again trying to locate the enemy, but the only thing I saw were small clumps of drunk people. In a minute, the five people turned to ten. Ten to twenty.

      Call this in. That’s what I needed. Where was my partner?

      “Webb!” I shouted.

      Darlene was nowhere to be found. Damned rookie. They’d paired me with a woman and one who didn’t have much experience at that. At least I’d saved her ass from getting shot. I’d worry about her later.

      A man approached the perp.

      “Step back!” I ordered the civilian.

      “But he needs help or he’ll die,” the guy said kneeling down near the drug dealer.

      “This is a crime scene investigation,” I said waving my gun in his general direction. “Back off.”

      The guy scrabbled away.

      It took me a minute to steady my hand and press the buttons on the mike at my shoulder. “Shots fired!” I shouted into the receiver. “Male, black down. Twenty-five. Has a rifle.”

      “Backup will be there shortly,” a calm voice replied. “Do you need medical assistance?”

      “No. I’m fine,” I said. Where in the hell was Darlene? My weapon was in my left hand. How did it get there? Shit. I didn’t need to shoot someone in that crowd by mistake. I holstered the Glock.

      The sound of a car motor made me turn.

      Darlene.

      Finally.

      My partner pulled up to me in the Interceptor. Throwing open the driver’s side door wide, she stepped out cautiously.

      “Get some tape,” I barked. “We need to cordon off this area for investigation.”

      Webb went back and opened the passenger door wide. They were bulletproof and she was doing the right thing, providing coverage should we need it. The trunk opened and slammed. A large roll of yellow and black tape in her hands, she approached cautiously.

      “What happened?”

      “The guy had a gun. It was a lot more than drug dealing going on here. Sometimes dispatch doesn’t get it right.” I looked at the crowd coming closer again. Screaming sirens filled the air as more patrol cars pulled up. An officer got out, assessed the situation, and reconfigured the cars. Each of the four faced the perp. Our passenger and driver doors were already open. The other cars followed suit, then we had complete coverage. Civilians could no longer see what was going on. All the better. They always got the wrong idea about police situations. And now with the Internet…

      “Sergeant Baldwin. Give me a rundown,” a CPD officer demanded. I turned around to find a tall bullheaded man staring at me. I’d seen his face around but didn’t know his name. The double bars at his shoulder let me know he was a captain.

      “Should we call an ambulance?” Webb piped in. She’d left the car, where she’d retreated to safety, and walked to where the man lay on the pavement.

      Captain Todd, I’d finally read and digested the name, waved away Darlene’s question.

      “The rundown?” I asked confused as to why I had to do this now. This kind of thing was handled at headquarters where there were cameras to tape my statement and lots of forms for me to fill out and sign.

      The captain retrieved a small card from his jacket. It looked like the plastic Miranda card we all had, but it was more like a business card. He glanced at it, then slipped it back into his pocket.

      “Was shooting necessary to defend your life? Was using your weapon a good idea in light of the perceived threat? Was what you did reasonable?” Todd asked all three questions in rapid succession.

      I looked at him, my head tilted sideways. I felt like he was sending me a message. But my receiver was broken. Looking away from the captain’s intense stare, I focused on the darkened factory buildings a short distance away. Then it hit me.

      Garner training.

      We’d done a three-day training probably a decade and a half ago on how to meet some court’s test of whether an officer was guilty of excessive force. Those had been the three most boring days, twenty-four most mind-numbing hours of my life. I wished I’d paid attention. Quiet far too long, I gathered what was left of my thoughts, then spoke. The next few words could be the difference between getting back to work or endless desk duty.

      “Approximately twenty forty five, Officer Webb and I received a call out from dispatch. They said there was drug dealing in the area between Spencer’s restaurant and this office building.” I gestured behind me to the looming dark structure. Anyone who’d been working during the holidays was probably long gone by now.

      “At twenty fifty, we drove from our patrol area to West Tenth Street. Webb stayed with the vehicle while I initiated investigation on foot.

      “Several men congregated outside near the Dumpster. I observed them engaged in suspicious activity. The assailant broke from the crowd and came forward menacingly. He had a weapon under arm—what appeared to be a short-barreled rifle.

      “I identified myself, requested that he stop. When he finally complied, he turned toward me and reached into his pocket. Fearing for my life and those of the civilians around me, I discharged my weapon.”

      An ambulance screamed down the street, halting my report. Two men jumped from the vehicle. Their pounding feet echoed on the pavement. In seconds, they had a stretcher jacked up and rolling toward the perp. I looked at his face for the first time. The black hood he’d been wearing had fallen from his head when he hit the pavement. The perp’s eyes were closed.

      They all looked innocent when they were dead.

      It was almost enough to make a cop second guess himself. Almost. But once you see a fellow officer on the ground, guts and brains splayed out for anyone to see, you never make that assumption of innocence. Not in the field anyway. Defense lawyers and the ACLU could argue innocence all day long. But that’s not the way it was in the trenches.

      “It’s not fatal,” an EMT said, his fingers on the neck of the perp.

      The other lowered the stretcher.

      In a single practiced motion, they loaded the guy on the rolling bed. In less than a minute, he was in the belly of the ambulance.

      He wasn’t dead.

      Exuberance was followed by dread. What if…what if he wasn’t a gangbanger? Something about his pants was off. They weren’t nearly falling off his ass. I ran to the back of the ambulance to confirm what was in my head.

      “Check his airway!” one EMT was directing another who was actually working on the body.

      “Clear!” came back from the other as he positioned the head backwards.

      “Oxygen.”

      The second guy lifted something from the wall of the van. He stretched a blue rubber band around the perp’s head, covering his nose and mouth with a plastic mask. The EMT turned back to the wall and turned the valve on a green and silver tank.

      “Breathing?” I asked, short of breath myself.

      A stethoscope appeared.

      “Yes,” one of the men said, sparing me a glance.

      “Get that jacket off. Collar around him,” the first EMT commanded in some kind of short hand.

      From somewhere in the van, the second EMT produced a blue and yellow foam thing that he carefully wrapped around the perp’s neck. The first EMT popped a metal rod from the bed. It stood up like one of those poles they put on shopping carts in stores deep in the hood. Bags of fluid appeared and were slipped on to a hook on the rod. The second EMT inserted a couple of needles into the guy, adjusted the flow of fluid.

      For the first time one of the EMTs looked at me. “Where was he shot?”

      I had no idea. We shot to kill. This one wasn’t dead. I couldn’t get past that fact. Was trying to work out in my head how this was gonna blow back on me.

      I finally shook my head in answer, but the EMTs weren’t paying me any attention, they’d gone back to work keeping the perp alive.

      “He’s in shock or something. Cut off that jacket.” Small feathers floated around the body. The sound of fabric ripping filled the van. Then blood was everywhere.

      “Compression bandages. We've gotta go now. One guy hopped out and slammed the back doors. In a second, he was in the driver’s seat. Siren wails accompanied the lights that had never stopped pulsing. The ambulance backed out and just like that, it disappeared around the corner.

      I wandered back to the car. Time to go downtown. Officer involved shooting was nothing if not a mother fucking butt load of paperwork.

      “Baldwin! Over here!”

      I followed the voice. It was cold out here, but I was warm, almost hot. Maybe it was the dozens of CPD that had shown up on the scene. It was a sea of crime tape and navy blue jackets.

      Someone in police blues, a robbery/homicide detective, or internal affairs was leaning over the spot where the body had been. He lifted a tube shaped leather bag from the ground. Under the watchful eyes of everyone, he unbuckled first one strap, then the second. The leather unrolled on the pavement. A dozen or so knives gleamed in the flashing lights on the scene.

      “Knives?”

      Leaving the leather roll where it was, the detective unzipped the black duffel. He pulled out a black jacket, shoes with staples all around them, sweatpants, and some dirty gym socks.

      “You saw a gun?” the investigator said lifting his eyes to me. I read judgment and doubt in their depths.

      My lower eyelids twitched painfully. They did that when I was tired or stressed or cold. Right now, I was all three.

      “He approached me with his hands in his pocket.”

      “The jacket’s in the ambulance,” the investigator said thoughtfully. He directed two officers to get over to MetroHealth. They would impound his belongings. Search for a weapon. A small gun would make all this much easier for everyone.

      “I’ll drive you back to the station,” Todd said on the move. Haltingly, I followed.

      “I can…” I looked back at our patrol car helplessly.

      “You can’t. When you get there, don’t say a word. Ask for your union rep. Wait until they get to the station before you make a statement. Got it.”

      Dutifully I promised myself to do what perps could never do, exercise my right to remain silent.
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      Bright lights as sharp as those at the Jake during a nighttime baseball game, pierced my eyelids. I lifted my right lid for the fraction of a second it took for me to realize I’d be blind if I didn’t shut it quick.

      A quick inventory of my body revealed there was something stuck in my throat. Whatever it was wouldn’t dislodge when I tried to swallow. I opened the other eye hoping to find someone to explain this all to me. No luck. More lights.

      “Where…” I pushed out. I tried to remember how the day had started. I’d showered. The kids had been playing or fighting or both. I’d left for work at the restaurant…

      “Don’t try to talk. You’re in the hospital. You’ve been shot,” came a reply.

      Shot? With a gun? Who would shoot me?

      “Am—” I tried again.

      “Sir, please don’t talk.” A shadow loomed over me. I cracked my eyes again to see where the West Indian accent had come from. “I’m Nurse Joseph. The bullet has done substantial damage to your internal organs. As soon as an OR frees up, we’re going to take you into surgery.”

      Surgery? Someone was going to cut me open. To take out a bullet? To take out more? I didn’t want to come home half a man. I closed my eyes. If I needed emergency surgery, it might be the only thing between me and home or me and death. Maybe a date with a scalpel wouldn’t be so bad.

      Nurse Joseph was the last person who spoke to me directly. Every few minutes I opened my eyes as another person poked and prodded at me.

      I was cold.

      I think I was naked under a thin blanket. It was winter, why was there no heat? Or shock, maybe that was it. I’d heard shock made a person cold. Who knew if that kind of thing was true if it came from a medical TV show? The patients on TV shows always died, or had a miraculous recovery. Would the actor doctor be crying or high-fiving? Pain ebbed as my head floated away on a cloud. A swish of cold air stopped my mind from spinning. Reality came back with a snap. A poker of sharp pain burned my insides.

      “You can’t be in here,” Nurse Joseph barked at someone.

      “This is an official police investigation,” a deep male voice replied.

      “The patient is being prepped to undergo surgery,” she said in a voice that probably stopped most people.

      But not these men. “We need to ask him a few questions.” Entitlement dripped from his voice.

      Police.

      “You can talk to him tomorrow,” Joseph said her voice firm.

      “Is he awake?” The cop asked. He wasn’t backing down either. If they were in any place other than a hospital, I suspected Nurse Joseph would be more accommodating.

      “Do you not see the breathing tube down his throat? He can’t talk. In a few minutes, he’ll be unconscious. You will have to do this later.” Joseph enunciated the last few words as if the cop were a first grader.

      “My boss isn’t going to like this,” the cop replied. He was backing down though. Go Nurse Joseph! I hoped she was at my side the entire hospital stay. I was going to need a fierce protector in this cold, cruel world.

      “You tell your boss that as soon as he goes to medical school, and completes his residency in emergency medicine, he can make decisions about patient care. Until then, it’s my call,” another voice said, obviously a doctor. Had the man been there all along?

      “We’re going to need to move him into custody once the surgery is over.” The cop was like a pit bull. Why didn’t he go back to wherever he’d come from and leave me to live or die? Sharp pains pierced me as the doctor bumped the stretcher. I craved the surgery’s promise of sweet oblivion.

      “You know what? That’s the next shift. Go wait in the cafeteria or something. You can ply your trade on the guys who come in at midnight,” the doc said. Had the doctor just given me up? Where was Nurse Joseph? My head swam and things went from clear to hazy in a moment. Why was I in the hospital?

      Gunshot.

      Custody.

      My mind cleared for the first time in what felt like hours.

      None of this was making any sense. It must be a case of mistaken identity. I’d never crossed the line or gotten into trouble.

      Custody meant jail or prison or both. I tried to think around the pounding in my head. Tried to figure out what had led me here. How many times had my dad railed against the school to prison pipeline? Every day he’d read one story or another from the paper about a kid from Hough or East Cleveland who jumped from one crap institution to another.

      But I’d colored within the lines. I hadn’t stepped one toe out of the box—except with Campbell. Getting married too young had been stupid, but wasn’t illegal.

      So I’d stayed out. Stayed out of trouble. Stayed out of gangs. Stayed out of the worse parts of Cleveland. So how had it happened? How had I ended up in the one place my father had worked so hard to have me avoid?

      I shivered, not with cold this time, but with fear. All the stories my dad had told me from life down south in Alabama crowded out hope. They had been the stuff of nightmares, and now I was living it.

      It wasn’t sharecropping, part time schooling. But jail would be segregation of a different sort. Despite being confined, my head moved back and forth in protest. I couldn’t let this happen. I couldn’t be one of the black folks someone was making money off of. Teachers union, police union, prison guard union. With every throb of pain, I was letting my father down.

      “He prepped?” The doctor asked.

      “Yes,” Nurse Joseph said.

      My bed jerked. I opened my eyes enough to see that we were moving toward an elevator. The gasp of pain that came from my lips was involuntary.

      Everything hurt.

      Whatever they’d given me earlier was long gone. I’d never been in this much pain in my life. I was starting to see why some people begged for the mercy of death. I might be doing the same if the promise of anesthesia wasn’t right around the corner.

      “Sorry. You’ll feel better soon,” Nurse Joseph soothed. A roughened hand smoothed along my head.

      I was wheeled to a room even colder than the hall I’d been in.

      “We’re going to give you something to relax,” someone said.

      I was awake again. This time in a different room. The curtains weren’t blue like before but pinkish purple. Zora would know the name of that color. Machines hissed and beeped all around me. The tube was no longer in my throat. I lifted my hand to try to adjust the blanket, but something jerked my wrist back to the bed. I shook my hand experimentally.

      Handcuffed?

      I was shackled to the bed. Was I in jail? Did jails have hospitals? They had to, didn’t they?

      “Troy Duncan?” a voice asked.

      It took all the strength I could muster to nod my head. Damn, that hurt a lot. Fortunately, or not, the rest of my body from the chest down was numb.

      “You’re under arrest for felonious assault. You have the right to remain silent,” the officer started in the all too familiar litany. I’d seen cops reading rights to hundreds of television criminals in my life. Never in a million years did I think it would be my reality.

      “Do you understand the rights I’ve just read to you?”

      No, I didn’t understand a thing that was going on.

      Gunshot.

      Surgery.

      Arrest.

      None of it computed. I nodded anyway, the way guys always did on TV. I was innocent. It could all be sorted out later. When I was healed. When I was home.

      “Lynell,” I croaked out. The cop being here was one thing, but maybe someone had called my fiancée.

      No one answered my plea. Someone in scrubs lifted my eyelids, lifted the blanket, prodded at me. In a flash, the space below my ribs went from numb to burning pain. I must have flinched, because the woman stopped moving her latex clad hands for a second and looked me in the eye.

      “Sorry.”

      She moved liquid-filled bags from one hook to another.

      “What’s happening now?” I croaked out the question.

      “We’re required to move you to a secure floor.”

      “Secure?” For my safety? Who was a threat to me?

      “We’ll move you to the jail infirmary as soon as you’re stable,” a cop said. He was slouching by a bank of monitors.

      I got it. They thought I was the threat.

      Me.

      The guy lying in bed with the gunshot wound. Clamming up, I exercised my right to remain silent because I didn’t think my comment on the irony of the situation would be well received.
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      “You’re going to need to get your stories straight,” Captain Todd said. We were sitting across from each other in one of the interrogation rooms. I’d dumped guys here after arrest, but I’d never stayed. All that detective stuff was above my pay grade.

      “Me and who?” I asked. I’d been alone when the guy had threatened me.

      “Webb. Darlene Webb. That’s her name right. About five years on the force?” Todd said flipping through a file folder. What did he have in there anyway? I hadn’t been asked to write a single report yet.

      “Darlene’s my partner. That’s right,” I answered warily.

      “You didn’t hear this from me, but you should talk to her before the CPPA lawyer comes.”

      “But there’s no story to get straight.” I looked right and left, wondering if I were being taped. If what I said in this minute could derail my career. I shook my head. Nah, Todd wouldn’t do the dirt on me like that. I continued, “The guy was carrying. He didn’t stop after I warned him. Then he reached into his pocket. Fearing for my life, I unholstered my weapon and took aim,” I said, the words already becoming familiar in my mouth.

      “That’s a great speech, Baldwin. But you’re going to need to address the fact that the guy had no weapon.”

      For a long moment, the hum of the overhead fluorescent lights buzzed louder and louder until it was all I could hear. My head swam with dizziness, the way I felt after a couple of drinks at The Zone Car. But I wasn’t drunk or high or anything like that. I was starting to get flat out scared. Todd was looking at me like every word from my mouth had the power to end my career. The hum of the lights was like an annoying summer fly. I shook my head again, willing away the irrational fear clawing at my insides.

      “What do you mean?” I asked. Surely, Todd would explain it now. That the gun had been found in the dumpster. That the perp had thrown it to a gang member they were still pursuing.

      “He’s a cook at Spencer’s. New place in the flats,” Todd explained.

      “What? Cooks don’t carry? I’ve seen one or two gangbangers with jobs.” I said jabbing at the fake wood table.

      “He was carrying his knives, a dirty uniform, and a bus pass,” Todd answered his eyes boring into mine.

      “Shit,” I whispered. He was right. I needed to talk to Webb. I could count on the union to back me, no matter what. The politicians were another story. I’d been in Cleveland long enough to know that elected officials would circle the wagons to save themselves first. That might include saving me, it might not. Rookie Webb might be the key to my getting cleared.

      “I’m going to walk out of this room. You’ll have fifteen minutes with Darlene Webb. I suggest you use it wisely.”

      A couple of minutes later, my partner came into the room. The admiration which usually filled her eyes when she glanced at me had changed to wariness.

      “What happened to you?” I asked. “You shouldn’t have let me go out there on my own. I could have been killed without backup. That’s lesson one. I thought I’d drilled that into you on your first day with me.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said. Darlene’s hands were shaking. Tissue shreds floated from her palms to tabletop.

      “Don’t be sorry. Be smart. Next time—”

      “I think you should find a new partner,” she interjected.

      Her words came at me, harsh. She looked at me like I was glowing radioactive waste.

      “Fine.” It would be good to be rid of her. Maybe my next partner would be someone with more than affirmative action under her belt. Someone who would know the meaning of backup.

      I glanced at my watch. Ten minutes stood between now and midnight. “The rep will be here. We need to have a single story to tell him.”

      “I’m going to tell the truth,” she said. Naïve is what that was. But she didn’t want to hear that from me, her soon-to-be former partner.

      So much for talking and compromise. Funny, that’s what women said they wanted. But at the end of the day, I’d handle her like I’d handle any other woman. I’d tell her how it was going to be.

      “Twenty forty-five we received a call from dispatch. Suspected drug activity at Eleven Twenty-three West Tenth Street. We drove from our patrol position on the west bank of the flats. We entered Tenth Street from the west side. Strategically, we chose to leave the car on the street rather than pull into the alley. No reason to be backed into a corner.

      “While you radioed for backup, ran plates, something, I approached the suspects. There were approximately five black and Hispanic males surrounding a dumpster. They appeared to be engaged in illegal activity.

      “One male broke from the pack. He jogged toward me in a menacing manner. He had what appeared to be a rifle under his right arm. I identified myself. Shouted for him to stop. He continued to advance. I shouted again. When he finally stopped, he reached into the pocket of his coat. Fearing for my life, I took out my weapon and fired.

      “Got that?”

      Darlene didn’t say anything, but she nodded her head.

      “I don’t mean to throw you under the bus here, but you realize you’re gonna have to answer why you were hiding in the car, right? They may put you in admin for a bit, but I’ll go to bat for you. Try to get you back out on patrol. You have potential, but will need some more field training, even if that’s not with me.”

      Her wary look was back, but she nodded nonetheless.

      “You think you can remember all this when Todd comes back to question you?”

      “Of course,” she said, her voice wobbly. “I’ll tell them exactly what happened.”

      A knock sounded at the door. Then it opened. Five men entered the small space.

      “Here’s what’s going to happen,” Todd started. “It’s late. No one’s at their best without sleep, so we’re gonna keep this simple. I’ll take a statement from Patrol Officer Webb first with the union rep. Then we’ll take a statement from Sergeant Baldwin. After that, we’ll all go home and reconvene in the morning after everyone’s had sleep, shower, and a coffee.

      I nodded. It was okay with me. We had our story. The guy wasn’t dead. After a few days, the fuss would die down, and we’d all get back to work.

      Todd had been as good as his word. Half hour later we were done.

      “We’ll call you,” Todd said holding my gaze like a vise.
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      There were two crappy things about being old. First, I never slept anymore. It was as if my body had decided with the little time it had left, being awake was best. Second, being old made you frightened of everything. Driving made my hands shake. A knot of teenagers seemed like a menace. In my more thoughtful moments, I think all of it was fear of my own mortality.

      So the insistent banging on my door was more than a little scary. I didn’t exactly fear jackbooted thugs would show up at my door any minute. But growing up in segregated Alabama had made me more than a little bit scared of late night visits. Can’t remember a neighbor Birmingham whose house was visited past eight thirty that had a good outcome.

      I pressed pause on the video I was watching, eased myself from the chair, ignoring the pain in my hip, and walked to the door. The peephole revealed my boy’s—ah I never knew what to call her—Lynell.

      “It’s late, girl,” I said in greeting after I opened the door letting in cold night air. “Myrtle is laying down upstairs. What’s going on?”

      The woman pushed past me, with my grand babies in tow. They didn’t do more than lift their hands in tired greeting. Something told me they’d rather be home in their warm beds.

      “Troy didn’t come home,” she whispered after she’d pushed the kids into my living room.

      I stood in my vestibule looking down at this woman my son chose and wondered why in the hell she was so insecure. He’d picked her and still it wasn’t enough.

      “Maybe he went out for a drink after work. The man’s well past eighteen and certainly past twenty-one. Does he need to call you before he meets friends?”

      “He usually comes home straight after work.”

      “Lynell, you know I do not get involved in anyone’s personal mess. I’m sorry that you’re put out…” I really wanted to say insecure, jealous, and just a tiny bit crazy, but after eight years of holding my tongue, I wasn’t going to tip my hand now. “But I don’t know what we can do to help.”

      “I called his job, and they say he left at nine.”

      “You called his job? He’s only been working there for a couple months.” This girl had no sense, calling Troy’s job like some afternoon talk show guest. It was like she wanted to get him fired. That way he could be up under her feet all damn day. Goodness knew she never left the house. It was an amazing feat that she’d made it the few miles to ours. Her worry must have won out.

      “Should we call the hospitals? You think he got into an accident?” the girl asked her voice bordering on hysteria.

      “You have the car Lynell. He can only go as far as an RTA bus pass can get him, which isn’t very far. If there’d been an accident, I’m sure it would have popped up on the news here. I glanced back to the living room, where the kids had changed the channel from my movie and were watching some age inappropriate late night television.

      “Have you heard from Campbell?”

      Took her five whole minutes to get to Campbell. That had to be a record.

      “It’s late. I’ll make up the guest room for the kids. You can sleep on the couch. Why don’t we all get a good night’s sleep. It’ll be fine in the morning.”

      “Do you think—”

      “I think it’s time to get to bed. I hope you left a note for Troy.”

      Lynell’s eyes widened, and I knew she hadn’t thought of that. Instead of running here like a bat out of hell, the girl should have gone to bed and stayed put. No doubt, Troy would have been home in the morning, and I would be none the wiser about their domestic dispute of the moment.

      Now he’d get home, wonder where his girlfriend and kids were. He’d either go and sleep off some liquor or he’d be here banging on my door at three in the morning. I didn’t want what precious sleep I did get to be uninterrupted.

      I looked at the couch’s proximity to the door. That would be Lynell’s problem. I got the grandkids situated in Troy and Malik’s old room then took myself down the hall.

      “What was all the fuss about downstairs?” Myrtle asked me when I finally lowered myself into the bed.

      “Did we wake you?” I asked. I’d felt my wife shifting on the double bed.

      “Naw. I was up way too late reading,” she said her voice thick with sleep.

      “I don’t know how you stand those true crime books.”

      “It’s kind of fascinating how humans do the craziest things. The one I’m reading now, the guy stole three different girls off the street. He kept them in the backyard under a tarp for years. And his wife helped him.”

      “He was married?” I had to chuckle to myself. My wife didn’t put up with anything she considered unseemly. I couldn’t imagine me trying to keep a couple of women in the backyard. She’d have turned me over to the police in a heartbeat.

      “So his wife helped deliver his babies,” she continued.

      “From the girls he kidnapped?”

      “Yeah, he had like six kids. Two from each girl.”

      “Nutso. Must have been some white guy.”

      “Of course. Can’t imagine no black man getting away with anything like that. People ‘round here call the police when a dog barks too damn long.”

      “That’s for sure.” I paused, trying to find a way to frame the crazy downstairs, then just spit it out. “Lynell is downstairs on the couch.”

      “Oh, God. What’s her story now?”

      “Troy didn’t come home early enough for her.”

      “He works at a restaurant. The hotel did have more regular hours. But she has to understand that even when a restaurant closes at ten, you can’t just walk out the door.”

      “Maybe if she cooked, she’d know that,” I said playing on Myrtle’s one issue with the girl. She didn’t go for the easy bait.

      “Yeah, well. She’s the one he picked.”

      “I miss Campbell.”

      “Me too, Gus. Me too.” Myrtle scooted under the covers then pulled the comforter over her shoulder. “Let’s go to sleep,” she said with her back to me. “Those kids are gonna be up early and hungry. I’m going to have to get a jumpstart on the grits.”

      Even with my late night fussing with Lynell and them, I still woke up at four, like I did every day. Took myself a quick shower, got dressed and tiptoed the best I could with my bad hip, down the stairs. I needn’t have worried. Lynell, snoring on the couch, hadn’t heard a damned thing.

      I turned up the heat a little, then put on my jacket and cap. Took a while to warm up the truck, but once I got it running, I cruised on over to Troy’s house. Their neighborhood was quiet. But everything slowed down in the week between Christmas and New Years. Parked in his driveway and stared at the house. Looked quiet. I knocked on the door then rang the doorbell.

      Hmpf.

      I went back to the truck and got my extra set of Troy’s house keys out of the center console.

      Let myself into the house. Except for a bunch of mess in the living room with the Christmas tree up, and paper wrappers everywhere, not to mention a whole nest of wires attached to the TV, nothing looked out of place. There wasn’t anyone in the bedrooms. I locked up and got back in the truck.

      Maybe Lynell was right. Maybe Troy was at Campbell’s house. That would be something. I looked at my watch. It was close to five. I couldn’t call Campbell’s house. And I needed to be getting home anyway. Who knew what Myrtle would need me to get out of the freezer? Those kids ate through the stuff we served like they were starved half to death.

      “Got the grits on,” my wife said when I let myself into the kitchen. “Wow, it must be something out there. You brought the cold in with you.”

      I kissed my wife on her graying head. She’d been saying the same exact thing for thirty something years. “Do you need anything from the shed?”

      “Oysters.”

      Dutifully, I went back outside and got the frozen oysters.

      This was the best part of the grandkids coming over. Myrtle went all out. I dropped the bag of oysters in the sink and sat down to look at today’s paper.

      “I don’t know why you still get this rag,” I said unfolding the cold newspaper. “There’s never a lick of good news in here.”

      “How else am I going to keep up on what goes on around here? If I don’t keep my eye on things, the city will have sold the land under my feet for a new stadium.”

      “You live in Cleveland Heights,” I pointed out. This suburb was far outside the jurisdiction of the city.

      “You know what I mean. Next thing you know they’ll need this land out here for a soccer stadium or hockey or some sport Cleveland hasn’t built something new for yet.”

      “Ah. Damn. There was a shooting in the Flats last night. Drug dealer got shot by the police.” I read for a bit. “Cops are saying the guy pulled a gun on them. The paper says the bystanders said he was an unarmed black man.”

      Myrtle dried her hands on a towel and leaned over the table next to me. “Let me see that.”

      I pointed to the short page-three story.

      “Gus! Did you see the end of this? Some woman says the guy was holding knives.”

      “Probably what the cops thought was a gun.”

      Myrtle shook the paper. “Not brandishing a knife. Knives. Do you think that’s Troy?”

      My wife started spinning around like a top. I worried that at her age that she’d fall down and break a hip if she wasn’t careful.

      “Stop,” I said grasping at one of her outstretched arms. “This city has hundreds of thousands of people. What are the chances it’s Troy? Let’s be realistic. He’s probably staying with a friend or something after tying one on. This guy is someone else’s kid.”

      “I’m calling the hospital,” Myrtle said flipping through a phone book she kept in one of the cabinets. I didn’t stop her. What wise man got between a mother and her worries? I pulled the receiver from the wall phone so we could get this over with and on to breakfast. I did love her deep fried oysters.

      “What’s the number?” I asked.

      I dialed the digits she read from the phone book and handed her the phone. We didn’t have a touch-tone phone in the kitchen. Had never bothered replacing the golden yellow hardwired phone that had come with the house. So Myrtle was on hold for a bit while waiting for a live person to come on the line.

      “I’m calling to find out if you admitted a patient last night,” Myrtle asked. I could hear the tears in her voice. She’d worked herself up into a tizzy. Only when they promised her there was no Troy Duncan at MetroHealth would she put down the phone and get back to breakfast. Speaking of, I walked over to the stove and turned down the fire under the grits. Spitting and bubbling of the thick white liquid told me they were getting a bit thick.

      “Troy Duncan. May eight. Nineteen seventy-one. Okay, I’ll hold.”

      She motioned for me to put a lid on the grits. I found one in the cabinet and popped it on the heavy pot.

      “What! He was admitted when? What’s his diagnosis? I’m his mother. Myrtle Duncan. We’ll be right over.” To me she said, “He’s at Metro—”

      “I heard you.” I already had my jacket and cap back on and was halfway out the door.

      “What do we tell Lynell?” Myrtle asked.

      “Let her sleep. We’ll get the lay of the land and come back. It may be nothing more than a slip and fall. I don’t want to get her and the kids wound up over nothing.”

      I flipped the fire off under the pot and ushered us out the back door.

      If Cleveland was a ghost town during the day, it was positively deserted this early in the morning. A normally forty-five minute drive to the near west side only took us twenty minutes.

      “Gus, can you please not kill us on the way. I don’t want our whole family to be in the hospital.”

      I eased off the gas pedal a tiny bit, even if it was only to pull into the huge hospital parking garage. My family didn’t much go to the hospital. We’d been at Cleveland Clinic for the birth of the two boys, but I couldn’t remember much after that. Maybe when one of the boys broke his arm was the last.

      Nothing had changed about hospitals, though. We walked through the doors into a vast open area with scrubbed floors and a distinctly antiseptic smell. Unlike any hospital I’d ever been in, there were no people. Given the bad news that fronted the newspaper every morning, I wondered where everybody was.

      The big sign on the main desk said the hospital wasn’t open until eight thirty. It wasn’t even seven yet. Following directions, we took ourselves to the Emergency department on the ground floor. This was where everyone was. We wove our way through the throng of people toward someone who would likely have an answer.

      A woman who looked like she was well toward the end of her shift was rolling around behind the reception desk.

      “My son, Troy Duncan, was admitted last night. What can you tell me?” I asked without the usual introduction. I couldn’t manage polite or respectful this early.

      “Is he okay? Can we see him?” Myrtle added. I could already hear the quaver in her voice. Those boys had long displaced me as the center of her universe. I ached for her now. She’d always feared for their safety. Life had been hell for her brothers in Alabama. Once they were teens, she often woke up in a cold sweat scared they’d been carted off by the Klan.

      “One moment while I check the computer,” the receptionist said before keying in a few letters.

      “What’s his date of birth?”

      “May eighth, nineteen seventy-one,” my wife answered in an instant.

      “Hmmm. He’s on the twelfth floor.”

      “How do we get there? What room?” Myrtle’s eye wandered over to the elevator bay. My vision was still good enough to see that there was nothing in the directory indicating a twelfth floor. Eleven was oncology. Nine was stroke. Eight was psychiatry. There was no ten either. Trauma was seven. If he wasn’t on seven, maybe it wasn’t too bad. Maybe twelve was overflow patients and not grown children on the verge of death. I leaned forward on the desk in anticipation of the answer.

      The receptionist tapped at the keyboard, her eyes no longer on me or Myrtle. She shifted uncomfortably in her chair. Was that floor where they had the morgue? I’d always assumed that the dead were stored in the basement. I eyed the directory again. Morgue was missing from that list in addition to floors ten and twelve.

      “Why don’t you wait over there,” she said gesturing to a grouping of blue and green upholstered chairs. “I’ll have someone come down and speak to you about your son.”

      “Can you tell us anything about his condition? Or what happened?”

      The receptionist hesitated a long moment looking like she was wavering between sympathy for an obviously overwrought mother and whatever was on the screen in front of her. Decision made, the woman spoke. “I’ll leave that to…to the professionals. Please have a seat. I’ll page the nurses’ station on twelve right now.”

      The emergency room had no shortage of activity. Ambulances came and went. Children in the throes of pain cried in their mother’s arms. Neither Myrtle nor I spoke. I didn’t want to infect her with my fear and worry; she already had enough of her own. I glanced over at the woman who’d been at my side for more than forty years. She was staring straight ahead, probably holding back tears.

      My watch indicated we’d been waiting twenty-five minutes. I was about to step up to the receptionist again and insist on seeing Troy, when an announcement came from a clipboard-carrying woman in dark blue scrubs.

      “Troy Duncan. Anyone here waiting for news on,” she glanced down at the clipboard again. “Troy Duncan.”

      “We’re his parents,” I said, standing so my voice could be heard over the growing crowd.

      “Follow me,” the woman said disappearing through a set of double doors at the end of a narrow hallway. I helped Myrtle up, and we followed the woman as best we could. “Wait here,” she said before leaving us in a small room that looked like it should have the sign, “Bad News Delivered Here,” on the door instead of Patient Conference Room.

      “Should we call Lynell?” Myrtle pointed to a phone on tiny table jammed in a corner. “We didn’t leave a note. I don’t want her freaking out that we disappeared.”

      “In a minute,” I said, because the sound of footsteps outside our little room was getting louder by the second.

      The knob turned. I waited to see what kind of doctor would be facing us. Instead I was shocked to find myself nose to holster with two police officers.

      “Cleveland Police,” one announced as if their supercilious demeanor and shiny black guns didn’t scream cop. They stood on opposite sides of the room, hands on hips displaying their firepower.

      I waited.

      Weaker men would have tripped all over themselves with questions or explanations.

      “How do you know Troy Duncan?” the older one in a gray suit asked.

      “He’s our son.” My answer was clipped.

      I was in a name, rank, and serial number kind of mood.

      The other guy, younger, in a better fitting navy, plaid sport coat, spun around a chair and sat backwards across the seat. He scrutinized each of us. I have no idea what he was looking for, but I don’t think he’d found it.

      “How long has your son been slinging?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Drugs. Dealing. How long has he been in the game?”

      “Our son has never done anything illegal,” Myrtle said. She looked like she’d been slapped. “You must have him mistaken for someone else.”

      “The felonious assault charge is not a mistake. He’s been charged with assaulting a police officer. An attempted murder charge is not out of the question. Duncan’s being held on the secure floor of the hospital. When he’s stable, he’ll be transported to the hospital wing of the Cuyahoga County jail.”

      My brain was having a hell of a time computing what I’d just heard.

      Arrest.

      Charges.

      Jail.

      Troy?

      “Can we see him?” Myrtle asked, a pleading note in her voice.

      “There are no visitors on the secure floor.”

      There was a lot we needed to do. None of it could be done here. I rose then offered my wife a hand on her elbow.

      “Where are you going? We’re not done with our questions,” the gray cop said. His hands had moved from his waist to his gun. Quickly, I calculated. I’d lay odds that no cop would shoot me in a hospital conference room.

      “Excuse me,” I said as boldly as I could.

      Good manners got in the way of intimidation and they let us go without incident. I strode with purpose, my hand firmly on Myrtle as we exited through the ambulance port.

      We had to circle the complex to get to our truck parked on the other side. Once seated in the car, Myrtle spoke.

      “Shouldn’t we have stayed and tried to see him? He has to be scared being all alone. We still don’t know what’s wrong with him.”

      “As soon as we get home, I’ll call to speak with whoever his doctor is. But first thing I think we’ll need to do today is get Troy a lawyer.”
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      “Marc!”

      “What?” I said rolling over. I really needed a good night’s sleep before facing another round of police rigmarole. It would be days of paperwork before I was able to get back out on my beat.

      When I didn’t move fast enough, Jan jabbed a well-placed elbow in my ribs.

      “Channel five.”

      Sleep fog left my brain in an instant.

      TV.

      I hoped to God the story wasn’t on TV. I’d never seen anyone in the department come out of that kind of coverage unscathed. I found the remote and tuned into WCLE. I didn’t have to wait more than a few seconds to hear my name.

      “Cleveland police officer, Sergeant Marc Baldwin has been placed on administrative leave following the shooting of an unarmed black man on the west bank of the flats last night.

      “The victim, identified as Troy Duncan is a cook at Spencer’s. Bystanders say, the officer failed to identify himself and shot the man. Let’s go to Rick McDaniel for a live update. Rick?”

      “Thank you. I’m here in the entrance to the alley behind Spencer’s on West Tenth Street. As you can see, the scene is still cordoned off as police investigators comb the area for evidence. We had the opportunity to speak with an eyewitness.

      The station cut to a pre-recorded interview. The interviewee’s name scrolled at the bottom of the screen between the channel number and the station’s logo. He was some shaggy, long-haired guy I wouldn’t have looked at twice.

      “We’d been watching comedy at the club next door. While we were walking to the Waterfront line, we heard a car roll up. The black guy was leaving work out the restaurant’s back door, and the police drove like five feet away from him. The cop never said he was a police officer, and the black guy didn’t notice him. He was hunched down in his jacket.

      “It was like thirty degrees that night. Next thing we knew, the police officer was shooting. Then the guy fell on the ground bleeding. When the cops opened his bags, there were only dirty clothes and knives in them.”

      It cut away from the guy in the flats, back to the two talking heads behind the desk at the studio.

      “We’ve reached out to Cleveland police, but they haven’t returned our calls. We’ll update our viewers with breaking news as it happens. Weather, after the break.”

      A car commercial blared from the screen. I grabbed the remote to mute the noise. The kids slept across the hall, and I wasn’t ready to face them yet.

      “At least they didn’t use your name,” Jan said, sitting on the side of the bed. The smell of bacon and coffee filled my nose.

      “I could have sworn they’d used my name.”

      “You’re tired Marc. They said an officer has been put on leave. I can’t imagine having to explain any of this to the nuns at school.”

      Jan worried a whole lot what people thought about our family. I’m pretty sure I heard my name, but maybe that was my imagination. Maybe I was tired. I turned toward the bedroom door.

      “You made breakfast.” I know my tone was less than friendly, but for a woman who insisted on having a gourmet, chef’s kitchen in every place we’d ever lived, she didn’t turn on the stove too much.

      “The kids are on vacation. They should get something more than cereal and skim milk.” Then she turned that snark right back on me. “You don’t care about breakfast. I can’t remember the last time you ate a meal here. What about what was just on TV? Did you shoot somebody?”

      “I told you last night.” She’d been awake when I’d finally gotten home.

      Worried, but awake.

      Cops’ wives learned to deal with the stress of being married to men in the line of duty in one of a couple of ways. Jan’s brand of crazy involved her staying awake until I got to bed. No matter what time I arrived. Caffeine fueled her through a lot of mornings.

      “You said your firearm discharged. Then you rolled over and went to sleep.” Her bangles jingled as she pointed at the TV. “They’re saying a cop shot some unarmed black guy. That’s a whole different kettle of fish.”

      “Hon, it’s no big deal. Just some drug dealing gang banger. I’ll get the paperwork out of the way today during my shift, and it will be all squared away.”

      Jan stood by the bed, arms crossed. She puffed air through her lips a few times. Realizing she wasn’t going to let me go back to sleep, I gave into one big yawn. Then, I got myself out of the warm and comfortable bed and into the shower.

      I usually loved working the second shift. Gave me time to get some stuff done during the day. And if Jan was off work, gave me time to slip her a little action.

      With the kids home, neither was going to happen. After the late night I’d had, my plan was to sleep in as long as possible. I was going to need my wits about me to deal with the potential shit show coming my way. I toweled myself off and decided coffee would have to stand in for sleep today.

      At the dining room table, the kids were tearing through bacon and toaster waffles like they’d never seen a square meal before.

      “You want some breakfast?” Jan turned to me from her perch on the buffet. The TV in the living room was muted, but I could see that she had it tuned to one of the local stations. I raised my eyebrows.

      “Can you turn to something else?”

      Jan flicked to some Technicolor sitcom on one of the family friendly networks. Michael and Donna were way too old for that crap, but I didn’t say anything. I was pretty sure that the news wasn’t going to come back to the shooting again, but I didn’t want to risk it.

      The smell of bacon and syrup got to me right quick. It was too cold to hop on over to Denny’s or the Day Café. It probably wasn’t a good idea to meet with my guys anyway. I’m sure Todd or someone like him would get on me for fraternizing at a time like this. Toaster waffles it was.

      “Can you add a couple of over easy eggs to mine,” I said.

      Jan, who’s favorite phrase was probably, “this is not a restaurant,” held her tongue for once and retreated into the kitchen.

      The waffle wasn’t half bad. It even kind of looked like the picture on the box in the freezer. I was dipping the last bite into the egg yolk when the doorbell chimed some classical music tune.

      Not for the first time did I curse that thing. It always made me jumpy. Set my teeth on edge. I nudged Michael with my foot. He broke his stare at the screen across the room and ambled toward the door. He was only twelve and already full of attitude. Teen years didn’t look to be shaping up so great if his current surliness was any clue. I saw a lot of overtime in my future.

      Captain Beau Todd strode into my house like he owned the place. In deference to my wife, he took off his hat and shoved it under his arm. There was more brass on the guy’s chest than in a marching band. Someone in full dress uniform was the absolute last person I expected to walk through my door.

      I stood, suddenly conscious of the wrinkled jeans and Browns sweatshirt I was wearing—the “B” peeling from the chest. Slippers slapped on the floor as I walked the two feet to the entranceway.

      “Captain Todd.” I shook his hand formally. “This is unexpected. These are my Kids Donna and Michael. My wife Jan.”

      Todd dutifully shook my wife’s hand and nodded toward my kids. I gave Jan the side eye and she corralled the kids upstairs. The Christmas Xbox that I’d hooked up in Michael’s room was probably the incentive fiercely whispered under my wife’s breath. We’d made a two-hour daily limit rule that was about to be violated in the worst way.

      “Do you want to…” I pointed to the living room furniture a mere two feet away. I’d bought this open plan house brand new, but it didn’t really have anywhere formal to have a dinner, much less discussion with someone five pay grades up the ladder.

      “The dining room table will be fine,” Todd said. He unzipped his jacket and hung it on the back of a chair. I hurriedly removed the plates, syrup bottle, and orange juice from the table and plopped it all on the kitchen counter.

      “Sorry about that. Breakfast,” I shrugged in a way that said family time, surely you understand.

      “You were a difficult man to find this morning,” Todd said setting his cap on the table.

      Busted.

      I’d been so damn surprised to see someone from the top brass in my house that I hadn’t given a thought to that house being far outside of Cleveland’s city borders. He pulled out a folder I hadn’t seen tucked under his arm.

      “A quick database search let me know this Edgewater Drive address is very popular,” he said tapping on a sheet he’d pulled from a folder. Looked like some personnel shit I’d filled out a ways back. “I counted no less than twenty officers sharing the same apartment number. Who will I meet if I stop by there when we’re all done here?”

      I stared at the busy grain swirled on top of the solid oak table. Fuck. I didn’t need this. A couple dozen of us were kicking fifty a month to someone’s kid. He made sure we all got any mail that came to us in a timely manner, and he got to live rent free.

      “Sir. I’m sure that’s not the reason you’re here,” I said redirecting the conversation. No way was I going down for something as petty as an address violation. Half the force would be dismissed if that rule were enforced. Then who would be left to protect Cleveland’s civilians?

      “Troy Duncan is the reason I’m here,” Captain Todd said without a hint of cordiality in his voice.

      “Who’s that?” I asked though I damn well knew.

      Todd had the good grace to ignore my question. “Troy Duncan is in the secure wing of MetroHealth. He’s being charged with felonious assault and assault on an officer. Our preliminary investigation shows that he was unarmed at the time of the shooting.”

      “What about the knives? I saw that on TV this morning.”

      “Knives in leather pockets, rolled up, and twice buckled does not count for a weapon.”

      “What are the charges for?”

      “A way for us to go out fighting. He didn’t stop when you called out to him. He did stick his hand in his pocket in the face of an officer. None of that is kosher. We’re behind you all the way on this. But you need to know what you’re up against.”

      “Up against?” I was genuinely asking a question this time, not playing dumb. “The way I see it, the shooting was justified. I was planning to log some overtime during the holidays. Pay for the Christmas gifts, you know what I’m saying?” I leaned my head toward the tree that was still up in the small room. Unwrapped toys littered the little skirt the tree wore.

      Captain Todd did not look persuaded. “We tried to keep this quiet. If it had happened in Hough or somewhere on the Eastside, you’d be in the clear. You know the city hired that outside PR firm to hype its image.” I nodded. There had been a couple of memos and an hour-long presentation on the city’s branding or some shit. The river wasn’t on fire anymore. It was at the center of so-called revitalization.

      Todd continued, “Part of that image includes the Flats. Eyewitnesses plus hipster central equals TV coverage. It’s been a slow news week. You’re not page one in the Plain Dealer today. But you will be tomorrow.”

      “What do I need to do? I assumed that stuff about leave was just reporters talking out of their ass.” I said in resignation. Geography was messing with my job. If this had happened on East Seventy-sixth, no one would have batted an eye.

      “Nope. It’s all true. I’d have told you first if I could have found you faster.”

      Chastised, I sat back, ready to take my medicine.

      “I’m here to officially put you on administrative leave. That means you get to stay home, be with your family during the holidays.” When I lifted my hand in protest, he continued, “We don’t need any more officers riding desks. Todd opened the folder and spread the contents on the table. “Here are all the forms that you’ll need to complete for an officer involved shooting. Let my office know when they’re done, and we’ll send someone out to pick them up.

      “When can I get back to work?” I asked. Overtime was one issue. But hours cooped up here were another. I loved my family, but they were sometimes better from far away. Jan ruled the roost. I’d learned to stay out of her way.

      “Consider this a much needed vacation. I’m sure your family will be happy to have you home during the holidays. When we’re done formalizing our investigation and clearing the decks, you can come back. We’ll assign you a different patrol area,” he said matter-of-factly. Todd carefully fitted his round hat to his square head. I nodded. The Flats assignment had been a plum that would no longer be mine. Up until last night, corralling drunks had been the hardest part of my shift. If I had to go back to the east side, my work life would get a whole lot harder. I could only hope I wasn’t patrolling near any CMHA buildings. Public housing wasn’t what it used to be.

      “Oh, and while you’re at it. You may want to look for a place in Cleveland for you and your kids.”

      Todd tapped the folder against his palm, then stood. He put on his jacket and let himself out without so much as a backward glance.

      “Jan!” I yelled up the stairs. I was in a pickle. I hoped she had some ideas on how to get us out.
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      A skeleton crew was manning the offices of Vernon Dinwiddie at nine in the morning. His office, like the streets of the city beyond the dirty windows, was nearly deserted. The woman who’d greeted us had acted like she’d drawn the short straw having to work during the holidays.

      “You sure he’s coming?” Myrtle asked after we’d given our names to the secretary manning the persistently ringing phones. My wife folded and unfolded her arms, her scarf, her gloves, and her hands before I laid my hand on her arm, stilling her movements.

      “I called his emergency line,” I said. “The woman I talked to promised he’d be here.”

      My wife shredded tissues while I paged through issues of Ebony, Jet, and Black Enterprise. I guess there wasn’t much diversity among this lawyer’s clients. His full page listing in the yellow pages had said he practiced criminal law, discrimination cases, and something else I didn’t understand. Black folks in Cleveland was probably in enough trouble to support a whole slew of lawyers.

      At ten-fifteen, a woman led us into Dinwiddie’s office. The lawyer was as small as an elf, and dressed like one too. His cowboy boots pointed up at the toes and a shiny rock on a string was knotted around his throat.

      “Good morning. So sorry to see you on this solemn occasion. Please tell me all that you know,” he intoned, his voice as sober as a priest giving last rites.

      I sketched out the details as best I could given what little the cops had told us. I slipped the lawyer the article I’d torn from the morning’s paper. He scanned it and looked up at me.

      “That’s all we know. We’re here because they’ve charged him with a felony. I don’t think he did anything wrong. My boy isn’t like that. But I’ve lived long enough to know that innocence doesn’t matter.”

      Dinwiddie ignored my cynicism and pulled a folder from the far side of the blotter. He flipped it open.

      “While you were waiting, I placed a number of calls to various sources I’ve gathered over the years. The police didn’t tell you the whole story.”

      I tried mightily hard to tamp down my rage as the lawyer laid out what had happened after Troy had left work.

      My boy had been shot in cold blood. Left to die on the freezing cold pavement of the alley.

      I wanted nothing more than to tear out of there and drive to the house of the cop with the quick trigger hand. If I could get away with it, I’d shoot one of his kids and leave them to die on the side of the road. Maybe the man would show some remorse then. If he didn’t I’d shoot him dead.

      “Gus?” Myrtle’s hand landed on one of my balled up fists. “Do you know where he was shot? Will he be okay? When can we see him?” She asked the questions I couldn’t get out.

      “I wasn’t able to get all that info, and I didn’t want to keep you waiting while I made more calls, but I will try to get you in to see him as soon as possible, but until I get more info, I’m not ready to try to spring him yet. Let’s just say that your son is safer in the hospital than anywhere else right now, okay? We don’t want him in county jail where officers would have unfettered access to someone they’d be quick to label a cop killer.”

      “What do we do?” Myrtle asked. It was in neither of our natures to sit quietly. That had worked in Alabama to keep us alive, but up north things were far different—in some respects, at least.

      “I know this is a lot to take in, but I want to discuss with you a three-pronged approach.”

      “We’re listening,” my wife said.

      “First, I’ll be glad to defend him on the felony charges. I hope to get those dismissed. They’re no more than a smoke screen trying to throw off attention from what likely happened. But if we don’t get a preliminary hearing, or the county goes straight to indictment, then we’ll have to play that hand as it’s dealt.”

      “What are two and three?” I heard Myrtle ask. I was still seeing red and unable to speak a coherent sentence.

      Dinwiddie sat up a little straighter. Then he stood. It didn’t make him appear any taller. I resisted the urge to make a joke about him standing up. He’d probably suffered short jokes most of his life. It was what had likely turned him into a lawyer. Couldn’t fight in the streets, so he duked it out in the courthouse.

      The small joke I made in my head eased the rage—if only a little.

      “Second,” he was saying. “Second, we need to call for an external investigation. Any internal look will favor CPD. It always does. Third, I’m going to recommend that you sue—”

      “Bring a lawsuit?” Myrtle asked shaking her head. “Against who?”

      My wife had always believed that too many people sued. She was probably the only black woman in America who supported so-called tort reform. It was one of a few things that would get us into an unending argument.

      “This would be in federal court,” Dinwiddie answered. “We’d sue the officer, his partner, and the City of Cleveland for the…wrongful…injury inflicted upon your son.”

      “How much is this going to cost?” I asked. If lawyers were anything, it was expensive. This conversation probably cost more than my monthly pension check.

      Dinwiddie moved over to the hollow wood door and closed it. The sound of the ringing phones was diminished but didn’t disappear altogether, confirming my belief that nothing good had been built after 1940.

      “I didn’t start this law firm or buy this building outright by taking pro bono cases. I want to say that up front. What has happened here, however, is a grave injustice for not only Troy but your family as well. I will not charge you for the criminal case, or my effort in getting state and federal investigations off the ground. I will, however, take your wrongful death case—”

      Myrtle jerked forward in her chair.

      “He’s not dead. My Troy isn’t dead, right?”

      “I misspoke Mrs. Duncan. His lawsuit with the city for the shooting and pain and suffering, I’ll take on contingency. This means there will no upfront money from you. If I don’t get money from the city, then I won’t get paid.”

      The lawyer walked back behind his desk, sat in the chair and rolled up to the papers he’d been looking at earlier.

      “Here we go,” he said handing me a thick stack of papers. This is the agreement I’ll need you to sign.”

      Panic began to set in. It always did when I was faced with a sea of words on paper. Both Myrtle and I had escaped the south, but we hadn’t escaped the substandard education system. School hadn’t been more than a few months when I was a kid. By high school, after the Supreme Court ruling, I had been too far behind to catch up right. Then I’d joined the army. They hadn’t cared much about education for black infantrymen.

      “Let me look at that, Gus,” Myrtle pulled the papers in front of her. She extracted granny glasses from her purse and slipped them on her ears.

      “Mr. Dinwiddie,” she started, her voice was all business. It was the voice she used when white people tried talking down to her. “I see here that there’s only one agreement, concerning that lawsuit you mentioned. Where’s the other, for the criminal defense?”

      The lawyer gave her an appraising look and picked up the receiver on his phone. In the ten minutes that my wife had read the first agreement, the second one had come in by way of an assistant. She intercepted the handover and took that to read as well.

      “It says here on page three that anyone from the law offices of Vernon Dinwiddie and company can appear in court on Troy’s behalf. We came here today because of you, not any associates or just graduated lawyers. Let’s change this so that you’ll be the sole representative for Troy unless you’re sick or dying, okay?”

      Dinwiddie narrowed his eyes for a short moment then nodded. Another phone call and another document. Myrtle took her time reading again, then she signed both. “Gus, sign here,” she pointed handing me a blue ballpoint pen. I added my name to hers.

      The lawyer took them and laid them on his desk.

      “Can you have copies made before we leave today? I make it a rule to have copies of anything I sign,” Myrtle said. That was true. My wife was pretty diligent about things like that. No one ever came back to her and said she was responsible for something she wasn’t.

      I half stood from the chair. It was digging into my backside, throwing my hip more out of whack. And I wanted to get back to the hospital. Press our case about seeing our flesh and blood.

      “Not quite yet,” Dinwiddie said gesturing for me to sit back down. “I need to get some information on your son.”

      Myrtle answered all the usual questions about his full name, birthdate, and his job history.

      “He have kids?”

      “Two,” I answered. “Ellison and Zora. He named them for famous black writers.” I was proud as punch about that. He didn’t bow to Lynell’s desire to give them made-up names. If that woman had ever worked outside the house, she’d know that naming your kid Tynesha wasn’t good parenting.

      “Lastly, you mentioned Lynell earlier. How long have they been married?”

      It was like Dinwiddie had opened our upstairs hall closet and all the family’s dirty laundry had fallen out. Myrtle and I looked at each other for a long moment. Chair wheels squeaked against a plastic floor pad as Dinwiddie leaned forward. I broke the silence.

      “Troy and Lynell have lived together for about eight years, probably. But Troy is married to someone else.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Campbell. Campbell Wells.”
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      “Campbell?” I called out. My voice sounded different, hoarse. The person I heard couldn't possibly be my wife. The woman I'd married at nineteen lived on the other side Cleveland Heights. We'd said our goodbyes long ago. No way would she be here in a hospital.

      I must be dreaming.

      Everything after leaving work early was hazy, though. I wondered if I was in some kind of dream. Maybe some kind of nightmare.

      "Yes, Troy it's me. I came to make sure you were okay."

      Her voice was distinctive enough to have roused me from the drugged sleep I’d had here for the last who knows how many hours, or days, or weeks.

      “Troy?”

      My wife stood next to my bed. Everything was surreal, the pain, the hospital, the estranged wife. Would this be like A Christmas Carol? Would other ghosts from my past and future visit? The light jingling of chains made me believe it was possible.

      "Troy! You need to wake up." A red tipped hand snapped its fingers by my ear. "Every minute you drift off in la-la land, you're wasting. Time is running out."

      The tube had been long removed from me, but getting words out still hurt my throat and just about everywhere else. I pushed the little miracle plunger that gave me some pain relief and waited a long minute before replying.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m still your next of kin.” Campbell looked me up and down. I wasn't sure I'd measured up, passed whatever test she was giving. I'd learned long ago not to ask.

      “What happened to me? Why am I here?” Not a single soul had given me a straight answer. One thing I could trust from Campbell would be one hundred percent unvarnished truth.

      Campbell paced back and forth in the tiny room. Eventually, she sat, her butt perched right on the edge of the small folding chair that had held a uniformed cop the last few times I’d surfaced.

      “They’re saying you got into an altercation with the police, and got shot.”

      “I was shot? Oh, my God. I lived?" Campbell gave me a look that said I was stating the obvious. I didn't miss that look. I crooked my head trying to assess my body. "I guess I must have lived. Altercation? That can’t be right. I’ve never been in a fight in my life.”

      “Not if you don’t count fourth grade. You got into it with Arnoldo Fife.” People who had known me since I was three always had a way of reminding me of my checkered childhood.

      “He did that stupid duck walk making fun of your butt. He deserved what he got.” It had been a good move, taking on Arnoldo Fife. To this day, I stood behind that one. Not a single soul had made fun of Campbell after that. Not for the next eight years anyway.

      “What? You both got suspended.”

      “Lynell’s not here,” I said, done with the walk down memory lane. Seeing Campbell was interesting, but where were my fiancé and kids?

      “Maybe you should marry her.”

      Trust Campbell to go right for the jugular. She could push my buttons faster than anyone else. The end of my marriage was my kryptonite. Avoidance shifted my brain from one unpleasant legal matter to another.

      “They’re charging me with some kind of felonies,” I said the memory of someone reading me my Miranda rights coming back full force.

      Campbell sat back a little farther. She looked at the man-sized watch hanging from her wrist.

      “I only get thirty minutes to visit. After that, no one can visit you for another whole week. Got that? So let me say what I came here to tell you.”

      “Okay,” I slurred. The meds had run through my veins, and I wasn’t feeling much pain, and the pain I did feel, I didn’t give a shit about. The appeal of drugs was suddenly very understandable. The fuzzy brain I could do without. For now, high was winning out over sober.

      “There are a couple of stories floating around out here. But basically, the police are saying you were in a knot of drug dealers and addicts in the alley behind Spencer’s. They tried to break it up, and you came at them. They shot you in response—”

      Indignation nearly launched me from the bed. I would have been across the room and out the door in a heartbeat if I hadn’t been shackled to the bedrails and as high as a kite.

      “That’s not true, Campbell. You have to know that.”

      She nodded, but there was a little hesitation in the way she moved her head.

      “Campbell!” I shouted as best I could. It came out as a hoarse wail.

      “Sorry. I was never a fan of Lynell. She’s straight from the hood. I thought it was a small possibility that she—”

      “What? Turned me out? Took me over to the dark side? Just because I wasn’t good enough for you and your family doesn’t mean that I’m one step up from a common criminal. You know my parents didn’t raise me like that.”

      My ex looked at her watch again. “Fifteen minutes, okay. Your story has been on the news at the top of the hour on every channel. Bystanders are saying that you weren’t doing anything wrong, and the cop was trigger happy.”

      “That sounds a lot more like the truth.”

      “Anyway, your parents have hired a lawyer.”

      “When’s he gonna get me out of here?”

      “I don’t know all that. I’m pretty sure the courts are probably closed for the holidays.”

      “Shit. How are the kids?”

      “Look, Troy. I’m not getting involved in your life again. I’m doing this as a huge favor to your parents. They’ll visit you next week once their registration has cleared.”

      “How did you—”

      “Pulled a few strings, okay? Daddy made a couple of calls, and here I am.”

      “He’s still running your life, huh?”

      “Six minutes. I don’t think we should spend it arguing. Can I look at your wound?”

      Grudgingly, I nodded. If it really was another week until I could get a visit, I didn’t want to waste my last few minutes of human contact. She lifted up the blanket, then the blue and green patterned gown. Her gasp was not a vote of confidence. As she laid them on my skin, I noticed that her long thin fingers hadn’t changed. Gently, she pressed around the bandage, her hands moving in ever bigger circles. Her face was the same mask of concentration she’d worn when she was trying to work out what our tenth grade geometry teacher was going on about.

      “Where does it hurt?” she probed.

      “Everywhere.” Once I said it, I realized it was true. My head had been pounding for days. I wasn’t sure of the cause. Part of me thought it wasn’t getting any sleep. This place was a hive of activity nearly around the clock. The other cause might have been what was hidden behind the bandage plastered back there. I tried not to think about that too much because it itched like hell.

      “Move your legs, Troy.”

      I willed my brain to listen to her command, but something wasn’t working right.

      “Are they moving?” Why hadn’t I realized that there was no pain in my legs? “Are they?” I asked again. My hand rattled the chain anchored to the hospital bed rails.

      “No, Troy. No.”

      “Oh, my God. Do you think…? No one has said anything about… Can you ask a doctor what’s going on?” I could hear the rising panic in my voice, but I didn’t give a shit about sounding like a pussy. There wasn’t anything Campbell didn’t know about me.

      My wife pressed a button next to the bed and scrambled out of the room.

      A minute later, she brought back a doctor, at least that was what I took the embroidered lab coat to mean.

      “Tell me what’s going on? Why can’t I move my legs?” I asked. I rattled the chain around my wrist. The steady beeping of some kind of monitor turned into a near high-pitched drone of sound.

      “Sir. Sir. I’m going to need you to calm down.”

      I took a deep breath and waited. The beeping slowed.

      Instead of speaking, he took some kind of probe from his breast pocket. He threw off the covers fully and poked at my feet.

      “I’m pricking your foot. Do you feel anything?”

      I moved my head from side to side, afraid to ask the question I didn’t want an answer to.

      He probed somewhere else on my foot. At least that what I assumed as arm clad in stiff white cotton moved around my body. “Here?”

      For every “here” question, I shook my head again and again. When he poked me in the groin, the pain provided pure relief.

      “There. I feel it there,” I called out. “I can feel something. What does all this mean?”

      “The bullet entered on the left side of your abdomen,” the doctor said. “It traveled through your large intestine, landing at T-ten of your thoracic vertebrae. While we were able to repair the damage, and resect your bowel, we couldn’t remove the bullet. its location is inoperable.”

      “In English, please,” I insisted. “Am I going to be able to walk?”

      “At this time, due to the bullet’s location, you don’t have any sensation from the waist down.”

      “Does that mean I’m paralyzed?”

      “Yes, you will not be able to walk again. Given your situation, I’m not sure when you will be able to start rehabilitation treatment.”

      “My situation?” I asked. “I have insurance,” I said. It was the one thing I’d insisted on before taking the job at Spencer’s. There was no way I would leave the kids without coverage.

      “Insurance is not the problem. We’re going to discharge you to the jail’s infirmary as soon as you’re well enough.”

      “Infirmary? Will I need a wheelchair? Who’s going to make sure I’m healing?”

      “There’s a doctor assigned the county jail. He will be responsible for your care going forward. But don’t worry about that right now. You will be here probably another three or four days.”

      “Time’s up,” a sheriff’s deputy announced as he pushed the door in nearly hitting the doctor in the back.

      The doctor didn’t budge.

      “You,” the sheriff jerked a thumb in Campbell’s direction. “It’s time for you to go. Your thirty minutes was up ten minutes ago.”

      Campbell took her time, winding her scarf, and pulling on her coat. The deputy snapped his fingers “If you don’t haul ass, I’ll deduct this from next week’s visitation.”

      She’d never been one to be easily intimidated, but I could see her do a quick mental assessment and err on the side of caution.

      “I’ll call your parents,” she said before gently pulling the door to behind her.
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      “Where’s Daddy?” little Zora whined over the kitchen table. We’d sat the kids down for lunch. Myrtle had hoped grilled cheese and tomato soup would be enough to quiet their fears. My wife was wrong about little, but she’d been wrong about that. They had been on a starvation diet. Grits and eggs, fried fish and hush puppies, and now the sandwich and soup hadn't caught their interest.

      Even Ellison had been pushing his food around for the last day or so. Normally, we were trying to get this kid to stop stuffing himself. He slid the sandwich on its plate toward the middle of the table.

      “You eat it, Granddad. Can I watch TV?”

      Normally I would eat his leftover food. When the kids were here, I was lucky to get enough to get full. Ellison ate like the teenager he’d be in four years.

      “You really need to get something in your belly.” I pushed the plate back in his direction. The kid didn’t have the words to express his anxiety. I didn’t either. A voluntary hunger strike wasn’t the answer, though. I was about to offer to run to the store and get him that handheld computer game he’d asked us to buy for Christmas, when relief came in the sound of the doorbell.

      Lynell, moving faster than I’d ever seen her was pulling the door open before the last chime echoed through the house.

      It had been ten long years since Campbell Wells had stood on my doorstep. Her pointy chin and wild hair were a welcome sight.

      “Come in out of the cold,” I said moving around Lynell and grabbing my daughter-in-law by the hand.

      “Sorry it took me so long.”

      I took her coat, hung it on the coat rack. She crossed our living room and pulled out the piano bench. The piano was right next to the dining table where Myrtle and the kids sat.

      Despite her eagerness of a moment ago, Lynell hadn’t moved from her space by the door.

      “Should your kids hear this?” Campbell asked. She looked Lynell directly in the eye. Something the kids’ mom was unable to reciprocate.

      “There’s no sheltering kids these days. They have to grow up fast," Lynell said, her eyes on the floor.

      I half agreed with Lynell, but if they’d been my kids, I’d have filtered what I would have told them. Zora already looked like she was carrying the weight of the world on her six-year-old shoulders. It was times like these that I wondered how our people had made it through slavery. Parents being separated from kids at the whim of a cruel master. Tried to shake my head clear of those kinds of thoughts. Going that way could land me in my bed for two days while I tried to figure out human behavior.

      “I spent forty minutes with Troy this morning.”

      Lynell moved from the door to the couch. I think her legs could no longer hold her up.

      “What did he say?”

      I saw Campbell purse her lips, lick her teeth, and pause before she spoke.

      “He asked about you and the kids,” she said. In that moment I’d never been prouder of the girl. She’d matured a lot over the years. I glanced at Myrtle, and she nodded at me in understanding. Campbell had been kind when she didn’t have to be.

      “Oh, thank goodness he’s awake. He can talk? What else did he say?”

      “Not much. I answered a lot of questions, told him what I know. The cops haven’t said much to him, and he’s been out of it on some kind of narcotic. I mainly came here because I want to tell you two things in person. Neither is good news.”

      Ellison leaned all of his nine-year-old weight on the table, nearly tipping it. Zora hunkered down in the padded floral chair. Both kids looked like they were bracing for an explosion.

      “Go on,” I said from my seat on the couch.

      “Because he’s charged with a felony, he will not be discharged from the hospital in two or three days, which is how things are normally done. Troy will be transferred to the jail’s medical unit until his case is…resolved.”

      I laid a heavy hand on Lynell’s arm to silence her. I could tell she was about to launch into a litany of questions. The girl had a roundabout way of understanding things. But I didn’t have the patience right now to watch her mind work through stuff on her way to understanding.

      “You said there were two things, Campbell. What’s the second?”

      Suddenly Campbell rose. She walked around the small table and laid her hands on Myrtle’s shoulders. The two had always been close. Myrtle had missed Campbell absence more than I had. After nearly twenty years of being in our house every day, she’d disappeared like a puff of smoke only to be replaced by a sulky, withdrawn Troy moving back home.

      “The doctor thinks that the bullet may have severed his spinal cord.”

      “May?” Myrtle blurted.

      “What does that mean, Granddad?” came from Ellison.

      “Is Daddy paralyzed?” Zora asked.

      Campbell looked at the girl for the first time. “How do you know that word?”

      “Daddy said that’s why people are in wheeling chairs. Their spine got broken, and they had to roll around instead of walk. Is that what’s wrong with Daddy. Will he need a wheeling chair?”

      “Zora? Is that your name?” Campbell asked. My grandbaby nodded. “You’re right. Your daddy is paralyzed from the waist down. He’ll probably be in a wheelchair when you see him next time. But he can’t do that until he’s all healed up. That’s gonna take a while. Okay, sweetie?”

      Zora’s six-year-old head bobbed solemnly.

      “Oh, my God, he’s going to be half the man he used to be,” Lynell cried out, throwing herself across the couch and onto my lap. “Je-ee-sus come save us. Our provider won’t be able to work anymore. How will we make it?”

      Campbell went into the kitchen and returned in a moment with a few tissues for Myrtle. Until than I hadn’t noticed the tears streaming down my wife’s cheek as her worst fears became reality.

      My daughter-in-law kissed the top of my wife’s head. She leaned her head down on Myrtle’s shoulder. Tears merged on their cheeks. I’d missed Campbell so much sometimes, but this was not how I imagined her return. With news that my son’s life had been severed in half like his spine. I could see it all now. We’d always divide his life into before the shooting and after. The sword of Damocles had fallen. The other shoe and the penny had dropped all at the same time.

      “What do we need to do?” I asked. Hoping and wishing things hadn't happened wasn't going to change a thing. We needed to fix this, and quick from the sound of it.

      “You’re going to need to get him out of there. Whether it’s bail or getting the charges dropped or whatever. He can’t stay there. I think they’ll kill him.” Campbell had always been one to lean heavily toward pessimism. But her eyes were clear. She believed what she was saying wholeheartedly.

      So did I.

      Dazed, Zora looked around the room at everyone, her mother and grandmother were crying. Her brother looked like he wanted to punch someone. I watched her eyes zero in on the bringer of bad news.

      “Who are you?” She pointed an accusing finger at Troy’s wife. Out of courtesy to Lynell, we’d moved Troy and Campbell’s wedding photos upstairs. Replaced them with yearly school pictures of Troy’s and his brother Malik’s kids.

      “Campbell. Campbell Wells.” She’d never taken the last name Duncan. I’d once loved her fierce desire not to replace one slave name with another. Now it just made me sad.

      “How do you know my daddy?”

      “They met in elementary school,” I answered. I stood abruptly and walked toward the door. A sharp sweet smell tickled my nose as I lifted the red wool coat from its hook. The oh-so-familiar smell of patchouli hit my nose. But I couldn’t let myself fall into the past. I needed to hustle this girl out the door now before all of Zora and Ellison’s childhood was gone.

      “Why did you go see him? Why couldn’t my mommy see him?”

      “They only allowed immediate next of kin,” Campbell answered matter-of-factly. I could see how it would never occur to this childless woman to filter her thoughts. Especially after Lynell had sanctioned disclosure.

      “What does next of kin mean?”

      “Only family could see your dad. I’m the closest family he…”

      Zora turned her head from Lynell to Myrtle to me, her face screwed up in misunderstanding.

      “Campbell is Daddy’s wife,” Ellison said to his sister. My head snapped up. I’d had no idea he knew that. Nine wasn’t what is used to be.

      “How can she be daddy’s wife? Momma’s daddy’s wife.”

      “Daddy had a wife before he met momma,” Ellison said his voice full of the superiority he liked to wield over his sister.” He pointed. “That’s her. That’s why momma says fiancé to everyone. Daddy can’t be married to two people at once.”

      It was too much for the little girl. This was the final straw. My grandbaby finally broke down and cried. Unlike the rest of us, her tears weren’t for her father’s paralysis. They were for the loss of innocence.
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      “Channel Five!” Jan yelled.

      I was beginning to hate the television. The days where I could sit back and enjoy the Indians, Browns, and Cavs were long gone. These past two days the set was always on mute while the judge and jury of public opinion convicted me on screen.

      Misspelled words scrolled across the bottom of the screen in a constant march. It was starting to give me a headache. I didn’t say a word, though.

      Jan was afraid to turn it off. It was like she thought some kind of revelation was going to shine from the box. More like endless condemnation from what I could see.

      I closed the refrigerator I'd been investigating. Like there was nothing to watch on TV, there was even less to eat in our kitchen. I came to stand beside my wife. She stood, arms crossed, remote clenched in her fist.

      “What do you want me to see?” I glanced around, happy the kids were safely tucked away upstairs. Something told me it wasn’t going to be a listing of First Night celebrations in the county.

      “Benedict Arnold.”

      “Who?” I racked my mind. “Didn't Bobby play that character in some kind of Brady Bunch episode—”

      “Shhh!” Jan silenced me then turned back to the screen. A commercial break ended and she punched up the volume.

      The room the CPD used for press conferences filled the screen. The sound of cameras clicking and static filled the air. Captain Todd came on screen. More upper level brass filled in behind them.

      I turned on my wife. “Why are we watching this? It’s like a train wreck.” Blood and guts had never been my thing. It’s why I was still on patrol instead of doing something like homicide.

      “So, what? You want to bury your head in the sand? The more knowledge you have, the better.”

      “What are they gonna say that I don’t already know? I was there, Jan. I know what went down. Civilians don’t call it the Blue Wall for nothing, you know? Todd and the others will protect me no matter what. It’s what we do. It’s what I’d do for them. It’s what they’ll do for me.”

      Jan sucked her teeth derisively then turned back to the screen. “Then what is Darlene Webb doing at that end of the sea of blue.”

      I stalked across the living room and stood less than a foot from the screen. What in the hell was going on? I was trying to work out in my head whether I was angry for being excluded or—

      “Maybe they’re going to toss Darlene to the dogs, hon. She’s a rookie.”

      “Good morning,” Todd said. The American, Ohio, and Cleveland flags stood tall behind him. His introduction was accompanied by more clicking. You had to wonder who all these people were and why there were so many cameras. We only had one newspaper and three real TV stations. This wasn’t New York or Washington with endless news channels, or even Los Angeles with its celebrities.

      A good five minutes passed while Todd announced every person on the city of Cleveland payroll who would speak. The list was long from the Mayor, county prosecutor, chief of police on down.

      Backing away from the television, I sat down on the couch. Something that had seemed as simple as a discharge of my weapon was turning into the shooting of the century. Inwardly, I cursed the twenty-four hour news cycle. There was time to fill over the holiday season, and it looked like I was going to be it. This week’s sideshow.

      Merry Christmas and Happy New Year to me.

      The press conference started without the usual preamble. That meant they were serious up there.

      “On the night of December twenty-eighth, there was an officer involved shooting on the west bank of the Flats. Nine-one-one dispatch received a complaint of illegal activity in an alley behind a restaurant. Cleveland patrol officers were called to investigate drug activity. Troy Duncan, thirty-three from Cleveland, approached an officer in a threatening manner, and he was shot. Duncan is in the secure custody of the Cuyahoga County Sheriff’s department.

      "Unfortunately a lot of rumors are floating around, fueled by media coverage. Our officers have done nothing wrong. Far from it. I’m here to announce that we’re seeking to indict Troy Duncan for his actions that night.”

      A reporter jumped up and waved her hands. Not waiting to be called on, she shouted “What are the charges?”

      “The charges will be determined by the prosecutor in consultation with the grand jury.”

      “What about the bystander testimony? Will that be presented to the grand jury?”

      “All the facts will be presented. The grand jury has sole discretion over any charges filed.”

      “Why are you skipping preliminary hearing?”

      “As you know, the county has the discretion to determine how any case is handled. Given the potentially incendiary nature of cases like these, we prefer a grand jury over a hearing.”

      The number of reporters standing increased from one to a dozen. They all shouted questions, Todd flicked his hand toward one man. “Chris?”

      “What is it that you’re trying to hide? Grand juries are secret. Preliminary hearings are public.”

      “We are not hiding anything, Chris. Police procedure is not on trial here. That’s what would happen if we don’t keep the door closed on this. Let’s not pretend that tension doesn’t exist between police and the black community. I want to short circuit any unnecessary protest and keep this as clean as possible.”

      “Is that because your officer,” she shook out a small piece of notebook paper, “Sergeant Marc Baldwin shot an unarmed black man in cold blood?”

      The clicking started again as the room erupted in shouted questions and fierce note taking. The county prosecutor, Lori Pope replaced Todd at the podium.

      “I ran for the office of county prosecutor because I wanted to bring transparency to our county’s justice system. There will be no rush to indictment or rush to judgment in the Duncan case. We are holding this press conference to inform everyone what the state of this case is. Unfortunately, we’re in the middle of the holiday season and for obvious reasons, we’re operating at a reduced staff level. The news media, however, has run with a story, while only reporting on half the facts.

      “This city is in a sensitive place. It’s my job to let everyone know, black, white, and otherwise that we are doing all that we can to make sure justice is served for everyone involved.”

      “What about the bystanders?” a reporter asked. “Their story is in complete contradiction to what the two of you are asserting.”

      “First, we are not asserting anything. We have opened an investigation and will only make any determination after gathering the facts. If information turns up that suggests that Duncan did not commit a crime, the grand jury won’t indict.”

      “Are you saying you have more information than you’re revealing here?”

      “Chris, we always have more information. Our policy is generally not to comment on ongoing investigations. We’re making an exception here in the spirit of continued peace within our city and as I said before, transparency.”

      The police chief, Kelley McCormick, came to the podium. “Our office is conducting an investigation of its own. Our department thoroughly investigates all officer-involved shootings. There’s a special unit whose only job are these kinds of internal investigations. We have interviewed dozens of eyewitness,” he said. McCormick took a long pause then turned toward Darlene. She stood a little straighter and taller, nodding slightly at him. He turned back to the crowd. “And we’re sure that we will have all the facts in place to complete our investigation. Internal Affairs will issue a report.”

      The questions and answers continued. The mayor, a county commissioner, and a retired judge all said their piece.

      “What do you think?” Jan was chewing her lip.

      “That was good news. Did you see them signal to Darlene? She’s going to be the one who covers me. She was there, knows how it all went down. At first I thought it was shit, that she wasn’t anywhere near me, backing me up. But now I think that’s going to help. She can testify as to what we agreed happened, and I’ll be in the clear. Duncan will go to jail where he belongs, and I’ll be back on the beat come January.”

      I let out a breath, relaxing for the first time since the shooting. Darlene on the panel was a signal. Todd and the force were going to bat for me. It all clicked. This was what was best for me. I was foolish to have doubted the system, even for a minute.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            11

          

          
            Casey Cort

          

          January 3, 2006

        

      

    

    
      “Happy New Year. Ms. Cort,” Judge Margaret Lynch intoned from the bench. “What matter are we here on today?” For a second I marveled over the friendly tone of the jurist.

      Nothing in my last few years of practice had prepared me for this. Criminal judges couldn’t seem to remember my name, or remember to assign my cases when it was their turn in the arraignment room.

      Domestic relations judges in divorce court had favorites, and I’d never been one of them. I didn’t even want to think about how badly the juvenile judges had treated my clients, much less me. That part of my career was best permanently blocked from my mind.

      A few donations would have cured the issue of judicial recognition, but I had never been in a position to dine at Massimo and line the pockets of the career judges constantly running for office. Well, money could have helped and maybe a change from the dirty-blond “nowhere color” hair. I thought of Lulu sitting not too far away in the gallery. Her rhinestones cast light all around the courtroom. Maybe all I was missing was a little bling.

      Damn.

      Someone said good morning, and I was already on the fast slide to no self-esteem land. I needed to brush off the past. Wasn’t the phrase of the moment: move on. Buying myself time, I pretended to shuffle my papers and get comfortable at the decades old wood table.

      “Good Morning Judge Lynch. I’m here on the matter of In re Jacqueline Lopez. The child is here, your honor with her guardian ad Litem. They’re in the hallway. I’m representing Jackie’s guardians, Bonnie and Steve Mitchell.” I pointed to the couple to my left. They’d done me proud. Steve was in a navy suit. Bonnie’s face was framed with pearls. I could barely get my other clients to ditch their low-slung jeans. The Mitchell’s appearance was a triumph, a mark of my practice’s upward mobility.

      “Looks like there’s going to be a lot of celebrating going on after court,” Lynch said looking out at the small knot of people. I followed the judge’s gaze. Lulu Mueller gave a thumbs up from the gallery. My best friend’s first case had been a little bit earlier in the day. Watching Lulu’s adoption case proceed successfully this morning had given me hope. It hadn’t been false.

      “We’re ready to proceed, your honor,” I said.

      “Dalton Lacey. Good firm. Nice of you to come on down and see us in the basement. And twice in one day at that.”

      “I’m actually in private practice, Law Offices of Casey Cort. Volunteering through Dalton’s pro bono initiative,” I explained. “Lulu and I were on law review together in school.” Over sharing a bit much. Sheesh. Thank goodness, the judge ignored me.

      “What have we got here today?” The judge’s question was all business. “No money, no love,” and “no firm, no love” were the unwritten policies of the county’s courts.

      “Steve and Bonnie Mitchell have been first unofficial and then legal guardians for Jacqueline for nearly six years. They took Jackie in when she was two. She doesn’t know any other parents,” I said starting with my opening gambit.

      “Have her birth parents consented to the adoption?” The judge interrupted.

      I was ready for this. It was an uncontested hearing. All the judge had to determine was that Jackie’s adoption by the Mitchells was in the child’s best interest. That was a standard I knew like the back of my hand. When all was said and done, the basic requirement in divorce, abuse, and adoption cases was the same: kids being safe and loved.

      For the first time in my checkered career, I thought I was actually going to achieve it. I glanced down at my notes before continuing.

      “Jackie’s mother is deceased, your honor. Her father has consented. I personally went to see him at Mansfield and had the form signed and notarized.”

      “Looks like your papers are in order Ms. Cort. Good thing your friends at Dalton helped you out there.”

      I took the dig in stride. I did that when it looked like the judge was going to rule my way. What was a little lost pride in the face of victory?

      Ten short minutes later, the judge got to the meat of it.

      “Pursuant to Ohio Revised Code section three one zero seven, I find that the adoption of Jacqueline Lopez, date of birth June nine, nineteen ninety-six by Bonnie and Steven Mitchell to be in the best interests of the minor child. I’m entering a final decree of adoption. It is so ordered,” the judge decreed lifting the metaphorical sword of Damocles from hanging over the child’s head.

      “Does that mean I can be Jacqueline Mitchell?” the girl asked the judge. Jacqueline and her guardian had come in from the hall for the judge’s questions and ruling.

      “Absolutely,” the judge said mimicking the girl’s solemn expression. “Let me be the first the shake your hand as Jackie Mitchell.”

      The girl took the judge’s hand with her own. Then Jackie added her other hand and promptly cried over their intertwined body parts.

      “Sorry. I’m sorry. I’m just so happy.”

      “You should be. You’ll have now what most other kids have. Two parents who live with you, love you, and will always be yours.”

      Bonnie took a huge heaving breath, her bosom rising and falling in the stiff fabric of her dress. I dared look my clients in the eye then, and promptly regretted it. Steve was outright crying, especially when Jackie bounded down the few steps from the podium and ran into his arms. I looked away when my eyes smarted.

      Shoving papers into my bag, I gave the new little family some time to celebrate.

      “When will get her new birth certificate? She really wants to change her name at Mt. Carmel.”

      I looked back at the bench, but the judge and bailiff had disappeared into chambers, the wood door shut tight. Thankfully, I had enough experience in Cuyahoga County to answer this one easily.

      “I’ll get the judge to sign the decree today and walk it through to the clerk’s office. I’ll get you a certified copy as quickly as I can. The new birth certificate, though, will come from the Columbus. That may take a few weeks.”

      “Thank you. Thank you and all the people at Dalton Lacey. I’m so glad I signed up for the free assistance program. You’ve made all our dreams come true,” Donna said. The hug that came after was warm and tight. I swallowed past the lump in my throat.

      “You’re welcome. Why don’t you guys go out and celebrate. I’m going to pop in to talk to the judge,” I said lifting my messenger bag and coat.

      After the parents and guardian left, it was me and Lulu in the vast wood and stone courtroom. I always appreciated the work of the WPA at times like this.

      “So what do you think?”

      “I think,” I started giddy with my small victory. “I think I’d love to do this full time. I’ve never left a courtroom with someone as happy as the Mitchells. I mean some of my clients who didn’t go to jail were relieved, if not exactly happy. The divorce or juvenile custody ones are never happy coming or going. This, though, this felt great. I don’t know why I always thought the law was all about the bad shit. If I can figure out a way to get paid for this, I’m really going to leave the criminal law behind me.”

      “I’m so fucking happy for you,” Lulu crowed. “Criminal law wasn’t you. The shit that went down never seemed to sit well with you.”

      “All criminal defendants deserve a vigorous defense. It’s their constitutional right,” I protested. Even if I didn’t like criminal law much, it got my back up when people dismissed the importance of a vigorous defense. Getting railroaded would be the worst thing in the world for an innocent man.

      “Yeah, yeah. I don’t see no cameras up in here. I know you swore to uphold the Constitution and all that shit in Columbus, but no one’s holding you to that. You shouldn’t have any hesitation about making money with your degree and being happy.”

      “Catholic guilt makes that hard.” When the doors to law firm practice had been shut tight—with me on the outside—I’d done what was available, and what, in my heart, I thought was right. I made my best efforts to help myself and those who needed the help the most. Or maybe that’s what I told myself to make a set of bad options feel better.

      “Since when do Catholics have to live in poverty? Hard to believe with that compound the pope lives in. I have all sorts of Jewish guilt, but you know what? I take a bit of my Dalton Lacey salary, donate it to the ACLU and get to live another guilt-free day.”

      “I don’t need permission to be happy,” I said hearing the defensiveness in my tone.

      “Kind of sounds like you do. Come on. Let’s walk our decrees through then maybe get a drink. There’s this website I’ve heard about—eHarmony or something like that. It’s supposed to be really good at matchmaking.”

      “Dating?”

      “Third time’s a charm, right.”
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      “Can you believe how warm it’s been today?” I said as I pulled on my coat in the ornate vestibule of the courthouse. Normally, there weren’t many fifty-degree days in January. But I’d take them. Leaving the courthouse with an arctic wind at my back was an experience I’d get to save for another day.

      “Last week was warm too. Maybe global warming or some shit like that. You know we can’t count on this to be anything more than a minute. I think it’s God’s way of keeping us in Cleveland.”

      “Yeah, well. A girl can hope. Where do you want to go?”

      “Where else? West Sixth.”

      Suitably gloved, wrapped, and buttoned against the inevitable cold that would sweep in off the lake come nightfall, I pushed open the heavy door. A large knot of people milled about on the front steps and on Lakeside Avenue. I looked back at Lulu. My best friend glanced at her watch.

      “It’s a protest march.”

      “How do you—?”

      “Dalton Lacey sent out a memo today. Reverend Emery Wilkinson is leading a protest of the way the city is handling the Troy Duncan shooting. It’s supposed to be a candlelight vigil.”

      I’d only ever seen Reverend Wilkinson on television. He was Cleveland’s answer to Jesse Jackson and Al Sharpton, all wrapped in one hell of an expensive overcoat. Whenever there was something amiss in the black community, you could be sure to see Wilkinson being interviewed on TV or leading a protest in the streets.

      My victory of minutes ago fled my mind as I watched Wilkinson in his fur-lined coat, fiddle with a bullhorn in his leather-gloved hand. An aide standing next to him flipped a switch, and Wilkinson lifted the horn to his lips.

      “Let’s pray,” he intoned. Hundreds of heads, most in hats, bowed. “Let us pray for Troy Duncan and his family. A fine man…an honorable man was cut down in his prime for no reason other than the color of his skin.”

      The bowed heads came up erupting in a chorus of “amens” and ”preach it.” Then fists, a few at first, then more and more rose in anger over the picture of injustice Wilkinson painted.

      “Let us pray for truth and justice to win out. Proverbs twelve seventeen says, ‘When you tell the truth, justice is done, but lies lead to injustice.’”

      A hiss of agreement rolled through the crowd as their agitation grew. I could hear a few “lying mother fuckers.”

      “Let us pray for redemption and forgiveness for Sergeant Marc Baldwin.” A couple of boos stole through the unforgiving and restless crowd.

      “The Gospel of Luke says…Luke says we must forgive men their trespasses if we want our heavenly father to forgive our own. So let us include Sergeant Baldwin in our prayers. If anyone needs God’s love and forgiveness, it’s him.” There was a long moment of silence before he whispered “amen.” into the horn.

      When Wilkinson spoke this time, his voice was booming. The soothing preacher’s voice was long gone.

      “We’re gathered here today to let the powers that be know that we can’t be brushed aside, closed out, and treated as if our voices don’t matter. Our men are in danger, not just from each other, but from the police as well.”

      The crowd responded with a litany of “amens” and “hallelujahs.”’

      “An innocent black man in Cleveland, a man like Troy Duncan, should be able to walk the streets free of fear of injury or death at the end of a policeman’s hand, Taser, nightstick or gun.”

      “Preach it,” someone shouted.

      “We’re here tonight to let Police Chief Kelley McCormick, Cuyahoga County prosecutor Lorraine Pope, and Mayor Foster Gates know a single thing. There will be no peace until there is justice for Troy Duncan. No justice, no peace.”

      As if by magic, everyone had lit candles in hand. I hadn’t realized while listening to Wilkinson talk that dusk had fallen.

      In moments, the courthouse we were standing on the steps of and the city hall not a quarter mile to the east, would bleed hundreds of workers. This was the first full day back to work after the holidays. With the street blocked off, the evening commute for most of those folks would be hellish.

      Seconds later, those selfsame workers stood on the steps, unsure of how to navigate their way through the growing crowd of protestors. I spied Wilkinson sharing a word with someone. None of this was by accident. I had to admit, he’d done a masterful job.

      Not a few seconds later, news cameras arrived, followed by police in riot gear.

      “We should go,” Lulu said pulling at the sleeve of my coat.

      “Wait a second,” I said mesmerized. It was like television news had come to life right before my eyes.

      As if on cue, the protestors started chanting, “No Justice. No Peace. No Justice. No Peace.”

      Slowly, as though marching down a wedding aisle, the protestors moved. I watched the police. Usually aggressive in situations like this, they stood still behind huge plastic shields and helmets. I had no idea if this protest was permitted, but a huge show of firepower by white police against unarmed black and brown protestors would surely spark something. This didn’t seem like a good time to watch my first in-person protest and risk something like that. Innocent people got caught in the crossfire all the time. Troy Duncan being one of them if Wilkinson’s version of events was to be believed.

      “I’m ready,” I said as Lulu grabbed my hand. She jog-walked us west, while the protestors fanned out to the east. “Why so fast? You really think a simple protest like that could spark off a riot?”

      We stopped in the first bar with an “open” sign. It wasn’t anything special, nothing like the wine bar down the street that held young lawyer functions once a month, but the beer was cheap, and the happy hour snacks looked good.

      “My parents were in the south during the Freedom Summer. They watched peaceful agitation turn ugly too many times to count. It may be forty years later, but some things don’t change.”

      What did I know? I’d take her word for it. My parents hadn’t even been involved in any kind of protest movement. They had been too busy learning English and working two jobs each.

      After we hung our coats on a hook by the wall, we settled into one of the many empty wood seats.

      Slow night.

      The wall-to-wall screens grabbed my attention. They were usually filled with whatever game was on. In Cleveland, a city that had held on to all of its sports teams with an iron grip that meant that there weren’t many nights without a game. I looked at the wall and saw the Cavaliers were scheduled to play the Milwaukee Bucks. Tip off was at seven.

      Lulu ordered beers and nachos for us while my eyes were glued to the television. The protest we’d walked away from was front and center on the four screens behind the bar. Each screen caught the action from a different angle. The protestors had made their way from the courthouse to city hall. There Wilkinson stood before a podium. To his left was Vernon Dinwiddie. Every high profile case with a black plaintiff or defendant brought the small man out of the woodwork. This was no different. I wondered how he did it. Did he chase ambulances or did the families come to him? Either way, I wanted to hear what the men at the podium were about to say.

      “Turn that up,” I asked the bartender.

      He pushed a button on a remote and the closed captioning disappeared while anchor voices blared from invisible speakers.

      The Chyron caption under Dinwiddie’s name said he was a lawyer for Troy Duncan and family. No surprise there. That man was attracted to controversy like a moth to flame.

      A large poster loomed behind the lawyer. I assumed the picture of the attractive black man in the chef’s whites was none other than Troy Duncan, who as far as I could figure had committed the crime of being black—an easy one to commit in Cleveland.

      Dinwiddie was railing about justice when the mayor stepped out into the fray. The mayor, not being your average run of the mill worker could have, no doubt, escaped through the basement parking lot, or a back door. Between Mayor Gates, Wilkinson, and Dinwiddie, there was no shortage of ego and testosterone on the city hall steps. This was about to get interesting.

      The bartender muted the sets again when new patrons filled the bar.

      Ungluing my eyes from the screen, I took a larger than necessary sip of the beer that a waitress had plopped between Lulu and I.

      “Do you know anything about all that?” I asked. Being at a big firm, meant Lulu sometimes had the inside scoop on city politics. Her firm had represented the city in various capacities over the years when the matter was outside the scope of expertise for the City Attorney’s office.

      “No more than you’re seeing there on screen. What happens here in Cleveland is a travesty of justice. There isn’t a year that goes by without one of these incidents. You know why that protest was super organized and on point?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s because they do it once or twice a year. It’s like a surprise reprisal of a yearly play. Police brutalize a black person, Dinwiddie and Wilkinson are on the scene. The city promises justice, the police threaten justice, and the family gets a little money and no justice. But nothing changes.”

      “Maybe I should call you Ms. Pessimistic Downer instead of Lulu,” I said. If this was a yearly reprisal, it was one I’d be happy never to see again.

      “It’s true, Casey. You know it yourself.”

      I didn’t ask the question in my head: when was the last shooting? If I said it out loud, I’m sure Lulu would come at me with all kinds of shit about how I should know those things about my city. She was probably right that I should, but I was as guilty as the next white person about turning a blind eye to police violence.

      Who wanted to think about the dark side of the police? I wanted to be able to rely on peace officers, guilt free. Ugh. I’d give anything to discard the knapsack of white privilege I was lugging around.

      I bit into one nacho, then a second. The gooey, melty cheese, and meat would be hell on my newly trim waistline, but it was much easier than talking about what was going on outside the front door.

      “So you were saying you had some ideas for my dating life?” I asked in a not so subtle attempt to change the subject.

      Lulu was quiet a long moment, as she scrutinized my face. Mentally she acquiesced to the change.

      “Right, so, there’s this dating site that everyone at my firm’s been talking about. I hear it’s even better than JDate.”

      “What’s the difference between this thing and the usual online hookup service?”

      “When you sign up, you have to answer a super long list of questions. They match you with potential dates, but you should have more in common with them than usual guy off the street.”

      “Have you tried it?”

      Lulu stuffed a bunch of chips in her mouth, and shook her head at the same time. That girl could eat half a platter of junk food and not put on half a pound.

      “Then why do you think I should do it?”

      “You want to get married and settle down, right?”

      “Sure,” I said hating myself for being so traditional in a world that had changed. “What about you?”

      “I need a minute to work on my career. Nothing says no to partnership like marriage and family."

      "But I with no such lofty aspirations can date?"

      "For fucks sake, don't act so thin skinned. You were engaged to Tom right out of the gate in law school. You were talking marriage with Miles. Am I wrong thinking a family is important to you?"

      "More important than my so-called career, apparently."

      "Skip it, then. We can go on being single besties forever. That's quite fine by me.”

      We’d come to the crazy cat lady spinster part of the evening a bit earlier than usual. I wasn’t drunk enough for that fantasy. I took a big gulp of beer.

      ”I can't remember the last time you had a date,” I said looking pointedly at my friend. My last two relationships had been crappy. But I’d shared every embarrassing detail with Lulu. She was really good at deflecting, rarely sharing at all. I gave her a look that said I wasn’t going to be persuaded. After a long considered silence, she glanced at me from under her lashes.

      "I've maybe seen a partner at the firm,” she said under her breath, like white shoe spies were lurking around between cracked vinyl booths.

      “Married?" I whispered. I’d never even suspected she’d been out with anyone. My radar was all askew.

      "What kind of skeeve do you think I am? No, not married. But not quite kosher either."

      "Have I met him?” I asked. I was really wondering if she meant not kosher in terms of his religion or not kosher because was an old ass man who should be dating someone in his own age and income bracket. But I stuck to the simple.

      Lulu paused for an unnaturally long time. The blue screens stole my attention. The cameras cut from pictures of Troy being upstanding and honorable, to a picture of a cop in dress uniform standing in front of a flag, to angry protestors shouting at the mayor.

      When Lulu spoke, I tore my gaze away from the screen.

      “You know what? Maybe later on this. I've already said too much. You're in the office all the damn time, so I don't want to tip my hand. Okay? Maybe when this adoption pro bono program is over in a few months."

      I brought my eyes back to LuLu and lifted my mug. "To boys.”

      “To boys.” She hit my mug with her own.
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      I slammed the thick stack of papers on the table. The CPPA rep, and his nameplate jumped. He nearly fell out of his seat. I didn’t try to hide my small smile of satisfaction.

      Francis Parker, Attorney-at-Law. Fucking pansy ass loser. I lay my hand on my hip, but it was empty. No Sam Browne, no holster, nothing. There was no damned gun, because of course the brass had confiscated my weapon. It was probably for the best. The urge to pull my piece and wave it in his face was nearly irresistible. If I'd learned one thing in twenty plus years of policing, it was that a gun was a hell of a persuasive tool.

      “What the fuck are you doing for me? Why in the hell did the county sheriff knock on my damn door at six in the morning with a stack of papers? ‘You’ve been served,’ he said. Like I’m some fucking common child support dodging, bench warrant having criminal. Served me in my home. My wife and kids were there. They saw this.”

      “Marc!” Parker raised his voice, slightly. “No one else can accept court papers on your behalf. That’s why it’s called personal service.”

      Sarcastic son of a bitch. When people needed an urban foot soldier out in the trenches, I was an expert. But the minute I walked in an office, suddenly everyone knew better than me.

      “So what does this say?” I slid the papers across the desk. I’d tried sitting at my dining room table to work my way through the thick stack. But there was a bunch of gobbledygook legal speak in there.

      “Get some coffee.” Parker motioned to the open door.

      “I’ll stay put,” I said parking my butt in a chair. I wasn’t going to be dismissed so easily. If I walked out that door, he’d take ten phone calls then see me off with promises of later. This was my life, and I wanted to know what I was up against—now.

      “Fine,” he said. He pulled open a drawer and slipped out a pair of reading glasses.

      He took his sweet time flipping through the pages, nodding, using a highlighter in a couple of places. Itching to do something, I stood and started pacing the small office. He’d graduated from Miami University and Cleveland Marshall. I had no idea if those schools were great. Certainly weren’t Harvard. Cleveland wasn’t the kind of place Harvard graduates flocked to, though. From watching the news, sounded like they all went to New York City and worked for big banks or San Francisco and worked for dot-coms.

      Cleveland wasn’t that kind of player in the labor market. I hoped my kids grew up and left. I’d miss them, but even I knew there were greater opportunities elsewhere. Ten years ago, I'd have said that I'd love it if they were on the job. Now that everyone was anti police, they needed to seek their fortune elsewhere.

      “You’re going to need to find yourself a lawyer.” Parker concluded, dropping the papers and his glasses.

      “Since when? Doesn’t the union represent all officers in cases like this?”

      “This usually true. But we have two issues going on here. First, this is a civil suit.”

      “And…”

      “Troy Duncan’s family is suing you for money…a lot of it.”

      “But it’s his fault. He stuck his hand in his pocket after I’d told him to stop. Why aren’t you suing him for fucking with my career?”

      “Whoa, man. Slow down. I’m on your side, okay?”

      “This guy…Vernon Dinwiddie…is asking for millions of dollars.” I may not have understood every single thing in those papers. The bottom line demand of ten million dollars came through loud and clear though.

      “Look. The guy’s lawyer did this for two reasons. First, he’s coming out strong. It’s just a great first shot across the bow. He’s saying that your perp is not only innocent, but he was hurt, really bad. Dinwiddie’s alleging permanent paralysis.”

      “Does he have a case?” I asked sitting down and leaning closer to Parker. His hesitation in answering made me think the kid might be able to make something of all this.

      “That depends on a lot of stuff,” he equivocated.

      “Like what? What could this guy say that would make a jury give him a bunch of money?” When he didn’t answer, I stood and leaned my weight on my hands. I looked him right in the eye. “Is there a reason that lawyers can’t ever give a straight answer?”

      “Marc. I don’t think we should get into this now. As a matter of fact, I’m pretty sure we can’t get into this now. I was going to call you today. If you hadn’t come down, I’d have called you anyway. Because…because the CPPA can’t represent you in this matter or any possible criminal proceeding.”

      “You said that already, but you took these papers anyway. What’s the story? Why can’t you represent me?”

      “The CPPA is representing Darlene Webb.”

      “What does that have to do with me finding a lawyer? I pay union dues just like Darlene. I’ve probably paid a lot more dues over the years than she has. She’s been on the force, what, ten minutes? Seems like in any decision to pick between two people, if nothing but the fact that I have greater seniority, I should have come out on top.”

      “Last year, the Ohio Supreme court ruled that we cannot represent two people with markedly different interests. For years we’d been skirting around those rules, with Chinese walls and all that. But the court made itself clear last session. It’s in section twenty six of the new collective bargaining agreement the union signed with the city at the end of the year.”

      I remembered seeing something about this in one of the endless bulletins the union posted on their board in the squad room. Honestly, other than getting us okay wages and better overtime I didn’t think much about the Cleveland Police Union. They’d done their job and we’d done ours. Now it was looking like I was going to have to do their job too. Dollars to donuts, Francis Parker wasn’t going out in a patrol car and driving through Hough on a Friday night.

      “What do I have to do?” I asked resigned not to battle it out with this suit.

      “You should rest assured that we’ll pay for your representation. You will not be out of pocket.”

      I tried not to let my laugh escape. Of course these fuckers were paying. I hadn’t been turning over nearly a thousand dollars a year to line the pockets of these desk jockeys for no damned reason.

      “Fine. What do I do now?” I asked again. He’d been squirrely with the answers.

      “You take this complaint and this file with you to the city law director. Their office will give you a list of attorneys to visit. Let us know who you choose, and we’ll make proper arrangements.”

      “Complaint?” I said.

      “The civil lawsuit. The possible internal disciplinary hearing, we’ll handle. That's a private arbitration. But if there are any possible criminal actions against you, then your new attorney will handle that as well.”

      I snatched the list out of his hand. “This looks like fun.”

      “Off the record.” I nodded, and he continued. “Off the record, you’re going to be better off. We’re overworked here. We don’t handle cases in common pleas all that often. But these guys on the list have experience. If I were you, I’d pick a woman or a black. They’ll make for much better optics. Plus, you have a no-lose case. The Supreme Court, the one in D.C., has made it nearly impossible to put an officer down for a shooting. Okay? This will be cake.”

      Five hours later, I wanted to curse Francis Parker. I was sitting in my car on Superior. I’d badged a meter maid who tried to make me move. Let her report me. A possible abuse of authority write-up to get out of a parking ticket was looking like the least of my problems.

      Not one of the so-called common pleas lawyers from the law directors list could take the case. Not one.

      Darlene Webb was either the smartest or the dumbest chick on earth. While I’d been cooling my jets waiting for Todd to get back to me on my reinstatement, she’d been pleading her case to every Tom, Dick, and Harriet in the Cleveland bar.

      I’d been ushered out of more offices, and turned away more times than a doorbell ringing Mormon. The dashboard clock said that it was three o’clock. But I didn’t want to go home empty handed. According to the lawyers, I had less than thirty days to find an attorney who could handle my case and file an answer on my behalf. It might be an easy win, but I’d need a fucking lawyer; otherwise, it would turn into a sure loser. The idea of explaining this latest failure to Jan across the dinner table wasn’t appealing. I flipped open my phone.

      Ten minutes later, I was back on Lakeside in the City Law Director’s office. This time I didn’t take anything fobbed off on me by some secretary. I demanded to see the law director himself. He was going to have to explain to me who in the hell was going to represent me.

      “The list you gave me this morning is a bust. Darlene Webb has conflicted me out of half of the Cleveland bar,” I said without preamble.

      The lawyer, looking mighty comfortable behind a desk the size of my dining room table, peered through his glasses at me. He didn’t speak. I shifted in my seat.

      “I’ve got nothing against black people,” I said. “I just want you to know that. As long as everyone follows the law, and obeys the cops, they got no problem with me.”

      The minute the words left my mouth, I regretted them. The light-skinned black man sitting across from me, took a moment to smooth his hand across his balding head. “Don’t move,” he said holding up a single finger. “I’m going to make a call.”

      He turned his back to me and flipped through a Rolodex I’d seen in the middle of his credenza. Plucking out a card, he turned back and lifted the phone.

      “Mr. Brody,” he boomed in a much friendlier voice than I’d gotten. He explained my particular dilemma. The law director scratched his jaw as he listened. Minutes later, he pulled a pencil from a metal cup on his desk. He scratched something on a sheet of paper. After he hung up, he handed the sheet to me.

      It was personalized, from the desk of, and all that. My eyes followed the scrawl down the page. It had a name and an address.

      “Who is this Casey Cort?”

      “I don’t personally know her. But this is a recommendation from the Brody family. I don’t have to tell you who they are, right?”

      “No sir,” I said. “Liam Brody used to be the county prosecutor.” Every indictment I’d ever seen carried that guy’s name from the time I’d started as a cop until he’d gotten a better job as Attorney General.

      “I spoke to his brother, Patrick Brody. He’s the presiding judge in the county. This is a personal recommendation from him. If I were you, I’d walk on over to the Illuminating Building right now.”

      “Okay,” I said standing and zipping my coat for the millionth time that day.

      “My advice: you need to get out ahead of this thing. I’d start today.”

      I shook the man’s hand and thanked him. I didn’t tell him that I hadn’t exactly been sitting around twiddling my thumbs. I didn’t say that Darlene was turning out to be anything but loyal. She’d busted through the blue wall and was stomping all over what cops everywhere stood for. I didn’t mention that I’d been a team player from day one. Never had I run to a dozen lawyers trying to throw my partner under the bus.

      “It’s every man for himself out here, huh?” I tossed over my shoulder before I pulled at the brass knob.

      “The city has the back of every sworn officer in the city,” he said.

      It was the most diplomatic bullshit I’d ever heard. But I took his advice anyway. I left my car in its illegal spot and walked the two blocks to Public Square.
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      Letty came into my office and slammed the door behind her. That was weird by any standard. I braced myself for what was next.

      “You have a walk-in,” she said.

      I held in my sigh of relief. At least I didn’t have to do an emergency jail visit, soothing a defendant new to the system and totally freaked out. Those had a way of ruining what I’d planned on being a quiet night.

      The clock on the wall read four o’clock. I rubbed the back of my neck. Replacing the cases I didn't want with cases I did want wasn’t as easy as waving a wand or calling a Brody. Presiding Judge Patrick Brody had done just that for me a couple of years ago. I didn’t expect a repeat performance.

      One call from him and I’d been able to slip out of Juvenile Court hell in a couple weeks. He’d anointed me important, told them I was too busy, and the judges and magistrates there had let me go faster than a Marlin from a sport fisherman's line.

      Extrication from criminal defense work was proving to be a little more difficult. I’d pestered enough judges during their swing through the arraignment room, that I was getting regular assignments. Ten assignments per month netted me seventy-five hundred, enough to pay the bills. The domestic cases were gravy. Filling up that money hole left by turning down criminal assignment with adoptions was looking like it was going to be a long-term plan. Really long term.

      “Casey?”

      I looked back at Letty. “I’m tired,” was my shorthand response. I was learning that you didn’t burden staff with your money worries. Loyalty wasn’t forged in shared adversity. Not when your assistant had to worry about her paycheck.

      “I think you should see this guy,” she said pressing her own case.

      “Why?” I rolled my head. Neck cracking sounds rang in my ears.

      She thrust a piece of paper toward me. “From the desk of City Law Director, Thomas Gordon…” Then my name was scrawled below. I looked up.

      “He’s saying that this recommendation came personally from Tommie Gordon not fifteen minutes ago.”

      That woke me up from my afternoon sugar slump. I scooted forward in my chair, rereading the note. Letty wasn’t mistaken. My name was on the notepad of the City Law director.

      “What’s the story?” I asked buffered by a little bit of a second wind.

      “He wouldn’t say. He only wanted to talk to you. Not me.”

      I opened my drawer, popped an instant dissolve painkiller from my supply, and chased it with the cold tea from either today or yesterday. That, I couldn’t quite remember.

      “Give me three minutes. Then send him in.”

      I folded the open files on my desk and slotted them in my ongoing file drawer. Detritus ended up in the bin under my desk. When my door finally opened, all that remained on my blotter was a single legal pad and a sharp pencil. I stood.

      “This is Attorney Cort, please have a seat,” Letty said pulling out a chair across the desk. I shook the man’s hand, and we both sat. My assistant pulled the door closed behind her, much more quietly this time.

      “How can I help you?”

      “I’m Marc Baldwin,” he said and paused like he was Mel Gibson. My hours didn’t leave much time for entertainment, though I was pretty sure he wasn’t a major or minor celebrity. He didn’t have the body of a local professional athlete either.

      “Should I know who you are?” I asked before I could think better of it. “I saw you were recommended by Tommie Gordon, but he didn’t call before you came.”

      “Actually, the recommendation is from Judge Patrick Brody.”

      The pencil that had been firm in my hand moments ago plopped on the cardboard backed calendar I used as a blotter.

      Two thoughts flashed in my mind simultaneously. This was going to be a big money case for one. What would I owe for this recommendation was the other. Because the Brodys were the very definition of “strings attached.”

      “What do you have there?” I asked. He had a thick-looking folder under his arm. Most clients would have slid it across the desk by now pushing their personal kryptonite off onto me, happy to be relieved of their burden. Baldwin was the exact opposite—clutching at it like a life raft.

      “You’ve heard of the Troy Duncan case?”

      It hit me like a ton of bricks. “Reverend Wilkinson prayed for you last week,” I blurted out.

      “I might need that,” he said his mouth in a wry twist. He handed over the file this time.

      A complaint lay on top. Vernon Dinwiddie had outdone himself, I thought as I flipped through all one hundred twenty pages. I flipped back to the top page. In the United States District Court for the District of Ohio, Eastern Division, it said. Of course, I should have known that. Any lawyer worth his salt would file the action under section 1983 of the U.S. Code among a laundry list of other state and federal statutes. I tried not to let my last federal court disaster get me down.

      “You’ve read this?” I asked, stalling for time while I gathered my thoughts. It wasn’t every day that a gem of a case plopped in your lap. But the last time it had happened had turned out to be kind of a disaster.

      “I glanced through it.”

      I bet he did. He had all the bluster of someone easily overcome by dozens of pages of legal documents. But half my job was boosting confidence and stroking ego. The other half? Engaging in a bit of bluster myself.

      “What’s in the folder?” I waved my hands in a give-it-to-me gesture.

      He handed the other bit over. Inside there was a quick memo to file of the kinds of criminal charges police officers faced when they used excessive force. The attorney who’d put this together, someone from the police union, had practically laid out a strategy on this one. Of course, he was probably an expert. Like Lulu said, this wasn’t CPD’s first time at the rodeo.

      I sat back and considered my potential client. He looked innocent enough, white, stout, with a short brush cut of light brown hair. He was wearing a button down and jeans, neither of which looked like they’d seen much use. A common pleas jury would love him. They’d be falling all over themselves to deny the victim’s family money or acquit him. Federal court, though, was another matter entirely.

      “Why isn’t the police union representing you?”

      “They say it’s a conflict of interest. They’re behind my partner, Darlene Webb.”

      Now that was curious. The papers were full of police officers sticking to the same story no matter how the facts played out. Defections didn’t usually happen.

      “Does Darlene have a different story from you?”

      “I wouldn’t think so. We talked about it with Captain Todd right after the incident where I discharged my weapon, and I’m pretty sure we were on the same page.”

      “And now? Do you think she has second thoughts about her statement?”

      “Why are you asking all of this?”

      “Because if you were,” I held up the first and second finger of my right hand, “like this, then the union could represent the both of you no problem. A conflict of interest arises…happens…when the two defendants have a different story.” I split my finger apart like a peace sign. “Or when one defendant has agreed to testify for the government…”

      Marc Baldwin shifted back and forth in his seat.

      “Look, it’s late. Why don’t we do this? You tell me everything that happened that night. I’ll go home, have a look at all these papers and we’ll meet again tomorrow.”

      “Will you take the case?”

      I wanted to say, let me see, I’ll think on it, and let’s talk tomorrow. The new me wanted to be an early bird, wanted to get the worm. Ignoring the tiny flutter of unease in my stomach, I nodded vigorously.

      “Yes, of course I’ll take it.”

      “Have you handled anything like this before.”

      “Do you remember the federal judge who…left Cleveland, allegedly having taking her kid from foster care?” I stumbled all over the truth with that question.

      “Grant something?”

      “Sheila Harrison Grant. That was me.”

      His blink was slow. I have no idea what he was making of that in his head.

      “Why’d she run? Did she think she’d lose?”

      “Look, I can’t talk about other cases with you. I’ll say this. I would have probably won her case, but the judge dismissed it because the defendant was no longer in the jurisdiction. That’s all I’ll say. Just as I’ll keep everything you tell me confidential, I have to do the same for other clients. Got it.”

      He nodded. “So you know Judge Brody?”

      “I know all the Brodys,” I said plainly. “They’re big time, but on the state level. Not one of them has a toe in with the federal government. We’ll have to fight and win your case on its own merits. We’ll talk about this more tomorrow, though.”

      “What time?”

      “Let’s say one in the afternoon. Why don’t we both go home? We can review the facts tomorrow when we’ve had a good night’s sleep.”

      “Do I need to bring anything?”

      “I’ll need to review all of this first. If I need anything else, I’ll have Letty—she’s the one who showed you in—call you to confirm in the morning.”

      “Okay.”

      “I know this seems pretty bad. The whole city is tuned into the Troy Duncan case right now. You need to keep your head down, though, and after today, you do not talk to anyone about this, not without me present, do you understand?”

      “I do.”

      “Give your contact information to Letty on the way out. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Baldwin stood and opened the door. The clicking of keyboards and the hum of the photocopy machine filled the small space I shared with other attorneys.

      “Oh, are reporters hounding you at home?” He seemed to be the only person in all of this I hadn’t seen on television.

      “Uh…no.”

      “How—”

      “My address is a pretty big secret.” His answer was cryptic.

      “Try to keep it that way.”
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          January 12, 2006

        

      

    

    
      “When will I be able to see my family?” The nurse who’d swept by my bed was the first person I could remember seeing in the last two days who wasn’t an inmate.

      “I’m a nurse,” she said brusquely. “Not in charge of visitation. You’ll have to talk to a deputy about that.”

      “My wife said that I get a half hour a week,” I said not letting her tone dissuade me. “I really want to talk to my family.”

      I knew it had been well more than seven days since Campbell had seen me, how many, I wasn’t sure. It had felt like half the hospital staff were blowing through noisemakers while I’d been coming to terms with the news about my paralysis. I was still holding out hope that I’d walk again. My mom and dad and the lawyer had to be working to get me out of here so I could see some kind of specialist who could tell me the whole truth, tell me what my chances were of carrying my soon-to-be wife over the threshold. I looked toward the nurse again trying to catch her attention.

      She finally paused organizing gauze or whatever it was she was doing that kept her from looking me in the eye. Exasperation huffed from her lips.

      “Unfortunately for you, you’re in lockup.” Every word was sounded out syllable by syllable as if I were a foreigner. “You don’t get anything that the sheriff’s deputies don’t let you have. Get that?”

      “What about my constitutional rights?” My father may have schooled me how black people’s rights got trampled over, but I wasn’t dead, so I still had some.

      “You gave up your rights the moment you committed a crime,” was the nurse’s sharp response.

      “I didn’t—”

      “La, la, la, la, la. Don’t think I haven’t heard it all before,” she said. I was grateful that she didn’t jam her thumbs in her ears and wave her fingers at me. “The bathroom is over there. I’ll be back to check on you in the afternoon.”

      The bedpan that had been tucked along the rail was gone. That bit of memory stood from the haze of the last few days.

      “Wait. Bathroom? I’m…my legs. They’ve stopped working,” I bit out in mortification. Paralysis was one thing. The whole job of going to the bathroom, something I’d been doing on my own for thirty plus years, was another.

      “What do you expect me to do about that?”

      “The doctor at the hospital talked about a bowel program,” I said my voice nearly a whisper. I wish I’d started with that instead of visitation or constitutional rights. Emptying my bowel was more important than fifteen minutes of visitation.

      “What? We are not equipped for this,” the nurse sucked her teeth in obvious displeasure. “Please don’t tell me you have a catheter as well?”

      “Um, no. I can handle that part. Where’s the funnel?”

      Once the doctor had removed the catheter, a nurse had showed me how to hold myself over a funnel. Fortunately, I could feel when I had to pee. The other, though, was going to take more work to get under my control.

      “Ah jaysus. I’ll see if we have any in supply. Haven’t had a paraplegic in here in a long time. Jesus on the cross, I can’t believe someone didn’t warn me. The doctor’s gonna love this.”

      “When can I see him?” I asked. Maybe I could plead my case to the doctor. Maybe he’d figure out a way to get me what I needed which was up and out of here. I’d hated the cold, bright light-filled hospital. I’d go back there in a heartbeat, though. The jail infirmary was a strictly third world affair.

      “Dr. Carlsen?” she squinted at me.

      “I guess,” I said lifting my shoulders. That one movement was a triumph. Someone should have warned me not to take standing, walking, and sitting for granted for all those years.

      “Hmphf. I have no idea. State gives us two weeks before we have to do a medical evaluation. So I’m guessing before the end of the month.”

      “What about a wheelchair or rehabilitation? The doctors at MetroHealth said I’d need to learn how to do everything…for myself…again.”

      They really couldn’t expect me to lie in bed all day every day for two whole weeks. That seemed like a lot of cruel and unusual punishment.

      “Look, Mr. Duncan. You’re facing some pretty severe felony charges. They’re saying on television that you nearly tried to kill an officer in the line of duty. I’m from a long family of cops and don’t take too kindly to your kind trying to kill our kind, okay?”

      Nurse Ratched stalked over to the next inmate who needed care. I hoped he got better than I had.

      My head swiveled around on the bed. I was going to die in here unless I figured something out. I couldn’t imagine there was a chance that my mom or dad were getting in here to see me or coordinate the kind of medical care I probably needed.

      Certainly, I didn’t want my kids here, no matter what. Campbell had said something about Dad hiring a lawyer. He’s who I needed to see. Closing my eyes, I tried to remember all I could from Campbell’s visit last week. Did she ever say who the lawyer was?

      It was so hard to remember anything after that guy had told me that my legs would never work again. That there was a bullet lodged so deep in my spine, no doctor could or would operate.

      I pressed the emergency button. Nurse Ratched came back, full of eye rolling teeth sucking indignity.

      “What do you need?”

      “I need a lawyer visit,” I said back to that constitutional rights thing again. Surely, I was entitled to medical care and lawyer visits. If I couldn’t get one, then I really needed the other.

      “You don’t get to arrange them. The lawyer gets to arrange them. I’m sure your big time lawyer will get you out of here on some kind of technicality. Cause that’s what they do. Defend the guilty. That Dinwiddie’s going to go to hell. And you’ll be right behind him in line to greet the devil. Don’t page me again unless you’re dying, and even then, don’t bother.”

      Dismissed, I closed my eyes and thought about strategy. Dinwiddie. That was something I hadn’t known ten minutes ago. The teeth sucking had been worth it. I was sure I’d heard the name before on TV when someone else had been railroaded in Cleveland.

      No way in hell did I want to die in this place. Which meant I needed to see a doctor and get into a rehab facility or I needed the Dinwiddie guy to get me the hell out of here.

      A bell clanged for a full thirty seconds. I hadn’t heard anything like it since I’d graduated from Cleveland Heights High School. A deputy with a metal counter clicked by me. That deputy was followed by another who stood by my bed a long moment while the first radioed his numbers.

      “Hey, what time is shift change?” I asked trying to make my voice as frail and friendly as possible.

      “Five minutes. Why? You planning on breaking out?” The deputy chuckled at his own stupid joke.

      “No reason. The nurse said she was going to bring me something. I guess I’ll ask the next one.”

      “Yeah. You do that.” The deputy took his counter and walked away.

      Thirty minutes later, an older black woman bustled in, her uniform starched within an inch of its life. She unhooked the chart from the end of the bed. I crossed my fingers, under the covers, and prayed she’d be nicer to me than the last.

      “Oh, you’re going to be a mess,” was her greeting. It wasn’t exactly friendly, but it wasn’t hostile either. “When was your last bowel movement?”

      I swallowed my mortification. “At MetroHealth they gave me a suppository.” Exactly how many days ago, I wasn’t sure. The normal feeling of pressure and bloating that came with constipation was missing along with a lot of other sensation.

      “Are you going to have get a suppository every day?” She asked while paging more slowly through my records.

      “I think so. But could I ask you to tell me how I can use the phone?”

      “There’s one in the hall.”

      “I can’t walk.”

      “Chile, that’s a long walk then.” The nurse laughed and walked away with my chart in hand.

      Five minutes later, she was back with a funnel, a suppository, and a cell phone.

      I reached for the phone first.

      “Mama,” I said when the line was answered. “I need you to get my lawyer here. It’s urgent. I can’t say too much more, I have to go. Love to you and daddy and the kids.”

      The nurse pressed a button ending the call, then slipped the small gadget into her uniform pocket.

      “You don’t tell a soul I did that,” she admonished.

      “My lips are sealed.”

      She lifted the blankets from the bottom up. She wrapped one of my hands around my penis, the other around the funnel. I let go of any control I’d had on my bladder. I shook into the funnel. She removed it and the plastic collection bag, and deposited them onto a rolling tray.

      “I’m going to turn you over and insert this suppository. I’ll pass out meds for everyone else, then I’ll be back with a bed pan.”

      She rolled me on to my side. Latex gloves were snapped into place. The sound of plastic separating from foil filled the small space we shared. Seconds later, she snapped off the gloves.

      “Don’t move,” she said. The nurse patted me on my right shoulder.

      Like there was any chance of that. All that was left of body strength was in my forearms and hands. I wouldn’t be moving on my own for a long time.
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      Myrtle, Lynell, and I cooled our heels in the deserted lobby of the Cuyahoga County Jail while we waited. Last week, all three of us had come down to the jail to register in person. Now we were all on Troy’s visitation list. Only one of us could see him probably, but we’d all come in the hope the rules could be bent. It had been nearly three weeks since anyone but Campbell had seen him. I hoped someone in this institution had an ounce of compassion for grieving, frightened parents.

      Cold air and snowflakes swirled through the cavernous space when the outside door opened. Vernon Dinwiddie, leather briefcase in hand, came through the gap in the door.

      I nodded in greeting at the lawyer. He was my ace in the hole. Given the way the sheriff’s deputy had put us through our paces a week ago, I didn’t think our right to visit was guaranteed. But with Dinwiddie there, not only could he demand his own visit, he could help one or hopefully two of us see my son.

      After that ten-second phone call from Troy last Wednesday, I hadn't been able to sleep more than a few fitful hours in any given night. According to Myrtle, Troy hadn’t sounded that pitiful since he fell out of a tree in Campbell’s backyard and broke his arm when he was six years old.

      “Have you seen him?” Dinwiddie asked while he clapped his leather-encased hands together for warmth. The slapping of the palms of the leather gloves echoed earning us a cross stare from the deputy manning the desk.

      “We registered last Wednesday, which was the day we could visit inmates with the last name A through something. But they don’t allow same day registration and visitation.”

      “What about Monday?”

      “Martin Luther King Day. Visitation was suspended for the holiday.”

      Dinwiddie’s harrumph held all the frustration I’d felt. The registration requirements and rules were arcane. A maze of hoops to jump through for thirty damn minutes every seven days. Reminded me of my parents going down to register to vote in Tuscaloosa where filling out forms was an existential exercise—because no one had ever planned on allowing them to vote.

      We stood off to one side as Dinwiddie swaggered up to the reception desk. I liked that swagger. Told me he was a man used to getting his own way.

      “Someone’s gotta see him today,” Lynell said full of mock indignation. “Zora needs to know her daddy’s okay. The girl ain’t never woke up without her daddy there. She’s waking up screaming at night that he’s dead.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” Myrtle said firmly patting the girl’s arm. God knew Lynell could go from zero to hysterical in a hot minute. Not for the first time did I wonder how Troy had gone from Campbell to this one. Their personalities were only one thing about them that was as different as night and day.

      “You’ve got to prepare the kids, though,” I said. “Once the lawyer gets him out of this mess, he may not come right home. The doctors at MetroHealth were talking about substantial rehabilitation.”

      “I can do that myself you know. I’m a certified home health aide. I’m at my house all day. Can’t they just give me the instructions?”

      “He’s not one of the kids you babysit, Lynell,” I said. How she could think running a daycare and caring for Troy were even in the same universe, I had no idea. I looked her in the eye to make sure she was listening. “He’s a grown man who can’t walk. Why don’t we worry about getting a ramp at your house and whatever else we need before talking about when he’s going to get home.”

      Lynell looked like she was going to argue when we all turned at the sound of shouting.

      Dinwiddie was on tiptoe, his body half way across the desk as he argued with the deputy on duty. Better him than me. I wouldn’t have been able to hold my temper. Then two Duncans would be in county lockup. For a short second I considered that. I’d probably get to see my son if I was on the inside.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      I hated when Lynell did that. I just wanted her to ask the damn question already, not preface it with a whole lot of stuff. I turned away from the Dinwiddie drama and nodded toward Lynell.

      “I…um…didn’t make the January mortgage payment,” she stuttered out. I refrained from pointing out it wasn’t a question.

      “Why not?” I squeezed between tight lips. This woman wasn’t my child, so I worked hard not to scold her. But who in the world missed a house payment? That was first, car second, then food for your family. Maybe the last two could be switched depending on how you got to work. On a day like today when the arctic winds blew across Lake Erie from Canada though, a warm house wasn’t optional.

      “Troy would have got paid that Friday when he worked the New Year’s shift. But…” She left the rest unspoken.

      There were three more deputies at the desk now, but Dinwiddie was still going strong. A show of force and firepower didn’t stop him. He’d tossed his briefcase on the ledge and the words “have your badges” and ”constitutional rights” could be heard above the silent glares of the men in uniform.

      “Don’t you have anything in savings?” I asked turning back to Lynell. We’d lent—given—them the down payment for the house on East 118th. I didn’t remember the mortgage being more than five or six hundred a month. It was something one of them could easily handle, made easier by having two regular incomes, most of hers under the table.

      Lynell fiddled with the gold rings on nearly all her fingers. She had a little home shopping habit, but not to the tune of busting their budget, at least I hadn’t thought so.

      “We got the kids those games for Christmas,” she said, her chin tucked in her neck in embarrassment. And she should be mortified. Who spent their mortgage money at Toys R Us?

      “And?” I prided myself in not prying in my kid’s affairs, but when someone asked for money, I figured I was entitled to as much information as a bank loan officer.

      “Well, Troy had gotten that big raise. My family shares everything, you know, so I got my sister’s car out of impound, and paid a little toward my momma’s debt too, so they could enjoy the holidays.”

      From what Troy had said, “sharing” in the Powers family only went one way. When Lynell and Troy had gone broke after Zora was born, I’d told Troy he needed to support his little family and ignore the rest of them. The Powerses would use him up and spit him out. Turned out I was as right as rain because the minute my boy was out of the picture, Lynell had gone and given away his money.

      “Gus, after we’re done here, why don’t we stop on down at Spencer’s and get Troy’s last check and whatever else he’s owed,” Myrtle said coming up with a solution like she always did. “Lynell, you’re to send the payment right away, plus whatever they tacked on for being eighteen days late. If you get too behind, the bank will take the house in a minute.”

      Placated, Lynell went and found space on a nearby bench. She was like a scolded kid, running away from a further lecture. I was still thinking of giving her a lesson in money management when Dinwiddie jogged over to Myrtle and me.

      “He’s not here,” the lawyer said.

      “What do you mean he’s not here? Did they let him out? Is there a place we have to go collect him?” I was already mentally moving the car in my head, then trying to figure out if we could keep him at home on the couch for a couple of days while we figured out the next steps.

      The lawyer shook his head vehemently. “There was an emergency. He was transported back to MetroHealth. I’ll meet you there.”

      I thought my heart was going to leap from my chest. Adrenaline surged through my body before my brain could make the shift in thought. My pulse pounded like I was running in place.

      The hospital.

      God damn it.

      Damn. Damn. Damn.

      My lips were moving in prayer on their own. Couldn’t stop that reflexive plea to a God who had forsaken me more times than I could count. Maybe today he’d spare my son since he hadn’t that night in the Flats.

      I knew they should never have moved him to the jail. It was probably to save money. Always was. County wanted to house their inmates on the cheap. Hospital beds were never cheap.

      “Gus?”

      I must have been standing there a very long time. Dread had kept me rooted to the shiny linoleum. I’d leave as soon as I could think of one good thing that ever came out of a hospital. I glanced at Lynell who was standing by the front door crying.

      Babies.

      I remembered babies were the one good thing you could get from a hospital.

      “Gus!” Myrtle shouted unaware of my internal bargaining and prayer.

      “I’ll get the car. You girls wait out front.”

      They looked like snow covered popsicles when I finally pulled up to West Third Street. “Sorry.” It was all I could muster. I had no explanation for driving at the speed of molasses. None.

      The rest of the trip to MetroHealth took maybe fifteen minutes. Not enough time to warm up, that was for sure. I dropped them by the front door and looked for a parking spot. The woman manning the front desk had an eye out for me and beckoned me over as soon as the revolving door closed behind me. Maybe Dinwiddie had used his considerable influence to smooth our way here.

      “Mr. Duncan?”

      “That’s me.”

      “This man will escort you to the twelfth floor now.”

      I looked around the lobby and a thin white man walked up to me. Here we go again. He didn’t introduce himself, and I didn’t offer my hand. Our son being a prisoner in the hospital didn’t make for a lot of smiles and handshakes. Nonetheless, I followed him like a duckling imprinted on its mother.

      The man was quiet and somber looking in his gray suit. At the elevator bays, he finally nodded his greeting then slipped his card into a hidden slot above the call button. The door whooshed open instantly. After we got in, it was only seconds before we reached the top floor. Maybe the express elevator ride was the reason my stomach was doing flip-flops in my abdomen.

      Myrtle and Lynell turned when we came into the small waiting area.

      “Anything?” I asked sitting in the empty chair between them.

      “That guy in the suit and Dinwiddie went back somewhere as soon as we got here,” Myrtle said.

      I looked left and right. The silent man had disappeared like smoke.

      “Did the guy say anything to you?” Myrtle asked. She’d pressed her side against mine. I gave her the only support I could conjure up, throwing an arm around her shoulders.

      I shook my head. He hadn’t seemed like the kind of guy who wanted to answer a bunch of questions I didn’t want to ask in the first damned place. I took a deep breath of antiseptic-tinged air.

      I remembered sitting in Cleveland Clinic waiting rooms, first when Malik was born, then when Troy came along. Looking at the tiny people swaddled in blankets, fear for their future was the farthest thing from my mind. The possibilities then had seemed boundless. Everything from professional athlete to concert pianist had bounced through my mind. City planner and chef were okay though.

      The lawyer and the gray man came back down the hall, stopping in front of the chairs where we sat.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Duncan? Ms.…Powers?” I nodded. From the corner of my eye, I saw the women nod in acknowledgement as well. “On the behalf of MetroHealth I want to say that we’re sorry for your loss. We did everything we could, but the gastrointestinal perforation had become septic.”

      “What are you saying?” Myrtle said jumping to her feet, throwing my arm off nearly wrenching my shoulder from the socket. “What are you saying? What are you saying? Are you saying my little boy is dead?”

      “He didn’t make it. We’re sorry.”

      Sorry. He sure as hell didn’t look sorry.

      “How long has he been laying here dying?” I asked.

      “He was pronounced at twelve oh six p.m.”

      “You stood next to me in the elevator as quiet as you please. You didn’t think to say anything then. Didn’t even introduce yourself. Are you a doctor here?”

      “I’m the medical director at the jail. I act as a liaison between the jail and the hospital,” he said.

      I’m not sure how much of that I took in. After the medical director stepped back, I couldn’t hear anything but crying. The man’s mouth was moving. Dinwiddie was pulling a mobile phone from his pocket and speaking. I pulled Myrtle close, letting her tears soak my shirt.

      Nothing was what was inside me. Not a single thing. Not anger, not pain, not loss.

      Nothing.

      The man in the suit disappeared. Dinwiddie dropped the phone in his bag.

      “I just got word that the grand jury issued a no bill. They refused to indict Troy,” he said. “A judge would have probably released him tomorrow.”

      “One day too late,” I whispered.

      “You can come back and see him now.” The man in the suit had suddenly reappeared like an apparition. Maybe he was a ghost. Maybe I was imagining all this. Maybe I’d wake up and this would all have been a nightmare. The worst I ever had, but I’d wake up and I’d be the father of two sons again.

      Myrtle clutched my hand so tight I knew it wasn’t a dream. For a long moment, I thought she’d break my fingers. For another moment, I realized that would be okay. It was the least I deserved for my failure as a father. I’d messed up on the one job I’d taken for granted that I could do. What kind of parent was I if I’d failed to protect my son? I was alive and he was dead, and somewhere along the way, I’d fucked this up. I closed my eyes against the recriminations.

      Death couldn’t be walked backward.

      The four of us trudged single file through some doors. A sheriff’s deputy stood when we got to room 1239. He couldn’t meet my eyes either. For a lot of self-righteous white folk, they sure as hell looked guilty.

      “I’ll call you in a few days,” Dinwiddie said. We’ll talk about amending your complaint.”

      “Amending?” Lynell asked through her tears. “What are you talking about?”

      “Wrongful death.”
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      “Marc!” Jan’s voice was shrill.

      “I’m already downstairs,” I answered.

      I’d been sitting on the couch, a kid on either side. Now that they were back in class after the holiday break, there was no gaming after school. Rather than unhook the console from Michael’s bedroom TV, I’d insisted he and Donna do their homework in the living room where Jan and I could see them.

      The bold orange words “Special Report” scrolled across the bottom of the screen.

      When I turned up the sound, the kids looked up. I didn’t send them upstairs because the truth about what was going on was getting harder to hide. I wasn’t sure they’d bought the vacation excuse after the second week I was home. Who knew what they were hearing at St. Raphael. No matter how hard I’d tried to bury my head in the sand, I had the sinking feeling that my life was about to change and not for the better.

      The phone bleated in the kitchen at the exact same moment the reporter started talking. Michael dumped the books from his lap and ran to get it while Donna sat transfixed—her eyes glued to the screen.

      “Dad, it’s Captain Todd.” Michael held up the phone like a beacon.

      “Tell him to hold on,” I said turning up the sound as another few bars lit up on the bottom of the screen.

      “This is a Channel Five special report. Troy Duncan, the unarmed black man who was shot in late December has died at MetroHealth hospital from complications relating to the bullet wound he suffered. In a related story, prosecutor Lori Pope announced this morning that the Cuyahoga County grand jury declined to indict Troy Duncan on felony charges. Let’s go to Rick McDaniel at the hospital. What can you tell us, Rick?”

      The screen changed from the desk anchors, split, then switched to McDaniel.

      “Troy Duncan was pronounced dead at twelve oh six this afternoon. The specific cause of death is unknown but it appears to be due to complications from his gunshot wound. We were able to talk to Vernon Dinwiddie a few minutes ago. He represented Troy Duncan, and now represents his surviving family.”

      Tape rolled and the short, black attorney appeared on screen. He looked slick as oil in a pinstriped suit and navy wool overcoat.

      “Rick,” Dinwiddie started, “this here was a tragedy that didn’t have to happen. Not less than twenty-four hours before Troy Duncan was transferred from MetroHealth to the jail infirmary, the grand jury failed to indict him on any charges. But that information hadn’t filtered into the system. Instead of going home or to rehabilitation where he could receive quality care, he became a victim of a broken system.”

      McDaniel, probably seasoned by such rhetoric didn’t flinch. But Donna did. I dropped an arm across her tiny shoulders.

      “Shot at the hands of a white police officer. Housed in a jail infirmary that had no provision for caring for him. Instead of getting the medication he needed, he was denied care until he became critical, until it was too late,” Dinwiddie said.

      Channel Five cut the tape and Rick McDaniel was on screen again.

      “We reached out to Cleveland Police and the Cuyahoga County Sheriff, and they had this to say.” The reporter took a small notebook from a pocket somewhere and started to read.

      “Cleveland police chief Kelley McCormick says an investigation into the shooting is ongoing. The deputy county sheriff says the death was unfortunate. The county will launch an investigation into procedures concerning the care of seriously ill prisoners. We here at Channel Five will continue to follow and report on this most important story.”

      “Thanks, Rick. This concludes our special report. We’ll be back if any further news breaks in this most tragic story. We now return to our regularly scheduled program.”

      Donna took the remote from my hand. She was still gripping a pencil in her other fist. The sparkly pink hair stood stiff on the end of the pencil. Erasers used to be on the end when I was a kid. A lot had changed in the last thirty years.

      My daughter turned the volume up to ear bleed range before she figured out where the button was that killed the sound.

      “Daddy, did you really shoot someone dead? You always said killing people was wrong.”

      I had said exactly that when she was five or six or so and had seen something on TV that she shouldn’t. Neither justifiable homicide nor excusable police action had entered into that conversation.

      “The guy was a criminal honey. Sometimes that happens when people are doing bad things. It’s not how we’d like things to end up, but it was him or me.”

      “But the lady on the news said there was no…in…whatever, that he would have been released from jail.” That was Michael. He stood looking at loose ends.

      “Just because someone isn’t charged with a crime, doesn’t mean they aren’t guilty. I’m one hundred percent sure that guy Duncan was out to do harm to me or my partner.”

      Michael still held the cordless in his hand.

      “Son. What happened to Captain Todd?”

      Michael jammed the plastic to his ear. “Oh. I think he must have hung up.” He gave me the phone. The dial tone confirmed what he said.

      “What happens now?” Jan said. I hadn’t seen her come down the stairs. As unsure of herself as a teenage girl at her first co-ed dance, my wife stood twirling her hair looking between the kids and me.

      “What happens now is you start dinner, the kids finish their homework. Today’s a normal day just like any other,” I said.

      Like a slow motion movie segment, the wife and kids moved to what they were supposed to be doing. Despite the frigid air, and falling snow, I stepped outside the front door. Away from the oppressive judgment of everyone, it was a little easier to breathe.

      The phone in my hand jangled. I looked at the foreign object, not remembering bringing it outside with me.

      “Baldwin,” I barked into the receiver.

      “Captain Todd. You saw the news.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Yes, sir. It’s unfortunate.”

      “The death isn’t really the problem, Baldwin. It’s the prosecutor’s refusal to indict.”

      “Why?”

      “This town is black and white. Always has been. Reverend Wilkinson and Mayor Gates will be looking for a scapegoat.” That the scapegoat would be me didn’t have to be said. This had really gone sideways, but I still wanted to set it all to rights.

      “What happens next?” I was ready to put this all behind me. Get back on the job. Even if that meant desk duty, I’d take it. Paid administrative leave wasn’t all it was cracked up to be.

      “We’ll continue our investigation. You’ll stay on leave. And you need to hope and pray the prosecutor doesn’t indict you.”

      “Wait. What?” I was sure I must have heard incorrectly. I was the cop. I hadn’t done anything wrong.

      “Indict me? For what?” I could hear my voice rising. Sideways didn’t cover cops going to jail. I’d die quicker than Duncan in lockup.

      “Murder. Manslaughter. Assault with a deadly weapon.” Todd listed the three felonies in rapid succession.

      “Do you think that could happen? I shot the man in the line of duty. I was doing my job.” Jail wasn’t for the likes of me, someone who’d always been on the right side of the law.

      “The badge can protect you from a lot, but maybe not from this. Times have changed. The blue wall has chinks.”

      “Shit,” I said my hands were tingling against the plastic, numbness right around the corner. My breath fogged the air. If I went to jail, frostbite would be the least of my problems. I wouldn’t survive it. Unlike the people I arrested, I didn’t have a whole group of family and friends in lockup to protect me.

      “Sounds like maybe you need to be with your kids,” Todd said relieving me of any further conversation.

      “Thanks for calling.”

      I jammed the phone in my back pocket. I didn’t need my kids. I needed my lawyer.
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      For all the warm days we’d had this month, the day of my son’s funeral had to be the coldest in January history. The temperature outside was about the same as on my insides. I was learning firsthand how cold and cruel the world was.

      “Jesus welcomes you,” the sign over the church’s door had read. I wanted nothing more than to rip down that sign and throw it into the Cuyahoga River. All this crap about Jesus saves, Jesus loves, and Jesus is all around. Where in the hell was Jesus when Officer Baldwin had pulled his gun? Where was Jesus when my son was shot in the gut? Where was Jesus when nurses ignored him for days on end in the jail infirmary?

      “Where was Jesus?” I asked under my breath as we made the long agonizing walk between the pews to our reserved seating in the front of the grand church.

      “I was wondering the same thing,” Malik said.

      My legs nearly crumpled under me at the sound of Malik’s words. At the sound of a voice so much like, but so much different than my other son.

      “I’ve got you, Dad,” he said gripping my arm tight.

      “I’m fine,” I said after I regained my footing. Once in our pew, I turned to look toward the doors at the back of the nave. It was easier than looking toward the coffin. I could see the tiny stitches they’d used to sew Troy’s mouth shut. His hair was too shiny to be real. But I had to look away from those imperfections. That body in there wasn’t my son anymore.

      I stood with my back to the front of the church as the pews filled with mourners, onlookers, media, and of course, politicians. Anger pulsed so hard through my brain that I thought my eyes would bulge out of my head.

      Dinwiddie and the funeral director had whispered back and forth for long minutes about a public versus private funeral. I’d cut them off saying a funeral should always be public. Who knew what people a life had touched, and those people should be able to say goodbye. I’d been thinking more about the people who’d worked with him in the kitchens all those years, some illegal, who I’d never known enough about to add to some invite list, but who I thought might mourn for him all the same.

      But maybe I should have had some kind of keep-the-hell-out-of-here list.

      I nodded at people who mouthed their condolences, then turned back when the minister tapped once on the microphone and said “Let us pray.”

      I bowed my head, not because I had anything to say to God, but because I couldn’t look at that coffin. Myrtle squeezed my hand. I turned to my wife, and she gave a weak smile. I squeezed back. The woman had always been the love of my life. We’d laughed together, eaten thousands of meals together. We’d raised two boys together. I never thought we’d bury one together.

      Never.

      A new voice compelled me to look up, up and over the coffin. Revered Wilkinson had stepped up to the podium. I’d never seen the man off the television screen. He looked broadcast ready, with slicked hair and flawless skin. Kind of like Troy. It was a macabre thought that I pushed away.

      “This man,” he boomed. “This young man was taken too early. Troy Duncan leaves behind a wife of twelve years, and two young children. They’re sitting before all of us grieving a father and husband who will be forever lost to them.

      “Despite the evidence of a loving wife, parents, and children, the first words from the Chief of Police when a no bill was filed for Troy Duncan were, ‘Be kind. Marc Baldwin has family.’ I’m here to tell all of them out there that we have families too.

      “Since the times of slavery, our families never meant much to those with the power to sever them. In a heartbeat, a slave master would part husbands and wives, mothers and sons, fathers and daughters. Our families have never mattered to them.

      “But they matter to us. Little black boys and girls should be able to grow up assured their parents are safe. In today’s Cleveland, maybe that’s not something we can give them.

      “Let’s vow today not to abandon the Duncans. Lets vow to do what we can to keep our families safe. Let’s vow to hold our elected officials accountable for keeping our families safe, and absent that, bringing our families justice.

      “Mayor Gates, Police Chief McCormick, we have families too.”

      I wanted to stand up and holler my approval. At the same time I wanted to kick him in the teeth for using my son’s funeral as a political grandstand.

      A second later, I sorely missed Reverend Wilkinson when my other son Malik took the podium.

      “Good morning. Thank you for coming out to remember my brother Troy. I never thought…I never thought I’d speak at my brother’s funeral. He was two years younger than me. I figured we’d grow old together. Now I’m an only child.”

      Malik swallowed past his Adam’s apple two or three times. His voice, even stronger than before, came through the podium.

      “I don’t want to talk about his death today. I want to talk about his life.

      “There are so many stories that I could share about growing up. We had sixteen years together in that house in Cleveland Heights.

      “But while I was thinking about exactly what I’d say today, I decided to choose just one story that really exemplifies who my brother was.

      “When I was twenty-five, I was working mightily hard to impress the woman who would become my wife. Jennifer loved good food, good wine, and good company. I could only provide the last one of those.” There were a few laughs in the crowd. “But I had a plan. My brother had just graduated from culinary school. He’d done a summer sommelier course in Florence, Italy. I figured he could make dinner, bring wine, and I’d pass it off as my own.

      “He said, ‘you can give a man a fish, or teach a man to fish.’ That was his polite way of saying he wouldn’t let me pass off his knowledge as my own. Every night for a week, he taught me how to make a classic French meal for Jennifer. After we were done cooking and eating, he drove me all over town looking at wines.

      “Come Friday, he sat on his hands in my kitchen and watched me make Niçoise salad, Cassoulet-Au-Canard, and éclairs for dessert. I was mad for a hot minute, especially when I was trying to squeeze custard into delicate pastry, pot a choux, he called it. But I learned two things. One, he was a great teacher and mentor, and how to cook…prepare, he’d want me to say prepare, a meal I’ve made at least once a year for Jennifer.”

      My other daughter-in-law was pretty stoic, but I saw tears leaking from her eyes when I glanced her way.

      “Troy wasn’t perfect,” Malik continued. “He wasn’t a martyr. He was my brother, my parents’ baby, and a really great daddy, and I’ll miss him.”

      Everything after that was a blur. More speeches, more sermonizing. I almost broke down when I had to shoulder the body of my son in its shiny wood coffin. I nearly threw myself into the hole the backhoe had carved into the frozen soil. But I held on for Myrtle, for Campbell, for Lynell, for Zora and Ellison. While they cried, wept, and sobbed for Troy, I vowed revenge or at least justice.
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      Maybe I needed to find a place to hide out.

      Permanently.

      Like Pittsburgh or Detroit.

      Controversy had a way of finding me. If it wasn’t the Strohmeyers and Brodys, then it was Sheila Harrison Grant. I’d never had any desire to be in the public eye. Lulu had been right about one thing, I’d always assumed I’d get married, have kids, maybe work part-time when all was said and done. None of this is what I’d planned for.

      This was my phone ringing off the hook. Reporters hounding me in and outside of the building. Every last one of them had the same damned question: How would my client hold up to criminal charges?

      The thing was, I had no clue.

      When I was a kid learning to swim I remember what it was like when I’d mastered freestyle across the small kid pool. I was so proud of myself, I thought I could tackle the world, or at least the big adult pool.

      The next weekend my dad had taken me and some friends to a fourth of July celebration at Edgewater park. I’d crowed all week about my new swimming prowess. Not ten seconds after Dad had rolled out our picnic blanket, I’d pulled off my T-shirt and shorts and was running into the lake.

      I swam out blindly amazed that I was above water. Then I stopped, looked around, and panicked. I was in the middle of Lake Erie. Seaweed and currents and unknown flotsam pulled me back and forth. For the life of me, I didn’t feel like a swimmer, but a drowner.

      It was exactly the same now. In the last few months, I had been really getting my footing outside of Juvenile Court. I had learned to negotiate plea deals like a champ. I was learning how to weave my way through divorce and shared parenting and making sure my clients were at least satisfied, if not happy—because divorcing clients were never happy.

      With one second of ego and bravado, the moment I’d accepted Baldwin’s case, I was flailing like that summer in Lake Erie. Which was why I was cooling my heels in Cleveland Heights. Despite the subzero temperatures, I was standing outside Miles Siegel’s building working up the courage to press the doorbell.

      “Casey?” I heard a familiar voice shout. I looked up to see Miles shivering on his front porch in a maroon T-shirt and jeans. I pushed the bell then, his buzzer system, like mine didn’t work until someone called up.

      His front door was open when I got to the third floor.

      My ex-boyfriend was as still as handsome as ever. One look into his deep brown eyes and my stomach got all twisty. I thrust my hand forward to defend myself from the onslaught of emotion. Miles ignored the gesture, instead pulling me into a bear hug.

      “Casey. So good to see you, I’ve missed you,” he said patting my back.

      This touching people you’d once had sex with thing was way more uncomfortable in person than it looked on television. It hadn’t gotten any better with practice.

      “Missed you too,” I said. But in my case, it was true. Acutely true. I’d been thinking about sharing the rest of my life with this man, when he’d unceremoniously and sanctimoniously dumped me. By his calculation, he was on the right side of the law, and I was on the wrong side. He hadn’t had room for any wrong in his life.

      We’d left it there with all that “we’ll be friends” crap. I’d never planned to see him again, but the Marc Baldwin case had made me desperate. Federal court with all its procedures and rules scared the shit out of me. Especially after I’d lost my first and only case in the northern district—trying to get a client’s forfeited drug money back. That judge had shut me down after a single hearing where I’d flailed about without so much as a clue. I had no desire to repeat that performance. My fear of public shame outweighed my fear of personal humiliation.

      I stepped into my ex-boyfriend’s apartment. The refinished wood floors and blemish free molding gleamed at me mockingly. I’d forgotten how picture perfect everything in Miles’ life was. It was like walking onto a sit-com set. Basketball in one corner, bike pegged to the wall. Perfect paint and expensive furniture. All he was missing was a theme song.

      “Place looks nice,” I said for something to say. Or rather to keep me from saying something stupid or needy. I had it in me to do both.

      “Did you ever paint yours?”

      I’d talked about painting. I’d talked about a lot of things, but for so many of the months I’d lived there, I’d figured I’d make more money, or get married, or be something less than a permanent fixture on North Moreland Boulevard.

      “Nope. Same textured walls lined with college girl posters.” Damn. I’d tried not to sound needy and instead had come out pathetic.

      Miles backtracked to a distressed leather sofa I knew to be really comfortable. I lifted my messenger pack and hung my own coat on a free coat rack hook. The man had an antique coat rack for fucks sake. How had I ever thought we would be compatible?

      “How’s your mom?” I asked hopping from one land mine to the next. Miles thought her perfection personified. When he’d compared me to her, I’d come up lacking. Quite.

      “Mom and pops are good. They’re doing a swing through southeast Asia.”

      Of course they were. His parents were the kind of people who planned a vacation around the world like it was a trip around the corner.

      “What countries?” I was loathe to work out what that would mean and embarrass myself. My international geography wasn’t what it should have been.

      “Vietnam, Malaysia, Thailand, and Cambodia. I think they didn’t have time for Laos. Probably because mom wanted to spend time in Singapore. It’s one of her favorite places.”

      I kind of had to wonder if it really would have worked out between us. In a moment of blazing clarity, I realized that I kept seeking out rich guys. Men who were way out of my league. It was like I was living the life of one of those pathetic heroines I read about when I was a kid. They were always standing around waiting for some king, or knight, or prince to swoop in and save the day. The girl would get to live happily ever after in the castle, a step up from whatever shack she’d been born in, and have a great guy to boot.

      Life maybe didn’t work that way. Rather than delve into some kind of deep self-examination, I pulled papers and folders from my bag and stacked them on Miles’ reclaimed wood coffee table where even the nicks and scratches were in all the right places.

      “I…um…called you because I needed your help.”

      “You working in federal court these days?”

      “Been doing some smaller civil cases,” I bluffed. The one time Miles had run into me at court had been the only case I’d had there. “But this is a big one, and I need some help sorting a few things out.”

      “If it’s not in your wheelhouse why’d you take it?”

      “Patrick Brody—”

      Miles reared back like I’d punched him. “You still talking to that corrupt family? If you don’t stay away from them, you’ll wind up in jail one day.”

      “I know, Miles.” I acted suitably chastised. I didn’t need him telling me that the Brodys could be toxic. I’d long been on the receiving end of their enmity.

      “Do you? I think there’s more to it than meets the eye,” he said cryptically.

      “You know something I should?”

      He shook his head. “Office stuff I can’t disclose.”

      Now that was the first full of shit statement to come out of his mouth that morning. There was no kind of Brody investigation going on within five hundred miles of this exact spot.

      Not one.

      The Brody family quashed the mere hint of an investigation like a southerner crushed a June bug.

      “The referral was actually from the Cleveland law director, Tommie Gordon” I clarified unnecessarily. I had no idea why I was still justifying myself to him.

      “Sounds like you’re moving up in the world,” he said, both large hands braced on the back of the couch.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t plan to be in common pleas forever.”

      “What do you need help with?” he asked coming around to my side.

      “You’ve heard of Marc Baldwin?” I asked waiting for the explosive reaction anyone would have hearing I was working on the city’s most infamous case. A slow blink was all I got from Miles.

      “Who hasn’t? Even my mother managed to e-mail from Asia to ask about Marc Baldwin.”

      “Wow, she found a computer there?”

      “Asia isn’t sub-Saharan Africa,” he said with a bit of condescension I chose to ignore. “What about Marc Baldwin?”

      “I’m his lawyer.”

      “You’re shitting me,” he spat out. Finally a reaction from Mr. Wordly-know-it-all.

      “Unfortunately not.”

      “Is that what all this is?” he said hefting the thick stacks of papers I’d dropped on the table.

      “Yes. I just got Dinwiddie’s second amended complaint. The other two hundred pages are the original and first amendment.”

      “The court gave leave for a second amendment?” He asked. It was usually hard to get a court to allow a plaintiff to change the complaint more than once.

      “Wrongful death,” I answered. The fact that the plaintiff had died due to injuries caused by the gunshot wound had been more than enough excuse to allow Dinwiddie his way. Even I hadn’t been fool enough to oppose his motion.

      “Oh, right. That.” He was silent for a long moment. I almost asked what he was thinking, but I’d lost the right to ask questions like that. “What do you need from me?” he asked. I guessed the niceties were over.

      “Let’s make a deal,” I said in place of an answer.

      “Okay, Monty Hall.” Miles’ half grin made me lose my place in the conversation for a moment.

      “I’m serious,” I said breathing through my accelerated heartbeat. “Everything we talk about concerning this case has to be off the record.”

      Miles’ smile morphed from cute to condescending. “Sure, Casey. I mean I’m in the U.S. Attorney’s office, and you’re mostly in common pleas, but whatever you need.”

      We were a few blocks from each other, not across a great lake. But the divide between us might as well have been that wide the way he made it out. But this wasn’t some city mouse, country mouse laughing matter.

      “I’m serious Miles. I need to be able to talk to you freely without you running to your boss trying to trump up a charge against my client. You have to promise me this won’t be your career maker.”

      “What like Eamon Brody? ’Cause for all your help, I lost my first jury trial. Then you picked the law-breaking philanderer over me.”

      “Okay, sorry. Truce.” I held my hands up in surrender. I officially gave up. I was done fighting the same fight. Broken up, we didn’t have to do this anymore. The conflict went out the door the same time the sex did.

      “Fine. What do you need from me?”

      “I need your advice on how to best tackle the answer here.” I was proud of my response. It wasn’t a fraction of what I needed, though.

      “Now comes the defendant, he denies all the allegations. Then move on to discovery.”

      “That’s your advice? Deny everything? You could have told me that on the phone,” I huffed, embarrassed that I’d driven over here over something that could be this simple.

      “Or you can admit your client shot an unarmed black man without provocation or justification and hope the city pays out the maximum,” he said delivering the second punch of the one-two combination.

      “You think he did it that way, without remorse?” Even I wasn’t sure what had happened that night. I wasn’t sure we’d ever know.

      “I’ve been a black man longer than I was a cop or have been a prosecutor.”

      “You think this is about race?”

      “You think it’s not?”

      “He was investigating drug activity in the Flats. A guy came out of an alley. He had a right to be cautious. I’d be cautious if a guy came out of an ally on a dark and cold night.”

      “But you don’t carry a gun, or a badge, or a responsibility to the public to not abuse either.”

      I’m sure my mouth was gaping like a fish. “I had no idea you felt this way,” was the feeblest, worst line ever. But it was all I could manage to squeak out.

      “This is why things didn’t work between us, Casey,” he pronounced. “Your moral compass is all over the place.”

      “My moral compass. How can you talk about how bad cops are on the one hand? You were one for five years. And now you’re a prosecutor, right? How many times did you jump on me, first for not turning in the Brodys, then for defending Jarrod Carter? You practically dared me to tell you he was the guy behind the Container Girls case.

      “Was he?”

      “You know I can’t answer that. He’s in jail for possession and intent to distribute methamphetamine. So even if he was the guy behind it, he can’t be anymore.”

      “The statute of limitations hasn’t tolled on those crimes.”

      “I’m sure you won’t let me forget it. Speaking of forgetting. This was a mistake. I’m sorry to have bothered you for help with your lofty federal court knowledge. I’m sure I can cobble together something from my fourth tier law school education and my experience in common pleas.”

      I slipped from the couch to my knees. Close to the coffee table, I started pulling all three hundred pages of federal pleadings together. Miles’ hand stilled mine.

      “I’m really sorry about that. I’m being a total shit. Sometimes my life is completely schizophrenic. I’m working with the very same people who shoot and lock up people who look like me, sometimes with no basis whatsoever.”

      I dropped the papers back on the table.

      “So why do you do it? Why aren’t you on the other side of the aisle? We could use your first tier Ivy League ass on the defense side.”

      “You’re Sisyphus rolling that boulder uphill every day. He never gets to stop doing that for eternity. I want to be Zeus. On this side, I can decide what counts for law, order, and justice. I want to wield prosecutorial discretion fairly.”

      “Then why were you so disappointed in me. You have to know it’s my job to vigorously defend my clients no matter what someone might think they’ve done.”

      Miles pulled me to him in a hug. “I know, love. I’m sorry.” His voice was a whisper. For a time, I resisted. But I wasn’t made of steel, so I melted. Right into the arms I’d missed so much over the last months. For a long moment, we sat like that, his chin on my head, my ear laying against his chest. His hand started doing lazy circles on my arm. The heart under my cheek sped up.

      One minute he was holding me, the next we were kissing. My head was saying no, no, no, but my lips were saying yes, yes, yes. “Do you want to—”

      I nodded cutting off his vocalization of the question. I cursed myself all the way down the short hall calling myself ten times a fool. When he closed his bedroom door behind us, I made a vow. Today Miles, tomorrow, I’d do the online dating thing.

      Tomorrow.

      An hour later, I gathered up my clothes and tiptoed to the living room. There I got dressed in my jeans, shearling boots, and an Ohio State hoodie.

      I was starving. I’d had nerves for breakfast and sex for lunch. What I wanted was to pack up my shit and flee the scene. I couldn’t though. Embarrassingly, I still needed his help. Leaning down, I pulled up my wool socks and padded to the kitchen.

      I could count on one hand the number of times I’d been in Miles’ apartment. We had always been at mine, so it didn’t exactly feel familiar. His kitchen was the same size as mine, but that’s where the similarities ended. His had a working fireplace, and lots of upgrades, stone counters, tile backsplash, shiny wood cabinets. Being the mama’s boy I knew he was, I knew he’d have more than beer in his kitchen.

      I prowled through the cabinets and fridge until I found stuff for an easy one-pot lasagna dish. Living alone for all these years, I’d become the master of the one-pot dish.

      In twenty minutes, I’d fried sausage and onions, added a box of tomatoes. I threw in some pasta and water and popped on the lid.

      “You let me sleep,” Miles said. I nearly jumped out of my socks at the appearance of a nude man in the doorway.

      “I was hungry,” I deflected. “Why don’t you get dressed? It’ll be ready in a minute.”

      I sighed in relief when he disappeared. He was still good looking naked. I didn’t need to be induced into a second roll in the hay, when I was already kind of regretting that first one. The timer on the back of the stove beeped. I stirred in some cheese and dished up two plates.

      I took them to the dining room. Miles came in with cloth napkins, and utensils.

      I held up the navy blue linen. “A paper napkin is fine,” I said.

      “I don’t use paper. My mom always used cloth.”

      Of course she did. I’m sure Linda Siegel probably laundered them by hand, when she wasn’t dishing up healthy, vegetarian, ten-course meals, weaving cloth, or harvesting honey. Instead of blurting out all that judgment, I took the napkin graciously and folded it on my lap.

      “Wine?”

      I nodded vigorously. I needed that wine more than anything. I had no idea what we were playing at here, but alcohol would surely smooth it all over.

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. I didn’t say a damned thing for fear of walking on another mine. Miles looked like he was thinking.

      “How did Troy Duncan die?”

      I swallowed the big cheesy bite I’d taken. “Sepsis, septicemia, septic shock? Something like that. Basically, his colon leaked into his body. From the sound of it, the jail nurses didn’t do anything to help him with his bowel movements. They have two weeks from the time a prisoner is admitted to do an evaluation.”

      “Do you remember Cohen versus Petty?”

      “No.”

      “Intervening cause, superseding cause?” Miles prompted.

      I plumbed the depths of my brain trying to remember something from first year Torts. There was a blank space where Torts should have been. “Just spit it out.”

      “Dinwiddie is saying that your guy died because Marc Baldwin shot him. But if he’d stayed in the hospital, would Duncan have died?”

      “Probably not. I think there would have been a heavy rotation of doctors and nurses who would have seen the signs of shock.”

      “Right. So here’s what you do. You’ll need to file a motion for leave to amend the complaint.”

      “But I’m the defendant.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re going to do a necessary joinder.”

      I wanted to shout ”In plain English,” like my clients did. Instead, I waited for the rest.

      “You’re going to pin the Troy Duncan’s death on MetroHealth, the jail, and the sheriff’s department. If it weren’t for their negligent care, Troy Duncan would have lived.”

      “Oh, my God. If I do that the focus will totally shift from Baldwin to the city trying to pin it on the county and vice versa.”

      “Dollars to donuts, you client walks away unscathed.”
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      It was a pretty silent ride most of the way from Campbell’s house to Spencer’s. I’d picked her up this morning to help tie up loose ends Troy’s death had left hanging. One loose end being Campbell herself.

      I pulled over near the corner of Superior and something called Robert Lockwood Drive. This neighborhood had made a one hundred eighty degree turn in the forty odd years I’d been in Cleveland. One minute we were an industrial city, the next minute developers were building the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, knocking down and rebuilding the Browns stadium, and turning old factories into restaurants.

      “You okay?” Campbell asked when it became obvious I wasn’t moving the car.

      “It’s hard,” I said. I sucked in a breath, let it out through my teeth. Did it again. Then stared my son’s mortality in the eye. “It’s hard going to the place where your son took his last breath as a free man.”

      Campbell turned to me, adjusting the white wool beret covering her head.

      “It’s hard for me too.” She laid her hand on my arm. “I want you to know, I always loved him. From as long as I could remember. I loved him.”

      “Why didn’t you guys ever get divorced? Or why didn’t you stay together?” I asked not caring about minding my own business for a moment. Countless nights Myrtle and I had stayed up turning these two questions over. We never could come up with a good answer between us.

      “It was stupid,” Campbell whispered into her scarf. “Do you know how incredibly stupid and insignificant all that seems now?”

      “Myrtle and I have always wondered…” why these elementary, middle and high school sweethearts couldn’t hold it together.

      “There were a few months when we were fighting a lot. There was a guy I’d gone to college with who was pursuing me pretty heavily.”

      “While you were married?” Campbell had gone away to Lincoln University. Even with her brand new Ford Bronco, she’d only come back a few weekends a year. Troy had been a mess that first year.

      “He was an asshole…jerk…sorry—”

      “Don’t apologize. Death has a way of making cursing feel unimportant. Go on.”

      “Anyway, I told Troy that we’d gotten married too young, that my parents were right. I told him we needed a break, maybe see other people, figure out if together is what we wanted.”

      I hit the back of my seat. I’d never known they’d taken a break. Maybe that’s why he was so messed up.

      “I dated that guy for a minute. But he was as big a jerk as you figured out in ten seconds. Took me a few months though. At the same time, Troy started seeing Lynell. He was going to break it off with her. We were going to get back together and make a real try again. I promised to support him through culinary school. But—”

      “Lynell got pregnant,” I said, clarity finally coming from a really confusing few years.

      “Lynell got pregnant. I thought I could be Jada Pinkett cool about this, you know. Raise a kid that wasn’t my own. Be down with a baby mama. But that didn't work for us. When he moved in with her before Ellison was born. I couldn’t blame him. He had a family to support. Trying to make it work with them was the right thing to do.”

      “No divorce?”

      “I never wanted it. Neither did he. I think we each had this fantasy that one day we could get back together. Maybe when his kids were older. Maybe because I hadn’t met anyone else I wanted to marry. I don’t know. I kind of thought we’d always circle back to each other sooner or later.”

      “Now, you’re his next of kin.” It was kind of fitting in a way. Campbell had probably been closer to him than any of us ever were. I settled in the seat. Something about her being his surviving wife was just…right.

      “Yeah, I know. Let’s get over to Spencer’s and see what we have to do.”

      I put the car into drive and made the two turns that put me in front of the restaurant. The owner, Spencer Milburn, had promised to meet us here before the business officially opened for the day.

      “There’s something I think you should see,” the red-eyed Milburn said the minute Campbell and I entered the restaurant. The cavernous room was quiet. The tables were empty, the bar as well. I don’t think I’d ever been in a restaurant before it opened. When Troy had worked at the hotel, there’s always been someone in the dining room no matter how late or early the hour.

      I looked around the space, but didn’t see anything that caught my eye.

      “What is it?” Campbell asked.

      “Come with me,” Milburn said. The nervous looking man started walking past the empty tables, past the bar, and through the swinging double doors to the kitchen. We followed close behind.

      Five men and women were moving around in controlled chaos. My nose was itching. I rubbed it and blinked several times. I swallowed down the grief because I needed to be strong for everyone, Myrtle, the kids, and now Campbell. Milburn looked both cold and hot at the same time. He didn’t take the down jacket hanging next to the computer before he pushed open the back door. I stepped through the small office and out through the opening.

      “Oh, my God,” I gasped. Never had I expected the display before me. Flowers stood frozen in vases. Small teddy bears and other stuffed animals were tied to an easel where a huge laminated picture of Troy stood. For a long minute, I couldn’t place the photograph.

      “I think it’s his driver’s license photo,” Milburn said looking everywhere but at us.

      Campbell coughed or hiccoughed, then she started crying noisily. I slipped and arm around her. She turned her head into my shoulder.

      Hold it together. Hold it together.

      “Where did all this come from?”

      “I don’t know. One day it was a rose, then a carnation. After that, the floodgates opened. Almost every day someone comes by and leaves something, a card, a candle. I just thought you should know that a lot of people are thinking about Troy. I don’t have any plans to move it.”

      If it hadn’t been barely above freezing we may have stayed out longer, but I could barely feel my hands as it was. Milburn hustled us back into his office. He had a stack of papers on his desk.

      “What’s all this?” I asked. I’d only come by for the check. We’d paid Lynell’s January mortgage payment and the huge tacked on penalty, but she’d need this for February, probably. I hadn’t talked to her about what she’d do after that

      “Here’s his check,” Milburn said handing me a single sheet. It about six hundred dollars. The rest was all tax deductions. Life insurance, health insurance, and the usual city and state stuff. Death was final, taxes weren’t. I realized someone would have to file a tax return for him. I looked from Milburn to Campbell and back, ready for the rest.

      “What’s that?” I pointed to the stack. Even upside down I could read Troy’s name and social security number.

      “The other is his life insurance policy.”

      As if her legs had turned to noodles, Campbell plopped down in the single chair in front of the desk. Milburn followed her lead and sat in the rolling chair.

      “How much?”

      “He did the basic policy, twenty thousand dollars.”

      I pulled the papers toward me and started flipping. “Who’s the beneficiary?”

      “He never designated one. So it has to go to his wife. That’s what the broker said.”

      “That’s why you asked me to bring Campbell.” The puzzle pieces were coming together.

      “At the funeral, someone said she was his wife. Troy didn’t talk about any of this. I knew he had two kids, but I thought…”

      “He was married to someone else. I get it,” Campbell said. “Trust me, I get it.”

      “Well, anyway, here’s the policy,” Milburn said handing the small stapled stack to Campbell.

      “Is that it?” I looked around the tiny room. There were very few personal belongings around here. Nothing of Troy’s that I could see.

      “He took everything with him when he left that night.” Milburn shifted in his chair awkwardly. “He took a uniform with him that was property of Spencer’s.”

      “You’ll have to take that up with the police,” I was relieved to say. “They kept his property as evidence. I’ll put it in a box if we can get it released to us.”

      “Thanks. Well. I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Not your fault.”

      Milburn stood abruptly. The chair rolled in the small space, banging against a tall bank of metal file cabinets. “I…feel…responsible.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I said. The blame squarely lay on the shoulders of one Marc Baldwin.

      “Well if any of you or the kids need anything, I’ll do what I can to help.”

      Milburn extended his hand. It was a chef’s hand, full of sores and scabbed over parts. Standing, Campbell shook it. “Thanks.”

      I took the papers from Campbell’s other hand and jammed all of them in the breast pocket of my coat. There was a lot to sort out here. We walked to the front door of the restaurant as I tried to figure out how to ask for that money for the kids. But as always Campbell beat me to it.

      She paused on the pavement in front of Tenth Avenue.

      “Lynell needs that money, doesn’t she?”

      “Let me see if there’s a way you can give it directly to the kids, for college, or something like that.”

      She nodded. I was confident she’d do the right thing.

      “Let’s go to the alley again,” she said, squaring her shoulders like she was going into battle. “I’d like to see that one more time, if you don’t mind.”

      I followed her around the side of the building trying to ignore my unease. I almost bumped into Campbell when she stopped abruptly. A strange woman stood by the makeshift shrine. For a long moment, she stayed there, unmoving. Her fur-lined hood was buttoned close around her face.

      Satisfied with her moment of reflection, she turned toward us. Colorless curls had escaped the hood.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to block you.” She blinked back what looked like tears, but could have been her eyes watering in the cold.

      “Did you know Troy?” I asked the woman. So many people came and went from restaurants. Half of the pews at his funeral had been filled with those he’d touched at work.

      “No…I…uh…are you friends with Troy Duncan?”

      “I’m his father, Gus. This is his wife, Campbell.”

      The woman flapped her hands in her pockets. But she never pulled her right one out. Instead, she nodded. “Nice to meet you. I’m here to meet with Duncan Milburn. I was just…surprised to see this here.”

      “My Troy touched a lot of lives, I think. A lot more than most people,” I said. I was proud that my son could…had been able to get along with anyone from any walk of life. I swallowed and spoke again. “He was a fantastic chef, and a great father as well. He was the wrong person, in the wrong place, at the wrong time, I guess.” I don’t know how it happened, but those words released something in my chest. It hurt so much, I clutched at my heart through my coat.

      “Sir. Mr. Duncan? Are you okay?” The woman in the aubergine coat reached out a hand this time.

      “Gus?” Campbell asked, her voice filled with fear.

      I gasped one more time, then couldn’t hold it in any longer. Goddamnit I was crying. Great gasping sobs erupted from me, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. One moment I was standing, my tears freezing against my face. The next second, I’d crumpled to my knees on the pavement. Cold shot through my corduroy pants, numbing my legs. Campbell knelt next to me, her small arms slipped around me as best they could. The tears were like rain from a summer thunderstorm. Almost as quickly as they came, they left.

      I pulled a stiff handkerchief from my pants pocket and dabbed at my face as I stood.

      “Sorry you had to see that,” I said to no one in particular.

      “I think we should get into the car and get on home. I don’t want you getting frostbite out here. Myrtle would kill me.”

      “Or me. You’re right, we should get going.”

      I turned back to the white woman in the long purple coat who was still standing off to one side watching us.

      “Sorry. I didn’t get your name.”

      “Oh. Casey. Casey Cort. I should get inside. I’m sure Mr. Milburn is waiting for me.”

      I looked toward Campbell about to ask her where I’d heard that name before, when it hit me—all at once—like a freight train. I wonder if that’s how Troy had felt when the bullet ripped through him.

      “Are you the lawyer representing Marc Baldwin?” I asked jabbing a finger toward her.

      The woman looked right and left, edging out of the alley.

      “Um…yeah…that’s me.”

      “That man killed my son. Shot him in cold blood. And you’re on the side of that murderer?” I bellowed.

      The woman shrunk into her coat, like a turtle retreating into its shell.

      “He hasn't been accused of any crime. I…uh…court rules prevent me from talking to you. I’m sorry for your loss,” she said then scurried around the building. Throwing off Campbell’ arms, I advanced on the woman. But by the time I got to the front, she’d disappeared through Spencer’s front door.

      “Don’t go in there, Gus. There’s nothing to be gained by following her.”

      “How could she do that? Represent Troy’s killer?”

      “He has a right.”

      “What about Troy’s constitutional rights to be free of the police?”

      “Let’s get home. Myrtle’s waiting. She said she was going to make fried chicken and biscuits. You and Malik always liked that.”

      “It was one of Troy’s favorites when he was a kid,” I said subdued. Anger, sadness, revenge. None of them would bring my Troy back.

      “Until he went upscale.” Campbell’s voice was unnaturally bright. “Do you remember the time he pushed Myrtle out of her own kitchen? She’d been set to make fried fish and hush puppies. An hour later he came out with a platter that looked like the kind of food you only saw on TV.”

      “Myrtle was spitting mad. But she did come around.”

      “His hush puppies were good. Creamy on the inside. Especially dipped in that honey butter he made. The catfish was light and super crispy.”

      “He did clean up the kitchen too. Myrtle didn’t have jack to complain about.”

      “I think she was proud of him. Don’t you?” Campbell looped her arm through mine.

      “Campbell, she was always proud,” I said pulling the papers from my jacket once we were in the truck. I buckled up and started the motor. “Always proud. She didn’t know what to do with herself if she wasn’t mothering the boys. I think when Troy turned the tables on her like that, she felt kind of useless. She’d always been the one to make them their favorite foods. I think it’s when she realized that her little boy was all grown up.”
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      I looked at the myriad bottles on the back wall of the bar with a hint of desperation. Having principles is one thing. Defending them to a family with a dead son was something else entirely. I jammed my hands into my pockets warding off the shaking that I knew was likely to follow that encounter back in the alley. It was ironic that I hated confrontation even though that was the very definition of my job.

      It took me nearly thirty minutes to get rid of the shakes. Thirty minutes to realize, there was something off with Spencer Milburn. He’d been fidgeting, and sweating and looking as guilty as hell the whole time I’d been asking him questions.

      “Are you okay?” I finally asked. Not that I had anything to offer other than nine-one-one.

      “I’m fine. I am mighty fine,” he said not looking the least bit fine. “Is that all you need?”

      “Just a couple more questions,” I said. My time was almost up with him. Opening time was just around the corner. I’d promised to be out of his hair long before then, but something wasn’t adding up. I couldn’t put my finger on the cause, my nervousness or his agitation.

      “Have you ever called the police complaining about drug dealing or any other illegal activity in the alley back there or anywhere else in the flats?”

      “No. It’s usually pretty quiet around here. There are the usual drunks, but as long as they don’t loiter too long, I’m all good.”

      “Have you heard about any illegal activity, like maybe from other bar owners or something like that?”

      “We’ve only been open a few months. I’ve maybe talked to a handful of other guys around here, the comedy club owner, a couple of the valet services. The rest of the places are corporate chains with corporate drones who don’t give a shit about anything but next quarter’s stock price.”

      “Alrighty, then. I’ll be going,” I said slipping my pen and legal pad into my messenger bag before this devolved into some long anti-corporate diatribe. “If you hear anything, please give me a call.” I slipped a business card from the small leather pocket in my bag, and slid the cream-colored stock across the desk.

      When Milburn picked up the card, I had to look away. I knew chefs must have burned and cut themselves all the time. Hazards of the job and all that. But Milburn’s hands were kind of gross. It looked a lot more like he had some kind of wasting disease than work-related injuries. I closed my mind against judgment. Who knew? Maybe he had AIDS or something. Maybe opening this restaurant was him fulfilling some lifelong dream as he stared death in the face.

      “I’ll give you a call,” he said. His grin was at once leering and endearing. I’d gotten most of what I wanted, though, so I didn’t smile back.

      “I’m going to leave through the back door,” I said nodding toward the door behind him. “I want to have a last look at that shrine.

      “If you’re ever in the neighborhood, I’m happy to comp you a drink or two. Your boyfriend even.”

      “I’m very single,” came my automatic response. Sometimes I wished I could think more before I spoke. He was fishing, and I’d just thrown him a nice juicy trout.

      “Good to know. Nice meeting you Casey Cort.” He gave me a cheery but wobbly salute.

      I slipped on my gloves this time. I’d forgotten them in my pockets before and by the time I remembered, they were as cold as the outside air and no good to me.

      Milburn shut the door firmly behind me. The noise from the kitchen disappeared and I was bathed in cold, judgmental silence. I looked at the shrine again. Seemed like a lot of people had loved Troy Duncan. His dad and wife, surely. The site of that man falling to his knees on ice-cold pavement would probably haunt me for a good long time.

      Death in the abstract was one thing. But in your face grief was something altogether different. Shaking my head clear of that spectacle, I looked around the bricks, gutters and eaves. There weren’t any cameras. Milburn had seemed oddly unconcerned about security. I’d thought the owner of a restaurant and bar, that no doubt kept a lot of cash on hand, would be more methodical about how things were handled. My former client, Jarrod Carter had been meticulous about the security of his two restaurants. I know I would be. Money was hard to come by, I tended to keep mine close.

      Milburn was probably more like Miles, though. Posh childhood, big ass parental safety net. For them it was all easy come easy go.

      I buttoned the coat all the way to my chin, then started walking the neighborhood, such as it was.

      Civil wasn’t like criminal practice. No one was under any obligation to turn over witness statements to me, if indeed any existed. I turned away, ready to get back to my car. The high was predicted at fifteen degrees. I was certain we’d come nowhere close to that yet. Even the shitty sputtering heat in my Honda would be welcome after this arctic blast. That heat wave from a couple of weeks ago was long gone. It was time to hunker down for a proper Great Lakes winter.

      The sound of a door creaking open raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I jumped and turned toward the sound. Some self-defense guru had once said that dangers were best faced head on. In the newly fallen darkness, there wasn’t much I could see. The sun was long gone from the sky. I peered at the door and realized it was only a restaurant employee. Probably come out to smoke or dump trash.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you,” he said.

      For a fleeting moment, I wondered if this was how Marc Baldwin had felt. Startled, a little out of his element, unsure of what was going to happen next. If I carried a gun, I wonder if I’d have unholstered it by now, ready for whatever might come my way. I didn’t think so. I was more a look first, leap later kind of woman. But someone who faced danger every day, that was a different kind of story.

      “No problem,” I said to the man. “I was just leaving anyway.”

      “Are you the lawyer for the cop?” he asked in a way that made me think him coming out here wasn’t an accident.

      I hesitated. I was quickly learning peoples responses were strong one way or another. No one was neutral on the topic of the Troy Duncan shooting.

      “Sure. I said. “I was just trying to get a feel for the scene and check to see if anyone saw anything. Did you see anything?” Here was his opening. I took a couple of steps toward the building ready to see if he was going to take it.

      The man shifted in his starched navy blue kitchen uniform and clogs that didn’t quite cover his socks. If I was cold in fur-lined wool, he had to be freezing.

      “Look. I’m gonna tell you something that might help your client.”

      I stepped closer, thankful for the cold. There was little smell coming from the Dumpster next to us.

      “I’m listening.” I was all ears. Everyone had a lot to say about this case. Little seemed mired in actual facts. Something concrete I could use would be welcome.

      “Spencer sometimes sells drugs from the bar.”

      I leaned forward a bit farther to make sure I was hearing what I thought I’d heard.

      “What? Drugs?” I asked. I couldn’t quite fit what the man was saying into my overall view of what was going on. What did a little drug dealing have to do with a police shooting. But cases were sometimes like jigsaw puzzles. You always had the corner pieces. The middle was a mystery until it wasn’t. I waited for him to fill in a little of that puzzle.

      “A little weed, some glass.” He shifted from one foot to the other.

      “Why are you telling me this?” Motive was sometimes more important than facts.

      “The big boss has been snorting and drinking for weeks because he feels guilty. Troy was keeping us afloat. Milburn’s going to take us down. I should probably be looking for another job right now.”

      “Guilty?” I seized on the one word that mattered.

      “He was the one doing the deal. There’s a big dealer comes by maybe once a week. Supplies some of the club owners. Spencer was getting his when Troy left that night. I went out first. Troy stayed behind to order some stuff and dry his knives, I think. He usually did all that before closing up.”

      “It’s how he finances this place?” I said. I knew better than to jump to conclusions when talking to witnesses, but some of the middle of the puzzle was fitting together.

      The man nodded. “We’re not moving enough food to pay the bills.”

      “I thought he was rich.” Milburn had said as much when I asked him about how he’d opened a restaurant. He was my age, and not the kind of big time chef like Bobby Flay where investors were willing to throw their money behind.

      “Might be that too. I’ve said my piece. I have to get back to work. Maybe things will pick up. Don’t know.”

      “Time will tell,” I said. Awkwardly, I tried to unclasp my bag, but my hands were too stiff to move.

      “I don’t need any card or anything. I got your name.”

      “I didn’t get yours.”

      “That’s okay,” he said and shut the door behind him. I looked at the smooth metal. There wasn’t even a knob on this side. Just a keyhole.

      I spun around again looking at all the doors and awnings. I’d started at two and had covered all of the buildings. No one had a camera or a clue. I liked to give a judge and jury as many facts as possible. People were all too quick to fill a vacuum with their own prejudices. This was good, though. Actual drug dealing backed up Baldwin. He didn’t look like a cop gone rogue.

      With renewed energy, I took another look around. The alley backed up on a parking lot that wasn’t open to the public. I stalked to the lot and looked more closely at the building. It wasn’t a bar or a new loft. It was a business. I walked around the entire block until I got to the front. The letters KJN were plastered to the top floor of the building. KJN were the initials of one of the three top accounting firms in the country, Keller Jordan Nash.

      Other than tabulate votes for awards shows, I had no idea what these firms did. But this was one of the few who’d survived the Enron scandal. If the secrecy of Oscar voting told me anything, it was that Keller Jordan Nash was the kind of place that surrounded itself with cameras and security.

      On a hunch, I walked up to the security guard manning the front desk. He pulled a black ski cap off his head. Probably wasn’t supposed to wear it inside, but the lobby was anything but warm.

      “I’m Casey Cort. I’m an attorney investigating the Troy Duncan shooting.”

      “How can I help you ma’am?”

      “Do you have security cameras?” I asked. No reason to beat around the bush. If I didn’t get a yes now, I would get a subpoena later.

      “Of course.” The balding man looked at me like I was little touched in the head. I’m guessing he’d be surprised that no one else thought they were important in this neighborhood.

      “Can I talk to head of security?” I said. Straight to the top always saved time.

      “Help yourself,” the bald man said. “There he is right now.”

      I ran up to the man who looked like he’d had a turn at some vending machines. “I’m about to eat my lunch,” he said. A sandwich cut in triangles and encased in plastic was in one of his hands, a soda and bag of chips in the other. I looked from the food to the face. Something about him was dead familiar. I flipped through my mental Rolodex. It wasn’t as if I had a long list of middle-aged black men in my life. I looked at the patch on his left breast pocket for a clue. Grant.

      Fuck me.

      It was Keith Grant.

      Little more than three years ago, I’d stood in a courtroom and watched as this man found out his daughter wasn’t his biologically. I’d stood there while my client had refused to name the girl’s real father. I’d stood there while the system circled the wagons and took the girl he’d thought was his daughter of thirteen years from him, and tossed her back to the foster care system that had abused her. I thought he’d been a security guard somewhere else. But of course he could be here. People switched jobs all the time.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      If he recognized me, there was no telling where this would go. I had no idea how long I’d been quiet.

      Loudly, I said, “Do you have cameras that point…” I spun around trying to get my bearings. “Southwest?” I hoped my voice covered up my nerves.

      The security chief sighed. “Why don’t you follow me.”

      Sometimes attorney was the oddest job in the world. One minute I was holed up in the county library trying to find the magic legal bullet that would help me win a case, but those didn’t exist outside the movies. In the next moments, I was walking through some shitty neighborhood recreating the scene of a crime. Now I was interrupting Keith Grant’s dinner looking for videotape and hoping beyond all hope he didn’t recognize me.

      The long hall ended at door labeled “Security.”

      “Let me hold that for you,” I offered when Grant couldn’t handle the keys and door and dinner. He gave me his food, then unlocked the door.

      “Ladies first.” He held open the door. I was happy to walk ahead of him. The less he saw of my face, the less likely he’d be to recognize me. I’d been shit at protecting his daughter from the system. Guilt I’d long buried, started to eat away at my stomach. I closed my eyes for a long second, opened them, then took in the room around me.

      I’m not sure what I’d been expecting. Actually I knew exactly what I’d thought was behind the door, a small metal desk, and a 1970s close circuit monitor. This was one hundred percent high tech. The security office was easily the size of my living room. Flat screen monitors covered three walls. There had to be at least fifteen screens. They displayed multiple angles inside and outside the building in full color.

      “Where can I put this?” I said my back to Grant. I peeked out of the side of my hood to catch his answer.

      “Over there.” He pointed to the conference table in the middle of the room. Carefully, I placed the vending machine food on the fake wooden tabletop. “What are you looking for?”

      “Video of the alley southwest of your building. From December twenty-eight.” The tightness I hadn’t noticed in my chest eased. He didn’t have a clue who I was. I thanked God for losing twenty pounds and Canada for keeping Cleveland cold enough that I needed an enormous coat.

      “What time?” he asked hunt-peck typing into a keyboard and peering at smaller monitor I hadn’t noticed during my initial inspection of the office.

      “Maybe eight o’clock to about midnight,” I said. My head shifted from recognition panic mode to work mode.

      “That’s a lot of footage. What are you looking for specifically?”

      This was always the make or break moment. Lawyers were not something people were generally neutral about. Keith Grant was probably not on the fence for sure. Police shootings even less so. But not laying your cards on the table always got you in trouble. Always. Not to mention that Dinwiddie had represented Grant. I had nothing or everything to lose.

      Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

      “I’m investigating the Marc Baldwin shooting of Troy Duncan,” I said like I was talking about the Indians’ box score. “Were you here that night?”

      He sat in one of the three black office chairs and the room and leaned way back.

      “Got enough seniority that I have the holidays off now. Left here before Christmas and came back after New Year’s.”

      “Who would have been here?”

      Grant turned back to the computer and typed a few more keys. I tried not to shift in impatience as he hunted for the keys he needed and pecked out words. He gave me a name. Rather than take off any of my outerwear, and fish for pen and paper, possibly revealing myself, I committed the name to memory.

      “Do you have tape from that time?”

      “There’s no tape.” He laughed. “An outfit like this is all digital. They store everything in a computer somewhere. Let me see.”

      He hunted, pecked, and typed some more. “Got it. I’m going to eat dinner. And I don’t think you want to sit here for the next four hours looking at a parking lot. You got a way for me to download this?”

      “How big a file would it be?”

      I started to panic. I had a willing witness who was going to happily give me what I needed, probably in violation of company policy. A subpoena might work, but I was pretty sure KJN would file a motion to quash and out lawyer me in a hot minute. If I didn’t get these files today, I’d never get them.

      “About five gigabytes.”

      My mind ran through the myriad of ways to get data from one place to another and not one was feasible. I’d gotten a free USB drive from Lulu’s firm. I’d carried the adoption cases we were working on the little stick, but it was a half a gig, tops. Tape backup drives probably didn’t exist anymore and entire hard drives weren’t portable. My heartbeat sped up, and sweat trickled everywhere. For a second, I considered unbuttoning my coat then thought better of it.

      “Do you have a Zip drive here?” I’d gotten the external storage system for my files about a year ago.

      “It would take maybe forty or fifty of those things.”

      “Can you burn it on a disk? Like a CD?”

      “Give me a few minutes. Take a seat. You hungry?”

      “I’ll run out to the vending machines if you don’t mind.” I scurried out of the room, grateful for the break. The less time Keith Grant spent with me, the less time he’d have to figure out who in the hell I was.

      I wasn’t the least bit hungry, but I stuck quarters into the vending machine anyway. I took the bag of cheddar fries and popped it open. Easing back my hood, I crunched through a few. The corn or potato or whatever it was did a great deal to ease my nerves. With each bite, I didn’t have to think about Marc Baldwin, Miles Siegel, Spencer Milburn, or Keith Grant. Not for the first time, I vowed to change a lot about my life. I didn’t like where I was, and I was the only person who had the ability to change it. At least that was what the afternoon talk show hosts would probably say if I were one of the desperate guests filling their seats.

      After I finished the snack, I wiped my mouth as best I could with a wadded tissue from my pocket then checked my watch. Grant had a good half hour to eat his lunch and burn my disks. I took myself down the hall and knocked on the door.

      I stepped in when he opened up. Quickly, he shut the door behind me. One of those old interoffice envelopes was now on the conference table where the food had been. The heat ground on and suddenly hair blew about my face. My hood. I’d forgotten to cinch it back up while I was waiting. I stood stock-still. If my cover was blown, there wasn’t a single thing I could do.

      “Is that envelope for me?”

      “It has all the video on it. Four hours. There are about six disks in there.”

      “I can’t thank you enough,” I enthused.

      Grant picked up the envelope. It swung between his thumb and forefinger. I reached out to grab it, but he pulled it away.

      Uh, oh.

      “Casey Cort, I have a couple questions of my own.”

      “You know who I am.” I swallowed down the cheddar fries that threatened to come up all over the shiny linoleum floor.

      “The hood was not a great disguise. I knew who you were the minute you walked up to the front desk.”

      I held back saying I was sorry. I didn’t have anything to be sorry for. I hadn’t lied to him for years about paternity. I hadn’t stolen the girl he’d always thought of as his and hidden her away.

      “What can I tell you? I don’t know anything more than you.”

      “Do you know who Olivia’s real father is?”

      “In the eyes of the law, you were her real father. In her mind, I’m sure she thinks of you as Dad.”

      “You’re dodging the question.”

      “I’m not breaking confidentiality to tell you that Sheila never told me a thing. I suspect she’s taking that secret to the grave.”

      “Where are they?” He meant his ex-wife and the girl he’d thought his daughter. They absconded the jurisdiction quicker than I could file and argue my appeal of the case that would have likely turned over custody back to Judge Grant.

      “I have no idea.”

      “Sheila never contacted you?”

      “Not once,” I said truthfully. I had a really good idea of where she was, but I couldn’t see what would be gained from revealing my speculation to Keith Grant. Not a single reason to share. Being a lawyer had turned me into a vault. This Grant did not have the key or combination.

      “Take this,” he said. He handed me the envelope. I unbuckled my bag and jammed it in.

      “Thank you.”

      “I trust you’ll do the right thing,” he said turning away from me and toward the bank of monitors. I followed his gaze and saw nothing more than a janitor pushing a bucket of water.

      “I’ll do my best.” I let myself out.

      While I warmed up my car to the point where I could touch the steering wheel without worry of frostbite, I pulled out the little cell I’d told myself was essential to practice, but was probably a luxury I couldn’t afford. Marc Baldwin answered on the first ring. For a moment, I couldn’t hear him over the blare of a television and the loud voices of what I assume were his kids.

      “Casey Cort,” I announced.

      “Any news?”

      “Not on the lawsuit, specifically. But I wanted to let you know I have an as yet unconfirmed source who says that Milburn is dealing out of the restaurant. He was probably getting a…delivery…when you wandered into the alley.”

      “I’ll check into that,” Baldwin said. That was what I was hoping he would say. I assumed when I hung up seconds later that he would get some incontrovertible evidence via his police contacts, that there was dealing that night. Even if it didn’t involve Troy Duncan, it gave Baldwin further ammunition.

      The drive home was long and slow. The Rapid wasn’t that warm in winter, but my ancient Honda was colder. I rarely drove to work, but given today’s legwork, I didn’t want to die of hypothermia along the way.

      The phone rang as I glided to a stop in front of my building. I looked at the caller ID. It wasn’t Baldwin or a Private Number, which was Baldwin’s home. Since I’d left my cards in about a thousand places over the last couple of weeks, it could be anyone. I dropped everything to fish out the bleating gadget that had fallen between the seat and center console.

      The number looked both familiar and not at the same time. I was too tired to try to figure it out. Instead, I answered as I stepped from the car.

      “Casey Cort. How can I help you?”

      “Spencer Milburn.” I’d heard that tone of voice a hundred times before. Something told me, he wasn’t asking for a date.
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      Not that I’d thought it for more than a second, but Casey Cort’s call couldn’t have come at a better time. I wasn’t crazy. Not in the least bit. Milburn was both restaurant owner and small-time dealer. Made a lot of sense.

      “Why do you have your coat on?” Jan asked coming up on me as I stood with my hand on the front door knob.

      “Gonna run down to the Zone Car. They’re having a last minute retirement party and I wanted to pay my respects.” It was all a lie. But the bar required a cop’s ID to get in, so she’d never show up.

      “Did you buy a card?”

      “It’s not that kind of thing. Maybe there’ll be something more formal later. I’ll let you know if we need a card and gift then. Okay?”

      “Don’t drink too much. A DUI now would be a huge mistake.”

      I nodded before I blew up at her. We’d been in close quarters too damn long. I headed out the door and jumped into the car I’d left warming up in the driveway. If I could get a bead on Milburn’s dealer, it would go a long way toward getting me the hell out of my house and back to work.

      The part about the Zone Car was only half a lie. I was headed there, not to raise a glass to retirement, or even to raise a glass at all. I needed the help of someone who wasn’t on leave. Dollars to free donuts, Neil Walsh was keeping a barstool warm.

      “Walsh!” I called out to one of the few narcotics detectives I knew personally. As expected, he was there on a Friday night.

      “Fucking A. It’s none other than Marc Baldwin. Man oh man, you’re a site for sore eyes. Department brass practically has you buried under the jail. You ain’t even riding a desk.”

      “Can we talk?” I tilted my head toward the private room in the back that sometimes hosted a poker game for the white cops or dominoes for the blacks.

      “Why not? These guys are skipping down memory lane. Ain’t a place I want to go today.”

      I put my untouched beer on the table once Walsh closed the door.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked after he’d drained his own stein.

      “Going out of my God damn mind. I can only fuck my wife so many times. Plus I can’t stand all the self-help bullshit she watches in the afternoon.”

      “You're not gonna let Oprah or Dr. Phil make over your life?”

      “Shit no. I need to get back to work. The brass is dragging their feet like they’re up to their necks in quicksand.”

      “What do you need?”

      Relief flooded my brain. Walsh was in.

      “My lawyer’s been poking around a little bit. She found out the guy who owned the restaurant that Duncan worked in, is a low level drug dealer.”

      “Out of the back of his place?” he asked, his tone doubtful.

      “No way. He sells from behind the bar.” We both knew that coming and going in the alley would eventually arouse suspicion. No one would suspect a bartender. Shit, it was always the bartender. There were too many in town to shake down, though.

      “What are you gonna do? You want us to bust him?”

      “That’s what I first thought. But while I was on my way down here, I figured it might be better all around if you can kill two birds with one stone.” Get both the dealer and his supplier.

      “Let's go check it out,” Walsh said.

      I only hesitated for a second. Took a fortifying sip of beer, plunking the nearly full glass on the table. Then I zipped up my coat. No doubt Casey Cort and Captain Todd and even Jan would tell me to stay my ass at home. But so far, that hadn’t gotten me shit, but a sore butt from sitting on my own couch.

      The drive from West Fifty-eighth to West Tenth was less than ten minutes by my watch. I didn’t ask Walsh why he hadn’t turned in his undercover car for his civilian ride. I just hunkered down in the Nissan SUV keeping as warm as possible. Despite the security gate at KJN, Walsh swiped a keycard and drove into the parking lot.

      It gave a perfect view of the back of Spencer’s.

      “You got binoculars?” I asked.

      “Under the seat,” Walsh answered. He already had his field glasses up to his eyes.

      I took the spare pair and peered out. Took only a second to get my bearings before I saw everything laid out before me. Spencer’s back door, the Dumpster to the right, the alley’s exit to the left. The bright lights and police tape that had decorated the scene when I was last over there were long gone. In its place was some kind of mini shrine to Troy Duncan. I had no memory of how these things had popped up. Twenty years ago, someone would get shot or killed in an smash up, a cleanup crew came in and did their thing, then people moved on. Nowadays every car accident and death was marked with teddy bears and flowers.

      R.I.P. the poster board above Troy’s picture read.

      “Today is your very lucky day,” Walsh said.

      I swung the binoculars from the picture of Duncan to the back door of Spencer’s. I refocused on the sliver of light spilling from the restaurant’s delivery door. A huge pickle can propped open the back door. A man who I guessed was Milburn was standing by the door, cigarette in hand, cooling his jets. Normally, I’d discount a smoker. They would do nearly anything to service their habit. But near freezing temperatures made that addiction seem plain deadly especially for a restaurant owner who could probably smoke in his office undetected by the health inspectors.

      “What are you going to do?” I asked when Milburn was joined by a couple of tweakers.

      “Calling backup now,” he said lifting the radio concealed in the console. “You stay put.” The narcotics officer jumped from the vehicle and headed over to the alley.

      Walsh didn’t have to tell me twice. I couldn’t think of a single solitary reason to leave the warmth of the Armada. Not a minute later, a patrol car screamed on the scene, lights blazing and sirens wailing. I hoisted my binoculars to watch the arrest and round up.

      The man I thought to be Milburn and another two skinny looking white guys were cooling their heels in the back of three different patrol cars after all was said and done.

      Walsh was back in the car in a half hour. He turned the lights back on and drove over to the station.

      “I’ll hop on up to the video booth,” I said. The booth was where we watched suspect interrogations if we were so inclined. I usually didn’t. I liked to drop off suspects, and leave it to the detectives to sort out. The beat was where I belonged, not holed up in one room or another with a perp on the wrong side of the law. But tonight, I was supremely interested in what was about to go down.

      Spencer Milburn was up first. Not surprising. He had the most to lose.

      “Milburn. You’re looking a little shaky today. How are you doing?” Walsh asked.

      “Fine,” he answered not looking the least bit fine. His hands shook. He looked down and as if he realized that gave him away, he laid one over the other. Seconds later he was picking at his skin, opening a sore. I looked away in disgust. “Do I need a lawyer?” I heard him ask.

      “No, don’t think so,” Walsh said. “Do you think you need a lawyer?”

      Milburn shook the cuffed wrists that lay on the table. “Something tells me that these plus you all reading my rights means I’m under arrest.”

      “We need to straighten out a couple of things. I’m thinking you can help.”

      “What am I under arrest for again?”

      “Possession of a controlled substance.”

      “You found drugs in the bar? I’m going to have to conduct an internal investigation, root out the bad seed. I will probably have to fire somebody.”

      “You’re a comedian. Maybe you should get a second job at the club down the street.”

      “Maybe,” Milburn said slouching as far as the shackles would allow.

      “Sit up!” Walsh ordered. “We’re also looking at a trafficking charge. Those two guys we picked up behind Spencer’s look like they want to tell us about your whole meth operation.”

      “What kind of time does that carry?”

      “You could do a dime down in Mansfield for that one.”

      “A dime?”

      “Ten years.”

      “Need that lawyer now.” Milburn stopped picking at his skin. Instead, he pulled out a business card from his pocket and tapped it on the table. The tap-tap-tap was right above the microphone concealed under the wood. The officer listening to the recording pulled off his headphones. The tapping annoyed the hell out of Walsh in ten seconds flat.

      “Fine.”

      I stepped away to get some coffee from the machine at the end of the hall. I pressed buttons for creamer and sugar. I was going to need all the help I could get to stay alert and plugged in. Assuming his lawyer didn’t put a wrench in the works, Milburn had the key to my freedom. I cribbed a couple of day old donuts from the small copy room. Didn’t even feel too bad. Jan’s cooking had slimmed me down right quick. It had been the easiest ten pounds I’d ever lost.

      “Lawyer’s here,” the booth attendant called down the hall.

      Brushing off the crumbs, I joined him in the too hot room. There were a few more guys inside and I had to pull out a rolling stool from the corner. Took me a minute to sit without falling and find a space where I could see the monitor.

      “There’s no sound,” someone called out.

      “Lawyer’s in there. We’ll turn it back on when she calls Walsh back in.

      “She?” someone questioned.

      “I thought he had money. He didn’t get one of the big dogs?” another asked.

      The booth operator let out a piercing whistle.

      “Walsh? They’re ready for you to go back in. The rest of you can stay if you can be quiet. I swear you’re like a bunch of second graders. I actually need to hear what’s going on to make sure we’re recording everything. Got it?”

      A couple of guys who knew they couldn’t keep their commentary to themselves elected to leave the room. The temperature immediately dropped a couple of degrees and I could move from the rolling hazard on wheels to a better chair. I started at the screen.

      Walsh was removing Milburn’s handcuffs under his lawyer’s watchful eye. He said something and both Milburn and the lawyer looked up at the screen.

      “Jesus fucking Christ!” I jumped and the seat rolled behind me hitting a metal shelf. A few CD cases hit the floor with a crash.

      “Baldwin! What did I just say? You of all people—”

      “That’s my lawyer,” I shouted.

      “What do you mean? Milburn’s got a union rep? I don’t recognize her. I didn’t think they had chicks over there.”

      I didn’t have time to explain. I had to run down there and fix it now before anything happened. Before Casey ruined my play. It took precious seconds longer to get downstairs than I wanted. I’d had to run to the end of the hall, take the stairs, then run all the way back to the same end.

      I barreled through the door. “You can’t represent Milburn! There’s a conflict,” I shouted to everyone in the room. Slowly, it became clear that there were more people in the room than I’d thought. Sure, I’d known about Walsh, and Milburn, and Casey Cort. But Captain Todd had been holding up a corner of the room outside of the camera’s view.

      Todd stepped forward and pulled me from the interrogation room. His viselike grip gave me no room to maneuver. He must have been hell on suspects back in his day.

      “What in the hell are you doing in the station? Do you have a crime to report?”

      “I’m here to watch Milburn.”

      “Do you understand the meaning of administrative leave?”

      “He’s the key. Casey Cort’s going to fuck this all up if she stays in there!”

      I pulled toward the door, not that it made a bit of difference.

      “How do you know the name of the lawyer?”

      “She’s my lawyer. She’s representing me in Troy Duncan’s suit against the department and the city.”

      “She’s a criminal lawyer?”

      “Both. I guess. I don’t know.”

      “What in the hell is she doing in there?”

      “She’s the one who tipped me to Milburn and his buddies. Best I can figure, she gave him a card when she paid a visit. It’s the first lawyer he thought of.”

      “This is one hundred percent royally fucked. Only you Baldwin. I swear it’s like you have a raincloud over your head. Nope that’s not it. You’re like Pigpen with a cloud of dirt and shit following you.”

      “What about the conflict?”

      “What’s this conflict you keep talking about?”

      “How can she represent me and Milburn?”

      “Is Milburn being arrested for shooting Troy Duncan?”

      “No?”

      “I’m not sure I see the conflict. Doesn’t matter. Either way you need to get the hell out of here. If it leaks out that you’re interfering with the investigation of your own case, you’re toast. Go home. Fuck your wife. Play with your kids. Get a hobby. But whatever you do, do not show your face in any police station until I personally tell you that you can. Got it?”

      “Crystal clear.”
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      I sipped at my third glass of wine. It was before five o’clock, but it had been wine o’clock since the moment I got up.

      For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out how I could have played last night any better. Well, if I hadn’t answered the phone, all would have been fine. But I did answer the phone, and I did turn around and take my car back downtown.

      Maybe the mistake had been calling Baldwin. I had been almost one hundred percent sure my tipoff would lead to the arrest of Milburn. And the arrest of Milburn would lead to the conclusion that Baldwin hadn’t been tilting at windmills.

      If Milburn hadn’t been drug dealing, and if the county hospital system hadn’t denied Duncan care, then except for the gunshot wound blowing a hole through his digestive track and the resulting paralysis because of the bullet lodged in his spine, all would have been okay. I looked in the mirror by my back door. Nope, even I wasn’t convinced. I’d have to work on that face before a judge or jury saw it. Surely, it would look more convincing without a white wine glass hovering at my lips.

      I needed to get my mind off Milburn. I’d talked them out of the aggravated trafficking charge before I’d tentatively agreed to his cooperation and turned him over to one of the high powered defense attorneys I’d met in the courthouse a few months ago. I was pretty sure that attorney wouldn’t reciprocate. Whatever. I didn’t want him to refer anyone back because I was getting out of the criminal racket. In a minute, a second, a year. It would probably be a long year between Baldwin, Milburn, and the bliss of non-adversarial adoption practice, though.

      Fortified by three glasses of wine, I went back into the living room and opened my bag. I shook the CDs from the envelope and on to the floor next to the prefabricated entertainment center in the corner of my living room. I wanted to replace it with those super nice things you see in Pottery Barn catalogs, but—money or lack thereof to be exact.

      Dad had replaced my outdated VCR with a DVD player this Christmas. Its shiny slickness was in sharp contrast to the bulky fiberboard. Frustrated by crappy life decisions and being perennially broke, I jammed at the buttons until the unit turned on and the plastic tray glided out. I stuck in the disk Grant had labeled number one and walked myself and two remote controls back to the futon.

      Took me a good couple of minutes to navigate through both the TV and DVD menus. The DVD had been a great gesture from my parents, but I wasn’t a regular movie viewer. I’d been weaned from Hollywood entertainment in those leaner years when I didn’t have the disposable income for regular video rental nights.

      I pressed play. The disk spun, then nothing. I got up and searched the storage space under the TV. I could have sworn my dad said this would play anything. I ejected the CD and stuck in my favorite Alanis Morisette CD. “All I Really Want” blared from the TV. Assured the damned thing worked, I switched the CDs. Again, nothing.

      Fuck.

      This day was going from weird to worse. I put Alanis back in and turned up the TV loud. I was halfway through a duet version of “You Oughta Know” when the banging started on my door. Immediately, I hit mute. Slowly, I made my way over to the door and pulled it open to face whichever angry neighbor happened to be standing there. The ready apology died on my lips.

      “I hope you weren’t singing about me,” Miles said. He stood there all buttoned up in a coat, hat, and gloves, work bag slung across his body.

      I thought: What are you doing here. That seemed rude to say out loud. So I just pulled back the door wide. He stepped in like he’d been here yesterday and not fourteen months ago.

      “You didn’t answer your phone.”

      “You want some wine?” I asked retreating to the living room and lifting the nearly empty bottle from the steamer trunk I used as a coffee table.

      “Is there any left?” When I didn’t answer, Miles hung up his coat, hat, and bag, then said, “I’ll get my own glass.” Clearly the phrase, make yourself at home would be lost on him. He was already more comfortable than most guests.

      I’d poured myself a very imprudent fourth glass by the time Miles came back for his. He emptied the bottle. He looked from me to the blue screen casting a pall through the room.

      “Did you drink that entire bottle? It’s only three thirty,” Miles said looking at his expensive designer watch.

      “I’m well aware of the time. I had a shitty night.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      I shook my head. His advice would probably be helpful, but I wasn’t ready to share my latest humiliation with the public quite yet.

      “Why are you watching a blank screen?”

      “I was trying to get those CDs on the floor to play. But it’s not working.”

      Miles walked to the corner of the room where all the doors of the entertainment center stood open in defeat.

      “Are these the disks?”

      “Yeah, those.”

      “They’re burned.”

      I jumped back like the television was combustible. I peered from top to bottom looking for smoke. The telltale smell of burning plastic was absent from my living room.

      “What? I haven’t done anything to set them on fire. They were fine on the way home. It’s too freaking cold outside for anything to burn. Maybe the new DVD player overheated?” I couldn’t remember if or where I had an extinguisher. I was thinking one had come with the apartment somewhere. I was not sober enough for a fire.

      A laugh escaped from behind the hand Miles had clamped over his mouth. “I mean that they were burned…made by a computer, not in a factory like Alanis here.”

      My relief was palpable. I wouldn’t have to add burning down a Shaker Square pre-war building to my list of recent blunders.

      “Yes. I saw the guy make them the other night. What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Not all DVD players can play burned CDs. More expensive units usually have that capa—”

      “Oh, God. If this is going to be another I have more money than you discussion? Can we cap it now?”

      “I wasn’t. I’m sorry. I came here to apologize for being insensitive the other day. I’m back at it, huh?”

      “Not everyone grows up in a family with a big house, and money, and top flight schooling. I’m not saying woe is me. Except for the loans, I’m fine. What I’m saying is that you act like your life experience is the majority one and it’s not even close.”

      “You think we’re different? Your parents are married. My parents are married. You went to college and law school. I went to college and law school.”

      “You’re kind of right. I mean to the rest of the world, we’re probably more similar than different. But here, between us, it’s night and day. You could probably have any job you want anywhere in the country you want. A surprising number of people didn’t hold open the door for this Cleveland Marshall grad.”

      “Have you thought of getting a job at small firm and working your way up? Getting your foot in the door that way?”

      I tried not to be angry at his suggestion. Men had that problem-solving gene they couldn’t turn off. My father had made many of the same suggestions after I passed the bar, but was still persona non grata in Cleveland’s legal circles. I waved my flat hand in front of my neck in a cut-it motion.

      “The last thing I want to talk about on a Saturday night is my career. I just want to watch these CDs.”

      “I have my laptop here. Want to try that?” Miles took the hint, but the problem-solving gene snuck through. I was grateful this time. Sometimes a penis and a man brain were good things. Not always. But sometimes. I nodded my thanks.

      “Finally a solution to a problem I actually have.”

      Miles didn’t take the bait. Instead, he set up the portable computer on my coffee table and popped in the first CD I handed him. He clicked a few keys, and a grainy picture came up on the small screen. A date remained constant in the upper right hand corner. A time code whirred in the lower right hand corner.

      “What are we watching?” Miles hunched forward on the futon.

      “Security video.”

      “How many hours do you have?”

      “Maybe four. That’s what Grant gave me.”

      “Grant, who?”

      “The security guard from KJN,” I said then leaned a little farther forward on my seat. I could just make out figures walking to and from their cars. I scrutinized the screen.

      “There!” I pointed. Miles leaned forward as well. Just on the left side of the screen, I could see the Spencer’s blue awning. The white piping on the bottom was blowing slightly in the breeze. A light came on, and the camera took a moment to adjust. Someone had exited the restaurant, tossed a bag in the dumpster and gone back in. A few seconds later, the light went out.

      “That’s an automatic security light,” Miles said.

      “Got that. So the time stamp says eight eleven right?” I rose from the futon and walked from the living room.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need the statement that goes along with this.”

      “Nothing happened,” he said when I came back. He’d unlaced is Timberland boots and placed them next to mine on a rug by the door. The sock on his feet looked hand knit. I resisted asking if his mother had whipped those up for him. Instead, I parked myself on the cushion and placed the heavy file on my lap.

      “I didn’t think I’d miss anything. Parking lots, alleys, and Dumpsters are usually pretty quiet. Especially in the winter. Anyway…” I flipped through my Marc Baldwin folder, thicker than most in my office, and found the initial statement he’d given to his boss the night of the shooting.

      “It says here that dispatch got a call at twenty forty-five. Can you fast forward it to eight thirty?”

      Miles fiddled with a few buttons. “This disk ends at five after eight,” he said. He ejected then queued up the second disk I handed him. Then he pressed the spacebar, pausing the action.

      “What?” I swiveled my head his way.

      “Did you think I was a total asshole the entire time we were together?”

      “I have no idea what you mean,” I said feigning misunderstanding.

      “Casey.” His two-syllable drawn out pronunciation of my name let me know he wasn’t buying what I was selling.

      “What? What do you want me to say?”

      “Last week you made that crack about first versus fourth tier. You did it again tonight. Did I come off as some Ivy League asshat lording his school over everyone?”

      “That seems like it may be an accurate self assessment. Run with that.”

      “Are you serious? What was it that you liked about me?”

      I didn’t ever want to have this conversation ever. But it looked like we were having it now. I finished my fourth glass of wine wishing for a fifth. In vino veritas and all that.

      “What I loved about you Miles was that you were kind, and honest, and you believed in what you were doing. You wanted to get married, have a partnership. It was kind of a perfect package,” I babbled.

      “Everyone has flaws. So yours included obliviousness to the plight of others who didn’t grow up like you. Maybe I thought you’d grow up a little. Mature. I was willing to make that leap. Plus, you weren’t exactly chasing prostitutes. That was a bonus.” I stopped talking for a long time, looking out at bare treetops outside my living room windows. I turned back. Looked him in the eye. “You were my Cleveland Heights.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I’ve kind of had a minute to think about stuff, you know. Lulu signed me up for eHarmony and I kind of had to figure out what my own faults were. I seem to have a thing for guys above my level.”

      “Level?”

      “Pay grade? Whatever. I chase rich guys.” It was a bit liberating to admit that out loud. It was probably what had me running to Milburn last night against my better judgment.

      “Maybe I have some damsel in distress fantasy. Somewhere deep in my brain I must think some guy can rescue me from my debt, from my problems, from this perfectly lovely pre-war apartment and move me to that biggest house on Lake Avenue or Shaker Boulevard. I don’t know. I haven’t figured it all out yet. But I walked eyes wide open into the situation with you and Tom. I learned something. So the whole thing wasn’t a total disaster.”

      “That’s some post mortem.” I could tell he didn’t take kindly to being compared to my prostitute-chasing, corrupted-family ex.

      “I’m not without a thought in my head, Miles. And you’re really hot. So there’s that. Maybe all those hormones flooding my brain stopped me from thinking.”

      “You’re dating?” Miles asked with a hint of jealousy in his voice. Hot rich guy did not have a thing to be jealous about. He’d had a girlfriend when I met him. He’d have another in the next few months if he so much as went outside for longer than the time it took to get from car to door.

      “I’m thinking about it. The online profile for this one site is taking forever to complete, though. I don’t have a computer at home, so I can only work on it between court and clients.”

      “I’m not dating.”

      “I’m sure you won’t have any problem when you decide to step out.” I mimicked his actions, pressing the spacebar. The video started again. The KJN parking lot was empty and quiet. My mind filled the darkness with bogeymen.

      “Why do you think KJN has a camera back here? What—”

      Miles hit the computer again freezing the picture.

      “Casey…”

      I stood suddenly very nervous. “Do you want more wine?”

      “I want you to sit down.”

      I plopped down next to him, far too close for comfort. “Ah, Case,” he said, his lips far too near for my own good.

      “Miles, this is a bad, bad idea.”

      “I like bad ideas,” he whispered. I closed my eyes and turned my head into the hand he’d used to frame one side of my face. My stomach got all twisty and my head got all floaty. I wanted to blame it on four glasses of wine in an hour, but if I were being honest with myself, I couldn’t pin the blame on alcohol.

      Not the kiss, nor me pulling off his sweater. Neither of those were about wine. Not me nude under him on my futon. That wasn’t wine either. It was old love, or new lust, or something I wasn’t quite ready to try to understand.

      Afterwards, I wanted distance, but I needed his computer. I wasn’t exactly in a position to ask Miles to leave after he came back from the bathroom. Silently, I handed him his clothes and took mine to my bedroom. I tossed them into the hamper then took myself to the one bathroom in the apartment.

      Me and my nowhere color hair and no particular color eyes stared back at me from the medicine cabinet. I had no idea what I was doing. Miles had dumped me. I knew because I was oh-so-familiar with the dumping bit. Tom had done it. I was always the dumpee. Probably a year’s worth of therapy in that. I jumped in the shower to rinse off and wrapped myself in pajamas and my fuzzy bathrobe when I was done.

      “I got myself some dessert and a glass of milk. Hope you don’t mind,” a fully dressed Miles said.

      “Strudel?”

      “I did love it last year.”

      “Have at it.” It had been in the fridge a few weeks. The last thing my hips needed was more dessert. But I didn’t want to hurt my mother’s feelings by returning a half-eaten pan. My neighbors Jason and Greg had stopped my hospitality at a single pan.

      “Press play. I forgot socks.”

      “I could rub your feet.”

      “Okay. That’s weird. My mom gave me a six-pack of wool socks for Christmas.” It took me a good five minutes to free a pair of socks from the cardboard, adhesive, and plastic stays.

      “Casey! You’re going to need to rewind,” Miles called out.

      Feet fully covered, I ran back to the living room. “What did I miss?”

      “What are we watching?” His question and face were wary.

      “It’s video from the Troy Duncan shooting.”

      Miles dropped his fork and plate on the floor next to the futon. I hit the spacebar again.

      It was grainy black darkness. Then the light went on over the Spencer’s awning. Expecting someone to dump trash again, I was surprised that the person who came out appeared to be empty handed. No trash? Maybe they would smoke, though I had to say that would have to be one hell of a habit to go outside and stand next to rotting food.

      Another two people came from the west side of the alley. The light over the back of the restaurant went out and I couldn’t see much. The kitchen door opened again a couple of minutes later. The light came on and two or three people came out. They talked for a minute, kind of looked like goodbye, then went their separate ways.

      “What’s that?”

      “Spencer Milburn let everyone go early. Slow night. Wanted to cut staffing costs.”

      “Where’s Duncan?”

      “He stayed late to wash his knives, clean up, and complete inventory. There were First Night specials planned.”

      The light switched off again.

      On.

      This time it looked like someone was going back into the restaurant. The other two people who’d been behind the dumpster scattered like cockroaches.

      “Those are drug dealers,” I pointed. Those were likely the guys from last night. The dealers up from Geauga County where, according to Milburn, they had a meth lab.

      “You believe his story?” Miles’ exaggerated cough told me he didn’t put much stock in it. I may have agreed with him yesterday.

      “I met the drug dealers last night. Matter of fact, one of them called me down to the justice center to represent him.”

      “Why you?”

      “Because I’d given Spencer Milburn my card not three hours earlier.”

      “Shit. Is that a conflict?”

      “Who in the hell knows? I didn’t have time to do research on that from the front seat of my Honda. Instead, Baldwin comes charging into the room yelling about how I was his lawyer.”

      “What was he doing downtown? Have they allowed him in on their investigation of him?”

      “He probably got a heads up on the arrest.” It was a non-answer that didn’t even hint at the complicated problem I’d made worse by trying to make it better.

      “You should have called me.”

      “To do what? That would have been like calling Tom. They did not need a prosecutor in that room. I handled it, okay. Referred the case out right there. Problems solved.”

      It was another two or three minutes before the light came on again in the video focusing our attention somewhere other than bickering. I slipped from the futon to the floor. I needed to see this up close.

      “Your hair is in the way.”

      I shifted sideways landing on my hip, but out of Miles line of sight. On screen, the door opened, and a man came out. I couldn’t see much because he was in all black. But dollars to donuts, it was Duncan. He doubled back shoving the door closed with this foot. Then the man paused, glanced toward the dumpster then glanced back. He pulled up his hood and shrugged his shoulders. He had a small bag on one side and a duffle on the other. His movements were slow.

      “I think he’s cold,” I said.

      “Looks like he hears something to me,” Miles responded.

      I blinked. My eyes were watering from staring so hard. I wished for night vision goggles on KJN’s camera or some kind of tuning button to make this clearer.

      Another man walked into the frame. From the bulk of his clothes and the shape of his hat, I was guessing it was Baldwin. The futon creaked as Miles leaned forward as well. In what looked like a split second, Duncan hesitated, his steps faltering. Then he reached into his pocket. The flash must have been the gun firing, then Duncan crumpled to the ground. Not pitch back and fall like the movies, but folds like a cheap suit.

      “Play that again.”

      Miles got down on his knees next to me, fiddled with the laptop’s controls, and the video started again.

      I watched Baldwin this go round. He walked toward the alley, pulled his gun from the holster. I think his mouth moved. He fired. My neck snapped as I swiveled back to Duncan. But he was already on the ground. I looked all around the screen. Where’s Darlene Webb? Where are the drug dealers?

      The counter on the bottom of the screen continued its endless scroll. A man broke from the knot of people waiting for the Rapid. It was the first time I’d consciously noticed them. They’d been blobs of light on the screen before. It looked like the man was saying something to Baldwin. The cop turned in his general direction with his gun hand still extended. The man shrunk back and melted back into the crowd.

      Baldwin turned his head toward his left shoulder away from the camera. Seconds later, a car pulled up. From the blazing headlights and pulsing sirens, it was no leap to guess that was the police car he’d probably been in with his partner. Another officer jumped out. Webb, I guessed because this person was a lot smaller even with the bulk of winter clothing and equipment belt. The two exchanged words. Webb went to the trunk of the car and got out something. More cars pulled up making a square around Duncan’s body. The lights made everything clearer. But I could no longer see Duncan.

      The police shifted around, looked at what I assumed was Duncan, looked at each other. An ambulance came onto the scene from the opposite direction. Two EMTs pulled a stretcher from the back. Minutes passed before Duncan was loaded and rolling toward the back of the ambulance. Baldwin broke from the knot of officers and sprinted toward the van. The EMTs closed the doors and Baldwin walked back slowly. I clicked on the button Miles had used before. The video froze.

      “How did you get footage of the Troy Duncan shooting?”

      “I asked nicely.”

      “What did that look like to you?”

      I didn’t answer. There was no right answer. I could see a judge, the jury, and the public interpret that ten minutes of video in a lot of different ways, few of them favorable to Baldwin.

      “Casey?”

      “I don’t know, Miles.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Since you’re so sure. What did it look like to you?”

      “It looked like a cowboy cop shot a black man in cold blood.”

      “There’s no audio. We couldn’t hear Baldwin shout police or stop or get down.”

      Miles shifted onto the floor next to me and rewound the video. “The time stamp there is twenty fifty-six, forty-three.” He clicked a double arrow on the video viewer. He stopped when Duncan fell to the ground. “Twenty fifty-seven oh two. At most nineteen seconds. Do you really think Baldwin had time to say all that he claimed?”

      “That’s something for a jury to consider.”

      “That’s it? Isn’t Troy Duncan owed something more?”

      “Thanks for your computer. We’ve already had this fight and broke up, so we don’t have to do this again.” I peered on the side of the computer and pressed a button. Fortunately, it was the right one. A plastic tray slid open noisily. I collected the disk and inserted it into a plastic sleeve.

      Miles stood and took his plate and glass to my kitchen. I’d closed the top of the computer and slipped it back into his bag by the time he came back to the living room.

      “What now?”

      “Now? Now I take two aspirin with a glass of water and go to bed. You go home and do whatever you like. I wish you a good rest of the weekend.”

      I walked to the kitchen to get the aforementioned water and pills. A bottle of wine had been easier on my liver in my twenties. Now I prayed to wake up with nothing more than a little headache and cotton mouth. I didn’t have the energy for full-blown hangovers.

      “We need to talk about this,” Miles said from the dining room.

      I turned and dropped the pill bottle on the counter with a clatter. I held up my finger as I swallowed the pills and most of the water.

      “This is exhausting. My job. My responsibilities. I can’t add you to the mix right now. Maybe I’m stupid, but I’m still looking for that white knight. Someone to support me, help me, and love me.”

      “I love you, Casey. That’s what I’ve figured out between last fall and tonight. I love you. I want to try to make us work.”

      My head was going to explode, and not from wine. “I don’t have the capacity for this now, Miles. I really don’t. Marc Baldwin probably lied to me, his chief, himself. I don’t know. He thinks he was justified in his shooting of Troy Duncan. Maybe he was. Probably not. I have to deal with that personally before I prep him for deposition on Monday. Because despite what you think of me, I do have a strong sense of personal morality, and do you know what that’s gotten me? Here. Doing these cases. Now. I was all moral and ethical through and through. Do you know what I found out?

      “I’m the only one. The Strohmeyers aren’t moral. The Brodys aren’t ethical. Jarrod Carter locked women in a container and sold them to the highest bidder by the hour. Baldwin’s a murderer. So I’m going to step up to the plate, take my medicine, and do what I’m constitutionally obligated to do. Do what I signed a retainer agreement promising to do. I’m going to go into court and defend my client as best I can. That’s it. There’s no gray area. My personal feelings are not involved. This, Miles. This is who I am now. Who I am is going to bed. Please let yourself out.”
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      “I want to show you something,” Casey Cort said the minute I walked into her office. I didn’t get a chance to ask her about the Milburn situation or tell her that I might be in more trouble than I was before. Her facial expression didn’t invite chitchat.

      I closed the door behind me. Casey turned her back swiveling in her chair to press a few buttons on her computer. A grainy image of what looked like a parking lot came up on the screen. Satisfied, she stood and walked to my side of her desk. She sat in the chair next to mine, and rested her chin in her hands.

      I scanned the screen trying to get a sense of time and place. When a light came on, I saw that I was watching the alley behind Spencer’s. My stomach knotted. The entire night unfolded before my eyes. When all the cop cars pulled up and obliterated the scene, Casey rose and stopped the video.

      “How long was it?”

      She didn’t pretend to misunderstand. “Nineteen seconds.”

      “Seemed longer.”

      “I’m sure somewhere in your training you learned that events can seem slow when you’re in the middle of them, but later the true time and split second judgments are all other people see.”

      “What happens now?”

      “You and I need to decide what we’re going to do.”

      “About the tape or Milburn?”

      “Is there any further disciplinary action against you?”

      “I don’t think so. The captain was pretty pissed, though.”

      “I was not planning on representing Milburn for more than a night. But you acted a little faster than I anticipated. I figured if I was there, I could control the situation, maybe get him to admit to buying the night of the shooting in exchange for leniency on the other. You kind of blew that when you stormed into the room. This situation between you and me can’t work if you don’t let me do my job. Understand?”

      I nodded vigorously. She’d done me a huge favor by dropping the dime on Milburn. “I was caught off guard.”

      “You cannot for any reason go off like a loose cannon. If tape from that night surfaces, it’s not going to help this case here.”

      “Do we have to turn the other tape over to Dinwiddie?” I asked. Video wasn’t looking like it was my friend.

      “This isn’t a criminal case. You didn’t shoot the video. It’s not exculpatory evidence, per se. I think we can make an argument, if it comes down to it, that we don’t have to give Dinwiddie anything.”

      “Okay. What’s the strategy?”

      “We’re going to prepare you for deposition like we’ve discussed. You’re going to stick with your story, exactly. That’s it. If we can pin Troy Duncan’s death on the way the jail bungled his medical care, then you win. If we can pin the drug dealing on Milburn, you win.

      “You merely injured a man in the line of duty. Milburn started the chain of events. But it was the county’s carelessness that did him in. It’s called superseding cause, and it’s going to win you the case. I think we push for a quick settlement, getting the county to pay, and clearing you of wrongdoing. Then work on reinstatement. You with me?”

      “Absolutely,” I said. Clearing me of wrongdoing was what I needed. “All I want is to get back to work.”

      “Then I think we need to get to work.”

      We worked for a good three solid hours before my hunger got the best of me. When I had breakfast with the guys, I always had the special of the day. It was guaranteed to keep me going for hours. Jan’s toaster bagels did not hit the spot. The loud stomach rumble gave me away. It was the last straw for my concentration.

      “I hate to stop you, but—”

      “I heard it. What do you like, Chinese, sandwiches, Italian?”

      “Sandwiches would be fine. Roast beef if you have it.”

      The lawyer excused herself. Ten minutes later her assistant, a Puerto Rican woman brought in a sandwich and a bottle of raspberry Snapple.

      “Where’s Casey?”

      “She’s on the phone. She’ll be back in a minute.”

      I looked around the room at the steel gray phone on her desk. A tiny light bar glowed solid red. She must have muted the phone during our meeting. A minute stretched into ten.

      When Cort came back, she was carrying an uneaten salad in her hand. She set the food on the windowsill. Her face, when it turned to me, was grim.

      “Captain Todd?”

      She shook her head so slowly. It was somehow worse than a slap in the face from the brass.

      “The Cuyahoga County grand jury has summoned you to testify. They’re conducting a criminal investigation into the death of Troy Duncan.”

      “Criminal? Me?” I’d always been on the right side of the law. “What does that mean? What would they charge me with?”

      “Murder, manslaughter, assault with a deadly weapon to start.”

      “To start? But I didn’t do anything wrong. I’m a God damn police officer for fuck’s sake. I have the God-given right to carry a weapon and keep the peace. Troy Duncan might come across all innocent, but he was there right along with the drug dealers. What kind of innocent man reaches into his pocket in the face of an officer with a weapon? That’s just plain stupid.”

      “We live in a society where people aren’t shot for being stupid.”

      “What about my Fifth Amendment rights? Do I have to testify in front of the grand jury? Who goes shows up to the hanging and lets someone put a noose around their neck?”

      “Defendants are generally not summoned to the grand jury. But in your case, you’re one of very few people who can testify as to what happened. They don’t have the videotape.”

      “So if I ignore the summons what happens?” Suddenly hiding at home on leave was very appealing. Even toaster pastries were looking good.

      “There’s no way you can ignore the summons. You do not want a bench warrant.”

      “What do I say?”

      “You plead the Fifth.”

      “Then they’ll think I’m lying.”

      “Then you stay that much further out of jail. Don’t bring rope to your own hanging.”

      “Fuck. When do we have to go?”

      “Tomorrow. We’ll kick the deposition. Criminal always comes before civil.”

      “Fine.” I was starting to get used to feeling like a pinball. “what now?”

      “Now you go home and get a good night’s sleep. Is there anything you haven’t told me that’s germane to this case, I should know?”

      “No. You know everything you need to know.”

      Casey Cort looked at me queerly, but let me go after I finished my sandwich.

      All the way home, something gnawed at me. I couldn’t put a finger on what it was, but something about this whole thing wasn’t sitting right.

      “How was it?” Jan asked when I walked in the door. She was reading a magazine at the table. The kids were pretending to do homework. I poked my head into the kitchen. Nodded to myself. It was what I suspected. The timer on the stove glowed blue as the seconds counted down. She’d promised them game time if they did homework for an hour. On impulse, I pushed the button turning off the timer.

      Shrugging off my coat, I hung it on the back of the chair.

      “Family meeting,” I said loud enough to get everyone’s attention. Michael, Donna, and Jan looked at me warily. I no longer hung the moon for any of them.

      “Do you think this is a good idea, Marc?”

      “Donna, why is Daddy home all day?” I asked my littlest. She hadn’t learned to filter her thoughts yet. She would tell the bald truth if you asked her.

      “You shot a man who didn’t have a gun. Everyone says you killed him because he was black.”

      “Michael?”

      “You thought the guy was armed, but he wasn’t. So you shot and killed an unarmed man. Police do that all the time, so you’ll get off, but it will be a while.”

      I looked across the table at my wife, deliberately raising an eyebrow. Jan liked to pretend the kids lived in a bubble here in Westlake. She’s always acted like sending them to St. Raphael would somehow protect them from the world. But they knew as much if not more than everyone else. This little demonstration proved that.

      “Fine they can stay. What do you want to say Marc?” She wasn’t doing the best job at controlling her anger.

      “I’ve been summoned to testify in front of the grand jury tomorrow.”

      Jan’s gasp probably put the fear of God into the kids. Maybe I should have called her first to warn her.

      “Mommy what does that mean?”

      “It means, Donna, that the prosecutor thinks he committed a crime. That means Daddy could go to jail.”

      “For how long?”

      “Forever, honey.”

      “Jan. Stop. It’s just an investigation into Duncan’s death. There’s no way Lori Pope could get away with doing anything different. Like everyone else around here, she has a political career to protect. Donna, Michael, I’ll be fine.”

      “How can you say that? How many times have you told me the bozos over there would indict a ham sandwich?”

      Probably a thousand times over the years. I think the county hadn’t indicted one of my suspects maybe once or twice in my years on the job.

      “I don’t actually have to say anything anyway. My lawyer says I can plead the Fifth.”

      “What do you mean?” Jan asked. “You’ll be under oath.”

      “What’s the Fifth, Daddy?” Donna asked.

      “The Fifth Amendment to the Constitution honey. No one can require you to incriminate yourself?”

      “Incriminate?” Donna asked. She mimicked me exactly.

      “It means that if I did something wrong, I don’t have to walk myself into jail.”

      “Did you do something wrong?” That was Michael. He didn’t say much, but I’d made the mistake one too many times of confusing silence with deaf ears.

      “No. I didn’t do a thing wrong. Everything I did was within the law and justified by the badge.”

      “Then why would you take the Fifth Amendment?” Michael’s eyes were full of judgment. He saw everything in terms of bad or good, right or wrong. It’s why I think he loved those video games. There wasn’t any gray in those electronic worlds. Good guys got bad guys. The more you killed, the higher your score.

      “Because not everyone sees things the same. What one person believes is okay, another doesn’t. That’s kind of how our jury system works. It allows twelve average people to decide what is good or bad for our city or country.”

      “Daddy. I think you should tell the truth,” Donna interjected.

      “Do you Pumpkin?”

      “You’re not a ham sandwich. No one will blame you for doing the right thing.”

      Even Jan had to smile at that one. It was something I said to the kids at least once a week. She’d repeated that back to me exactly. Kids. You had to appreciate their wisdom.

      “You’re right, Donna. You’re one hundred percent right.”
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      Marc Baldwin had taken my suggestion. He walked through the halls of the Justice Center in full dress uniform. It was a fantastic display of authority. If the situation hadn’t been so serious, I would have clapped my hands with glee. I was two for two in the client appearance game. They were finally listening to me.

      “We’re scheduled for four o’clock. You’re the last witness,” I announced in lieu of a greeting.

      “Why last?”

      “To give the appearance of fairness,” I said. It was my best guess. None of my clients had ever been invited to give testimony before their indictment. I always met them after they had that damning piece of paper in their hands. Baldwin was getting the top shelf treatment afforded to few others. I didn’t say any of that, of course. He would not be grateful for the special consideration.

      “I made a decision last night,” Baldwin announced while tucking his hat under his left arm.

      “What did you decide?” Client decisions were never good. I was about to be ambushed. As best I could, I braced myself.

      “I’m not taking the Fifth. My nine-year-old daughter—her name is Donna. Did I tell you that? My older one is Michael. They’re in third and sixth grade at St. Raphael. My Donna said that ‘no one will blame you for doing the right thing.’ I did the right thing back there in that alley that night. All this second guessing is after the fact. Not one of the people standing in judgment has been in uniform. Been scared for their life. Been in a dark alley facing ‘them or me’ decisions.”

      “You understand the implications?” I asked, though I knew he couldn’t. Clients believed in the justice system at the most inopportune times. “You need to understand that if your testimony puts you in the cross hairs of the law, there’s little I can do to protect you.”

      “That was my mistake from the beginning. Thinking I needed anyone’s protection.”

      I cursed myself for the way I’d handled things yesterday. Maybe I’d been way too ra-ra about his chances of prevailing. I’d tried taking a page from the playbook of the big name lawyers in town who always told their clients they were going to win, no matter how improbable that was. I’d gone from confident to swagger. It was about to bite me in the ass. The door marked by the grand jury sign at the end of the hall, opened.

      “We’re ready for you Sergeant Baldwin,” a voice said from behind the door. The prosecutor emerged. It was Nicole Long, the prosecutor I’d encountered on one of Jarrod Carter’s two cases last year. I’d won the case against her, probably knocking her ninety-eight percent win ratio down to ninety-seven.

      “Ms. Long.” I didn’t extend my hand.

      “Ms. Cort.” She didn’t either. “Do you understand your role here today?”

      “Observation only,” I said. The prosecutor I’d spoken with on the phone yesterday when Baldwin had been in my office had hit hard on that fact quite a few times in the ten-minute call.

      “Come in, then.”

      I walked into a room I’d never seen before, and would probably never see again. For all the power the people in there wielded, the room was seriously unremarkable. I’m not sure what I expected from the bland 1970s building, but this wasn’t it. Nine nondescript folks from the county sat in padded chairs surrounding a white melamine table. A tiny sprite of a court reporter sat in the corner, the little stenotype machine braced between her legs.

      They wore badges that probably got them by security, but little else. Maybe a free lunch too.

      Long turned to the jurors. Like obedient students in a classroom, they swiveled their faces to her.

      “Marc Baldwin is our last witness in this case. He’s here to answer any questions you may have about the Troy Duncan shooting. I have to inform you that any conversations he’s had with his attorney, Ms. Cort there, are confidential. You can’t ask him what he told her or what she told him. Let’s swear Mr. Baldwin in.”

      Baldwin took an empty seat at the front of the room. A clerk asked Baldwin to raise his right hand. I watched yet another client swear to tell the truth all the time wondering if they’d hold true to the promise.

      “Please introduce yourself,” Long said. “Tell us where you work and your rank.”

      Baldwin spoke and spelled his name for the record. “I’m a Sergeant in the Cleveland Police Department.”

      “How long have you worked for the CPD?”

      “Twenty-two years.”

      “Have you appeared before a Grand Jury before?”

      “Yes. No. Not as the defendant. I’ve testified trying to get someone indicted.”

      “Sergeant Baldwin. There’s no need to hurry. You can take the time to think about your answers. Now, do you know any of the nine jurors here today?”

      Baldwin took a hard look around the room, meeting the eyes of several people in the room. “No. Not a one.”

      “What’s your work status right now?”

      “I’m on administrative leave pending the outcome of the department’s investigation of this case.”

      “Did you come here voluntarily today? Is anyone forcing you to testify before the grand jury?”

      “Nope. I’m here to tell the truth.”

      “And you understand that you can consult with your attorney at any time. Just ask and we’ll stop the proceedings so you two can have a discussion outside. Okay?”

      Baldwin nodded in such a way that I knew he wouldn’t take that offer. Cocky cop confidence.

      “Everyone knows why we’re here today in this unusual circumstance, so let’s get to it,” Long said to the group. They nodded with familiarity. “Were you working in your capacity as a Cleveland police officer on the evening of December twenty-eighth?”

      “Yes I was. Darlene Webb and I—my partner and I—were working the second shift.”

      “How long is that?”

      “Three to eleven.”

      “Did anything unusual happen in the first hours of your shift?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary. More domestic disturbances than usual, because of the holidays and more people being off work, but less other call outs. Too cold for the snatch and grab.” Baldwin smiled at the group. A couple of jurors nodded in acknowledgment. The rest sat stone-faced.

      “What brought you to the area near the flats that day?”

      “Domestic abuse call from the Bradley building on West Sixth.”

      “Did you make an arrest?”

      “Nah. The guy didn’t live there. We suggested he go home and that the woman who was on the lease lock the doors. He didn’t have a key.”

      “What was your next call?”

      “Right after we got downstairs and back in the car, dispatch radioed there was a complaint of drug activity in the alley that ran behind West Tenth Street. I was driving, so Darlene said we’d take the call.”

      “What time did you get to the Flats?”

      “Twenty-about eight forty-five. It was less than five minutes from the loft.”

      “Were you dressed like you are today?”

      “No. Not the dress blues. I was wearing the standard uniform, navy shirt and pants. In the winter, we can wear a ski cap instead of the peaked cap, so I had that on. I also had on a department issue winter coat and. It was maybe thirty degrees outside.”

      “Are your coat and hat clearly marked?”

      “They all have the triangle shaped patch with gold lettering that mark us as police officers.”

      “What kind of car were you driving?”

      “Police interceptor.”

      “Is that the well marked black and white vehicle people would be familiar seeing around Cleveland?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you drive that car to the alley?”

      “No. I told Darlene to park on the street. If you show up in an alley with lights and sirens, the druggies will scatter like rats. You can’t arrest anyone, and they come back the minute you pull away. I approached on foot in order to investigate the level of crime, and possibly make an arrest of the dealer.”

      I watched the interplay closely. Baldwin was good. The years of testifying in court served him well now. I wished half my clients were this practiced and comfortable. Even when they were truthful, many came off as liars.

      “Were you fully armed that day?” Long said after consulting her yellow legal pad, flipping through a few pages, then flipping it to the front again. “Let me ask that another way. What did you have on you?”

      “On my belt, I have my weapon, an extra magazine, a stun gun, cuffs, a night stick, and my radio. The radio has a hand mic that’s pinned to my right shoulder.”

      “Were you wearing an ear piece?”

      “It’s not required. No.”

      “How did you approach the alley?”

      “I came around from Front Avenue. Between the underpass, empty buildings, and the train tracks, there are a lot of places for people to hide in that area. I came from the side that gave me a ready exit in case I came upon a situation that was unsafe.

      “What would you consider unsafe?”

      “If they had greater firepower than the two of us. We’d need backup if something like that happened.”

      “What did you see?”

      “The alley was dark. I saw what looked like a clump of people. A couple of dumpsters were back there. There were also back doors to the businesses, but none of them were open.”

      “The doors or the businesses.”

      “The doors. Sorry. From our drive by the front, it looked like most businesses were open. Some were more busy than others. The restaurant in front…Spencer’s if I remember correctly…had a lot of lights on, but not a lot of people inside.”

      “What happened when you approached the alley alone?”

      “I saw a group of people, like I said, kind of huddled around the dumpster. I thought it might be smokers, but dismissed that because it was freezing cold, and I didn’t see any of the glowing tips you usually see when smokers are around.”

      “What happened next?”

      “I yelled to them that I was the police, that they needed to come out. Most of them ran away.”

      “Did you alert your partner to chase the ones who fled?”

      “There wasn’t time, because one man didn’t run. Instead, he approached me quickly, in an intimidating manner.”

      “Did you identify yourself or tell him to stop?”

      “I did. Several times. I said ‘Stop’ and ‘Police’ a few times, but he didn’t stop.”

      “Did you unholster your weapon?”

      “I did and ordered him to stop again. He continued approaching. I noticed he had what looked like a short barrel shotgun under his arm. Then he reached his hand into his pocket. Assuming he was going for a weapon, I pulled the trigger.”

      “Did you have to move the safety or anything?” One juror, an older white woman asked.

      “The Glock doesn’t have a safety.”

      “Is that a special police gun?”

      “No. But a lot of departments use it. The trigger has a little harder pull than the other Glocks.”

      “What was the guy wearing?” was the woman’s follow up question.

      “All black, or something almost as dark,” Baldwin answered. He nodded his head like he was confirming what he remembered. “His jacket was black. He had his hood over his head. His pants were dark too.”

      Nicole Long cast her eye over the jurors. When no one asked any further questions, she looked down at her notes.

      “To circle back, you’re in the alley behind the buildings on West Tenth Street. Troy Duncan is approaching you with his hand in his pocket.”

      “Right, so I tell him to stop. He doesn’t. I aimed my service weapon and fired.”

      “Where did you aim?”

      “In the academy, we’re trained to aim for the largest part of the body we can see. For him, it was his torso.”

      “Where did the bullet hit him?”

      “I think his gut or maybe a little bit lower. Shooting at a moving target is harder than it looks on TV.” Baldwin’s small smile at his joke didn’t land. If we’d been in a regular courtroom, I’d have kicked him under counsel table.

      “Did he fall to the ground?”

      “Yes. Right away. With the threat gone, I radioed for my partner.”

      “Did she come right away?”

      “She drove around the corner and parked a few feet from the perp. I asked her to radio for backup, to tell them that we had a shots fired/man down call. She did.”

      “How many shots did you fire?”

      “One, maybe two. He was close, and coming at me, and I just wanted to make him stop if he wasn’t going to obey.”

      “And it was him coming at you, and reaching in his pocket that made you think you had to shoot him?”

      “Him moving aggressively, looking mean and menacing, and reaching for something that could have been a weapon is what made the difference between me using other methods to subdue him and me being authorized to use force.”

      “Did an ambulance eventually come?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did you have any interaction with the EMTs?”

      “I did run over to the ambulance to check on the perp. They let me know he was alive. They did some stuff to him, like cut off his clothes, and put a collar around his neck. Then they drove off.”

      “Did you talk to anyone after that?”

      “I gave the CPD brass on the scene a rundown of what happened. They directed me to go back to the station so I could make a written statement while my memory was fresh.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant Baldwin. Do the jurors have any questions?”

      “Have you ever had any other incident that may be considered excessive force?”

      Sweat prickled my skin: on my neck, under my arms, between my breasts. A room that had been cool a moment before heated up. At that moment, I wanted to kick myself ten times over. I was learning to be a better lawyer. But I wasn’t learning fast enough. For all the questions I’d learned to ask clients, children they didn’t mention, felony convictions they’d forgotten, I’d never asked the one question a grand juror had thought to ask after knowing him for all of an hour.

      Silence hung heavy in the room. Baldwin shifted in his chair. I was in this room as a courtesy, so I didn’t pull the itchy wool collar of my suit jacket away from my neck. One wrong turn on my part and I was toast. I glared at Baldwin the best I could without looking like I was signaling to him. After his eyes swiveled everywhere, they finally connected with mine. I gave a slight tilt to my head, jerking it toward the door on the left. He needed to tell Long if he wanted out. If he needed consultation with his attorney. Now was the time to do it.

      Baldwin broke our stare. Damn. Damn. Damn. He looked at the juror head on.

      “Yes. I was cited for one other instance of excessive force.”

      Long bent her neck from one side to the other then looked at the juror who’d asked the bombshell question.

      “What happened in that case?” the juror continued.

      Baldwin didn’t meet anyone’s eyes then. I wanted to think it was because he was dredging up the far past, not because he was about to lay something heavy on all of us.

      “There was an officer-involved shooting on the eastside early in my career. I think it was nineteen eighty-five or thereabouts.”

      Baldwin stopped speaking, failing to elaborate further.

      “What happened in nineteen eighty-five?” another juror finally asked. From all the chair rolling and seat shifting, she wasn’t the only person who was waiting for an answer. I bowed my head ready to listen. But I kept my neck bent and eyes lowered because I wasn’t sure I was ready to control my reaction to whatever story he was going to tell.

      “My partner and I were patrolling. We were on Outhwaite Avenue when we got a call that an armed man had just robbed a Rib King. It’s a local fast food restaurant on Woodland between East Fifty-fifth and East Fifty-ninth. At that time, a lot of the local drug and crime activity came from folks living in CMHA housing. The King-Kennedy towers were right around the corner.

      King-Kennedy was Cleveland’s answer to Cabrini Green.

      “We turned right, heading southbound on Fifty-ninth to try to intercept the suspect. Before we could get to Woodland a man ambushed us from Halnorth Court. We pulled up to block the street and saw a man running toward us. It scared the crap out of me. Up until then, I’d been on the job all of two years and no suspect had ever run right at me. Run away, sure, run at me? Never.

      “This guy keeps coming, and he’s got his hand at his waist. My partner shouts that he’s probably the suspect. He fit the description. Black man, medium height, black jacket. Crack junkies and drug dealers were a huge problem at that time. I figured he was a junky who’d robbed Rib King to support his habit. There were so many of those back then, junkies, not Rib Kings.”

      The jurors didn’t laugh at Baldwin’s joke. The only people who told jokes in court were judges. My client had to know that. Silent as a statue I sat.

      He continued. “Anyway, seeing a big man drugged out of his mind running at me had me pulling my weapon. My partner jumped out of the passenger side of the car. Right then I heard shots and fearing for my life and that of my partner, I shot at Blount. That was the guy’s name Marcellus Blount. He was pronounced dead at the scene.”

      “Where was the excessive force?”

      “There wasn’t any, really. But the Plain Dealer called it that. A couple of things happened that turned that case against us. For one the Supreme Court came down with a ruling that no longer allowed cops to shoot fleeing suspects. It wasn’t exactly what happened to us, but the department was on high alert about the shooting of felony suspects. The second thing was that Blount wasn’t the guy who robbed the rib place. He fit the description. Some people said later that he had been out running. The thing he was messing with at his waist was a black clip on Walkman. The shots I’d heard fired were from my partner and not the suspect.”

      “Were charges filed?”

      “Nope. An officer who has a reasonable fear of death or imminent bodily harm isn’t guilty of wrongdoing. My partner and I were on leave for about a week before we were cleared for duty. Department brass said the shooting was justified. But…the department did stick a disciplinary note in my file for a couple of things I did that didn’t follow procedure.”

      Not a chair moved. Everyone was still for a long moment before Long walked back and forth across the room, laying her legal pad on a table.

      “Any other questions about the Troy Duncan shooting?” she prompted the grand jury.

      The sea of heads shook back and forth.

      “Thank you, Sergeant Baldwin for your honest and forthcoming testimony today. You’re excused.”

      Taking the cue, I leapt to my feet, grabbed my bag and my client, and herded us out the door as fast at my Cuban heels would take us.

      “What the fuck was that? I asked you no less than ten times if there was anything that might impact your case. You told me a lot of shit, but Marcellus Blount wasn’t in there.”

      “It was an open and shut case. Did you see any of that in my record?”

      “There was a note about you discharging your weapon in June of eighty-five, that’s all”

      “That would be it.”

      “Killing an unarmed man on the streets of Cleveland more than once is worlds away from a weapons discharge.”

      Baldwin shrugged. I was standing next to a man who’d killed two different people, at least, and all he could do was shrug. I wanted to kick him hard in the shins. Maybe then he’d feel a tiny sliver of the pain he’d heaped on others.

      “I have to get going. I have other cases to work on,” I said moving down the hall at a pretty fast clip.

      His long legs ate up the distance. I was unable to outpace him in the carpeted hallway of the Justice Center.

      “When will the grand jury issue a decision?”

      “Could be anytime,” I said as I jabbed at the elevator button. I hated the ancient elevators. They moved at a snail’s pace, and nearly half the time they were filled to capacity. It could take a good fifteen minutes to get up or downstairs in this building. Today I was not looking forward to that wait. I wanted to be as far away from this killer as possible.
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      “Are you scared?”

      After Baldwin’s testimony, I was hellishly scared of a run-in with the CPD, and I wasn’t a black man in Cleveland. I have no idea how Miles’ mother ever let him leave the house. If he were my son, I’d have locked him in his room forever.

      “Of what? You? Commitment? A riot?” Miles stood on the inside of my front door, the buttons of his black anorak undone, but the zipper was still zipped. He was half smiling. I definitely was not.

      “Of being shot. Of fitting the profile. Of being in the wrong place at the wrong time?” I tucked my shaking hands into the kangaroo pocket of my OSU sweatshirt. Miles sighed, unzipping his coat slowly. He took his time lifting the messenger bag strap over his head, then hanging the heavy wool garment on the coat rack by the door. He even stopped to pet Simba, who twirled between his legs.

      “What happened, Casey?”

      “He did it before.” From Miles’ slow blink, I knew I didn’t need to name my client. “The kid’s name was Marcellus Blount. He was jogging. Baldwin and his partner thought his Walkman was a gun. Or they said that. Who knows what they thought?”

      I tried, but I couldn’t stop myself from talking.

      “Do you know my parents bought me a Walkman for my fourteenth birthday? I listened to music on it every day on my way to and from school. Never did I worry about a cop mistaking it for a gun and getting shot because of that mistake or the cops not being charged with anything if they mistakenly killed me.”

      Miles stepped forward and wrapped cold arms around me. I didn’t care because I was already cold to my bones.

      “You’ve got to stop doing this,” I said into his chest.

      “Doing what?” He was stroking my hair in a way that was distracting me from the hearing, his unannounced visit. I stepped back, putting needed space between us.

      “Showing up. You have a phone. It never leaves your right hand. Use it.”

      Self-conscious, Miles shoved his Blackberry deeper into the pocket of his slacks.

      “Would you let me in if I called?”

      “Probably not.” That was a lie. But I needed some plausible deniability.

      “That’s why I didn’t call.”

      “You’re here. Now what?” I asked. This circular discussion about protocol wasn’t going anywhere. I stepped out of his embrace.

      “Did you see that group of protestors?”

      “The ones I had to wade through to get to my train the other day? Those people?”

      “Despite the winter weather, or maybe because of its unseasonable warmth, the protestors are still out there. I came here because I’m worried about you. I don’t know what will happen to the city if Baldwin isn’t indicted. That Marcellus Blount kid was on a protestor’s sign. His name and picture and a long list of others who were killed by police without any kind of charges being brought against the cops. If someone links Blount and Baldwin, I think that could be the match on the powder keg.”

      “Crap.” That didn’t sound good. I wasn’t naive enough to think there wasn’t a breaking point. I feared this was it.

      I unearthed the remote from its hiding place under the cat, and flipped the TV on. The anchors at Channel Five were hard at work. It was one special report after another these days.

      “Police in riot gear have surrounded Public Square,” the anchor said. “City officials are trying to calm the crowd before a riot breaks out. Our man Rick McDaniel is on the scene. Rick?”

      Rick stood outside a group of protestors. I only half wondered where in the hell he’d gotten a flak jacket. It was a most excellent prop, but overkill for downtown Cleveland.

      “It’s chaos here. On Tuesday police officers Darlene Webb and Marc Baldwin appeared before the Cuyahoga County Grand Jury to answer for their role in the Troy Duncan shooting.”

      Tape rolled showing Darlene and her police union lawyers leaving earlier on Tuesday morning. It switched to me trying to hustle Baldwin through the crowd. I hadn’t thought to order a car as a way to safeguard us. Fortunately, a few of his police buddies had planned ahead. The tape ended with Marc and another officer shoving me into a large black and white SUV before lights, sirens, and the threat of bodily harm dispersed the angry mob enough to drive.

      “When will the grand jury reach a decision, Rick?”

      “A spokeswoman for Lori Pope and the Cuyahoga County Prosecutor’s Office have told us that Sergeant Marc Baldwin was the last witness to testify. The grand jury will either indict or send down a no bill in the next few days. Our legal experts say it will probably be Monday.”

      “Thanks Rick. We will be sure to alert viewers as soon as a decision comes down.”

      I hit mute. My eyes met Miles’.

      “That’s hairy,” I said. I’d kind of thought the crowd would go away once we’d left. The fact that they were lingering three days later and well past sunset made me a little bit worried, not so much for myself, but for the city. Lightening my case load had meant I’d been working from home for the last couple of days and not sitting in my office on Public Square. I’d gone home. I’d wrongly assumed everyone else had done the same, to try to occupy themselves until the grand jury made a decision.

      “It’s only liable to get hairier.” Miles’ voice was ominous.

      “Spill it,” I snapped. I didn’t have time for guessing games.

      It was a true testament that Miles only hesitated a second. Maybe he was maturing.

      “The Department of Justice is opening an investigation into the Duncan shooting.”

      “Because the attorney general thinks the grand jury is going to hand down a no bill.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “If Baldwin were any other client, I’d say the chances were ninety-nine percent in favor of indictment. Ham sandwich theory and all that. But for Baldwin I’d say the odds are fifty-fifty.”

      “This case is on the DOJ’s radar now,” Miles said as if that changed the fundamentals of the equation.

      “Because of the potential for a rust belt riot?” I asked using the term Channel Five had coined.

      “Because Reverent Wilkinson was in D.C. last week pleading the Duncans’ case.”

      “Are you going to tell them about the videotape?” I couldn’t see a way that I’d be disbarred for withholding it. Technically I hadn’t even withheld it yet. But I was quickly running out of time before I’d be required to turn over my discovery. If the tape got out after that deadline, I’d be tried and convicted in the headlines, if not the courts.

      “I’m not on the case. Rachel Schaefer is. She has the plum assignment of being the local attorney. She’s going to work hand in hand with the Civil Rights Division’s Special Litigation Section.”

      I only nodded. I had not been the biggest fan of Schaefer. She was the kind of attorney I’d grown to hate—a true believer. She saw cases in black and white, win or lose. She wanted to put every black hat behind bars then swan around in her white one.

      “Toledo got me a better caliber of cases,” Miles said. “But I don’t think Chas is ready to let me partner on this one.”

      “And of course, you can’t share the progress of an ongoing investigation.”

      “Of course. But the AG will hold a press conference with the U.S. Attorney and make the announcement tomorrow.”

      “Thanks for telling me what you could at least. Will my client get a target letter?”

      “Probably not. I’ve asked Lou Valdespino to keep an eye out for you.” He’d changed the subject so fast I was surprised I hadn’t gotten whiplash.

      “For me? I haven’t shot anyone.” I was more afraid for Miles than I was for myself.

      “But you’re representing someone who did. After a decision comes down, everyone in Cleveland will know who you are, and a lot of people won’t like it.”

      “I’m unlisted. The Ohio Supreme Court only has my Illuminating Company Building address.”

      “You take the train and walk home. You’re becoming a public figure who’s always out in public. That makes you vulnerable. I’d encourage you to drive more, but that car breaking down in the middle of nowhere would be even worse.”

      “Thanks. I guess.” I didn't call him out for trying to protect me on the one hand and insulting my shitbox car on the other.

      Miles stood in my doorway. He shifted from foot to foot. I’d always talked way too much, which had done me no favors in life, so I didn’t say a damned thing. I waited.

      “I have something I want to say to you.”

      I didn’t tell him how unsurprising that was. That he’d had all the telltale signs of a man with something on his mind from the moment he’d stepped over the threshold.

      “I think we should get back together.”

      The funny thing is, I didn’t see that coming. Probably there were a hundred signs, starting with him showing up to my apartment unannounced, and the sex we definitely shouldn't have had. But I was as shocked as the time this happened a year and a half ago with Tom Brody.

      “So this is my life," I said to myself more than him. "Dump me. Get back together. Please tell me you don’t want me to be your beard.”

      “God no, Casey. I’d say that our chemistry is solid.”

      I turned toward the windows. Anything to take a breath, a moment away from the reality of Miles. I didn’t want to want him. But I did. I wanted to grab hold of the promise in his eyes with both hands and never let go. I resisted the temptation. Because I know how this ended. How many times did I have to face this same damn decision? They said that the definition of crazy was doing the same thing over and over, but expecting a different result.

      I wasn’t crazy.

      Not a single bit.

      “Please go home, Miles.”

      “Is that a yes or a no?”

      “We’re on opposite sides of a case.”

      “Unless one of us makes a career change, we’ll always be on opposite sides during the day. But I want us to be on the same side at night.”

      I looked into his brown eyes. I could fall into them. I hadn’t been lying when I told him he was hot. From his tan skin, to his curly hair, to…well…to the rest of him, I was attracted like iron filings to a magnet. But I wasn’t as dumb as a handful of metal shavings.

      “Go home,” I said.

      “Casey?”

      “Later. We can talk about this later. You really hurt me last year. You can’t just talk or kiss your way out of that.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “I think I need to work tonight. Figure out how to get my client out of the ten different jams he’s in. This. You. It’s all too much now.

      “Okay?

      “Later. Not now.”
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      Dinwiddie’s diminutive size did not make our small living room look any larger. The small man shifted impatiently from foot to foot.

      “Do you want a cup of coffee or tea?” Myrtle asked from the dining alcove, where she was sipping at her morning cup of caffeine. It had been years since my wife used coffee and tea to wake herself up in the morning. When the boys had been old enough to put themselves to sleep and set an alarm, I’d gotten my wife back. She’d started spending more evening time with me, and had stopped getting up groggy and disoriented.

      My gentle, soft-spoken wife was gone—again. Tragedy had stolen her sleep. I hadn’t said anything about strong black tea graduating to three cups of coffee, because the alternative was a wife who couldn’t get out of bed.

      “Thank you, but there’s no time. You all will need to change so that we can go downtown. Where’s Campbell or Lynell and the kids?”

      I did nothing to disguise my yawn. “It’s Saturday morning. I have no idea where anyone is.” Life getting back to normal meant not everyone being all up under my feet.

      “The grand jury’s decision is coming this morning,” Dinwiddie said, his tone ominous.

      Both Myrtle and I stopped in our tracks. Her coffee cup hit the saucer with excessive force. My feet were rooted to the floor.

      “It’s Saturday. The government is closed on Saturday.” I’d woken up this morning rooted in the belief that I had two days off from nail-biting worry about whether we could expect any justice for Troy.

      “Mayor Gates and Lori Pope both had their offices call my emergency number. The warmer weather has kept folks outside. They think waiting until Monday is a mistake. Tensions are close to boiling over.

      “They should be,” I said unapologetically. “Why should we come? I’m sure you can call us to let us know what happened. I’m not sure I need to be there if they don’t indict.” I didn’t think I had it in me to be stoic and accepting in public if this whole thing went the wrong way. The crying blubbering mess that I could turn into, like the day in the alley, wasn’t something I wanted to do in public.

      “Our grief is not entertainment.”

      “It might diffuse things.” The lawyer had the good grace to wince.

      I rested my hands on the piano and brought myself up to full height.

      “Let me get this straight. Mayor Gates, who controls the police department whose officer shot my son, and Prosecutor Pope who oversees the county criminal system, that let my innocent son die a painful death, want me to do them a favor? You’ve got to be kidding me. Why would you bring this to me?”

      “I…uh…as a lawyer I’m required to relay all information to you.” Dinwiddie was backpedaling hard but not hard enough.

      “Or are you doing this to get your name out there. The great Dinwiddie who took our case pro bono needs to get out in front of the crowd so that all future paying business comes your way. Or is it because you’re cronies with all of these people. Having lunch and dinner or golf with them, while the rest of us do everything we can to stay out of a system that treats us as disposable?”

      “Gus. Stop.” Myrtle’s voice pierced my haze of anger cutting me off before I said something I’d regret. She was right to stop me. I’d worked hard over the years to turn off the part of my brain that saw racism around every corner. It would give me an ulcer and kill me dead before fifty, Myrtle had said. So I’d worked on being one of those jovial guys who acted like I didn’t have a care in the world. I hadn’t been able to keep the act up over the last month, though.

      My wife’s words were the only thing that kept me from picking up and tossing the attorney out into the cold.

      “Who riots in the winter anyway?” I’d been out to get the paper. It wasn’t cold as a witch’s tit out there, but I didn't want to pitch a tent either. A predicted high of fifty degrees wasn’t exactly rioting weather. Not like July of 1966.

      “You saw that story in the paper on Wednesday, right?”

      Who hadn’t seen it? It was a full two-page feature with pictures of unarmed blacks who’d been shot by police in Cleveland and Cuyahoga County. It talked about how the timing was right for a department of justice probe into police conduct in the city. The tiny twinge of joy I’d felt at the tables being turned died quickly when a follow-up story detailed how Baldwin had shot another man.

      “Saw the Thursday one as well. He shot and killed another man twenty years ago, and they saw fit to put him back on the street. The police chief called it a ‘rookie mistake.’ That’s one hell of a mistake.” To think some higher up in the CPD could have pulled the pin on a guy who’d go on to kill again. That my son’s needless suffering and death could have been prevented.

      “How about a compromise?” Dinwiddie had started to sweat. He took a moment to unwind his gray plaid scarf from his neck.

      “What are you suggesting?” Myrtle asked, ever the peacemaker.

      “Whether you like it or not, the jury for your case against the city and county is out there. They’re watching television and forming judgments as we speak. Money may not be important to you now. Money will not replace your son. I get that. But it can pay for college and get your grandkids off to a good start. Troy would have wanted that for them.”

      “Don’t you presume to know what Troy would have wanted. I bet you if you asked, Troy would have wanted to live to see his kids reach college age more than just the paying for it.”

      “Sorry. What I’m saying is that you talking to reporters after the decision is handed down, no matter which way it goes, will help keep your son’s memory alive. It will keep the issue of police brutality out front and center.”

      “Fine.” I hadn’t lost all sense of civic responsibility. “What’s your proposal?”

      “I’ll arrange a press conference at my office. I have a large space on the first floor. We’ll set it for twelve-thirty.”

      “What are we supposed to say?” I swung a finger between myself and Myrtle.

      “That we will continue to seek justice through that state and federal courts. That we will not rest until justice is done for Troy Duncan, his family, and other victims of excessive force at the hands of the police.”

      “You don’t think they’re going to indict Baldwin, do you?” Myrtle asked. She had always been impervious to hyperbole.

      “I did some research. A police officer has never been indicted in Cleveland,” he said. “Not for something like this.”

      I don’t know why that took me by surprise, but it did. “Surely it must have happened once?” I blurted.

      “Does it matter?” Dinwiddie hung his head and shook. “Some things haven’t changed from plantation days.”

      “Give us half an hour. We’ll be ready to go.”
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      The Italian pastries I’d grown to love since I moved to Cleveland sat untouched on the conference room table. I couldn’t bring myself to enjoy something as decadent as sugar and sweet cheese when my son could never again have a sfogliatella. While we ignored the food and coffee, Dinwiddie’s assistant had come into the room with a cart outfitted with a large television. I drummed my fingers on the table as she fiddled with plugs and wires. At ten-fifty sharp, she pressed a few buttons and the screen came to life.

      “We’re interrupting your regularly scheduled program with a special report. Cuyahoga County prosecuting attorney Lorraine Pope is scheduled to speak at the Justice Center in ten minutes’ time.”

      The screen showed an empty podium in front of the ugly iron sculpture next to the 1970s era courthouse. There were dozens of microphones affixed to the wood. Wind blew across the mics filling my head with white noise.

      “A press conference from the prosecutor on a weekend is an unusual move,” the anchorwoman said. “The press secretaries for the city and county director of communications have said that they want to announce the grand jury’s decision today. They hope to diffuse tension that could build over the weekend.”

      “Our man on the street, Rick McDaniel is live at the Justice Center,” her co-anchor said. “Rick?”

      “Thanks. Rick McDaniel, here. I’m standing outside the Cuyahoga County Justice Center in downtown Cleveland. County Prosecutor Lorraine Pope will come to the podium in about five minutes.

      “To recap, she’s going to announce the decision of the grand jury in the investigation into Troy Duncan’s shooting by Cleveland police officer Marc Baldwin. There are two possible ways they could come down in this case. First, the grand jury can move to indict Marc Baldwin. The likely charges include murder, manslaughter, or even assault with a deadly weapon. He would then be arraigned in Common Pleas court where a judge would set bail.

      “The grand jury could also issue what they call a no bill. In that case, there would be no charges. That doesn’t mean the police officer would be out of hot water. The Attorney General, U.S. Attorney for Ohio’s Northern District, and Department of Justice have opened their own investigation into the shooting.”

      The camera panned to the left of McDaniel while officials lined up behind the podium.

      “Mayor Gates and Lori Pope have come to the podium.”

      “Good Morning. I am Lorraine Pope, the Prosecuting Attorney for Cuyahoga County, Ohio, which includes the city of Cleveland in its jurisdiction.”

      The prosecutor was reading from a prepared script. She was dressed in a cream-colored wool coat. Her leather gloved hands gripped either side of the podium. I wondered how many hours she’d had the grand jury’s decision in her hands.

      “When I ran for office,” she continued, “I traveled throughout the county and listened to what the honest hardworking citizens of this city and surrounding municipalities had to say. What you want is less crime in your neighborhoods. You want to be able to travel to our downtown destinations without fear. You want the police to work with you to keep your communities safe.

      “Our office takes all crimes and shootings seriously. That’s why we presented this matter to the grand jury. The decision to indict or not is not up to me or any individual prosecutor. It’s up to the grand jury, nine of your fellow citizens who share your values.

      “Before I announce the decision, I ask you to remain peaceful. Demonstrations in this city require a permit. Mayor Gates has informed me that no permits have been granted for any protests this weekend. Please stay home if you’re there. If you’re not working, please return to your homes. The Cleveland Police will enforce a curfew if necessary.”

      Boos from bystanders drowned out anything else Pope said. It took a good five minutes before the crowd was sufficiently quiet that she could continue.

      “The Cuyahoga County grand jury assigned to investigate the shooting of Troy Duncan by Sergeant Marc Baldwin, in the line of duty, has reached a decision.”

      A man in a dress coat and gloves, handed a single piece of paper to Pope. It flapped in the breeze making it hard for Pope to grasp. When she finally did, she placed the paper on the wood and scanned it as if she didn’t already know what it said.

      “The grand jury has issued a no bill. Marc Baldwin will not be indicted.”

      The words “No Bill” flashed across the screen. The diagonal tilt of the words and the bright red color reminded me of a game show.

      Even though I had known it was coming. Even though I’d expected nothing from the same county that killed my son, the little bit of hope, I’d had was snuffed out like a candle. Myrtle’s soft hand enveloped mine. I looked down at our hands. The brown skin we shared, that we had passed on to Troy, had signed his death warrant.

      This time the uproar was longer than the last. News cameras panned past the huddle of reporters to the mostly black and brown crowd spilling from the quadrangle of justice center buildings. Signs were held high. Some had Troy’s driver’s license photo. Others had a picture I’d never seen before, maybe from one of his cooking jobs. Still more read, “no justice, no peace,” and ”we have families too.”

      The moment was truly surreal. It was likely I didn’t have enough fingers and toes to count the number of times I’d seen this exact scene play out on television. Never did I think I’d have any relationship to something like this. What no reporter ever told you was how truly horrifying it was to realize your child’s life was of little to no consequence when it came down to it.

      “At this time, I’m sure you understand, Sergeant Baldwin, his wife, and his children would like to be allowed to recover from this difficult period in peace.”

      Difficult? I couldn’t believe she’d used that word. What could have been difficult for Baldwin? He’d gotten to go to a warm home with his wife and two living children. He would not go to bed fearful of rioters breaking down his doors or police officers shooting his children. From over here, I was thinking Baldwin was as fear-free as one could get.

      After Pope left the impromptu stage, Police Chief McCormick and Mayor Gates took to the mics. I didn’t listen because it didn’t matter what they said. Gates and McCormick would spout platitudes about fairness and justice and process. But it was a system that was only a one-way street for the majority of us.

      “It’s time to go downstairs.” Dinwiddie’s assistant escorted us to a big room I’d not seen when we’d come here before. I remembered that he owned the building though. Black men owning commercial real estate was the stuff of legend in Cleveland. It was one of the reasons I’d come to him. I admired a man who reinvested in the community that grew him.

      The room was big. Rows of folding chairs looking like they'd been borrowed from the church down the street lined up like soldiers. The assistant sat us on one side of the dais, microphones poised at chin level. As if we would have anything to say, Myrtle and I.

      Efficient and experienced, the lawyer’s assistant placed small cups of water between us. When I looked up, the room had started to fill. Reporters and producers plugged wires into a console off to the left.

      Dinwiddie tapped into the microphone. Ten minutes later, at exactly twelve-thirty on the dot, he rose to speak.

      "What we've witnessed today is a travesty of justice. But could we expect any less in light of the current decisions that have come down from the highest court in the land.

      “I'm sure Marc Baldwin will tell you that he had a reasonable fear for his safety. But the only basis for that fear was that Troy Duncan was a black man. It wasn't because he was a chef or a father. I was because he was a man who fit a certain profile, plain and simple.

      "One hundred thirty years after the end of slavery, fifty years after the end of Jim Crow, here we are no farther than we were those long years ago when the new hope of Reconstruction beckoned. Time and again these hopes have been dashed at the end of a cop’s gun. Neither the Duncans nor I will rest until justice is served."

      The murmurs of “amen” from the back of the room mingled with whirring camera hand held recorders.

      "Mr. Dinwiddie, what's the status of your lawsuit?"

      "It was put on hold because of the Grand Jury investigation. We will be pressing forward seeking the justice from the federal court we couldn't get from the county or state."

      "Mr. Duncan? Were you surprised by today's decision?"

      "Sadly, no. I grew up in Alabama, where white men could kill black men with impunity. I'd hoped when I relocated to Cleveland, my family would be free from that kind of arbitrary justice."

      The room was silent for a long second. I wasn’t going to be that parent you saw crying on TV or that inarticulate mother you only felt half-sorry for. For better or worse, I was failingly honest and straightforward like I’d taught my boys.

      Moment of truth passing, the ruckus of raised hands, shifting sheets, and clicking cameras started up again.

      Dinwiddie took a few more questions, but I tuned out both questions and answers. There was no more for me here. This, the rest, was all grandstanding and spectacle.

      A shift in the air around me had me turn away from the sea of faces and toward Myrtle. Silent tears streaked down her cheeks. I vowed that minute, this would be the last time we’d be on display. There may be no justice, there may be no peace, but at my house, some things needed to be put to rest.

      I stood pulling my wife up with me. I wrapped my arms around her as best I could and walked away from the cameras and microphones. None of this was going to bring back Troy.
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      I slipped into my usual spot in the U-shaped booth. Reluctantly, the guys shifted to give me a little room.

      “Have you ordered?”

      Silence. I looked at the guys. I’d been eating with more or less the same group, Harry Larson, Roman Ford, and Alden Croft for about a decade. Neither Harry, Roman, nor Alden met my eyes.

      “Ah, geez, guys. I know it’s been a month, but I had to keep my head down, Captain’s orders.”

      “Do you think you should be here?” Ford asked.

      “They got a TV way bigger than the one at my house.”

      “Why aren’t you downtown with your lawyer?” Larson pressed for an answer.

      “The way you guys are acting I’m starting to think you don’t want me here.” I threw up my hands in surrender.

      “No, that’s not it. It’s just—”

      “Harry’s wife cut off his balls ten years ago,” Croft interjected. “What he can’t spit out is you seem awful calm for someone with an indictment hanging over your head.”

      “There ain’t shit hanging over my head. Watch.” To the hostess I yelled, “Turn it up will you?”

      Everyone in the diner stopped talking when the TV sound went up. Even the waitress who dropped my breakfast in front of me, barely made a sound.

      “This is what I’m talking about,” I said to myself. Loved Jan, but she couldn’t cook worth a lick. The folks back in the kitchen could do a number on food. I tucked into eggs and biscuits smothered in sausage gravy.

      Lori Pope appeared on screen and spit a lot of bullshit before announcing that there would be no charges pressed against me. When the crowd got louder than anyone in front of a microphone, I signaled for the cook to turn it down. It went back to mute. Closed captioned words scrawled across the bottom of the screen.

      “You’ve got motherfucking nerves of steel,” Larson said admirably.

      I wanted to take the compliment along with some cream in my coffee, but that wouldn’t have been fair to the guys.

      “My lawyer called me this morning. The prosecutor let her know there was no indictment. They wanted to make sure I steered clear of downtown in case the crowds got ugly.”

      “But who riots in winter, right?” Larsen asked.

      “Gotcha. Cleveland may not have much, but that fucking cold ass wind off Lake Erie kept the bad guys at home for a lot of the winter.”

      “I heard that,” Croft said.

      After the waitress cleared our plates, something on the screen caught my eye.

      “What in the hell?”

      I went over to the kitchen pass through and snagged the remote from the counter. I couldn’t fucking believe it. How in the hell had this made the news?

      Twenty-year-old footage stared back at me. Then Dinwiddie came back on screen. He was holding some kind of press conference of his own.

      “The question is,” he said. “Whether this is a pattern of behavior? Maybe it’s reasonable for a cop to be scared once. But twice? He’s shot and killed two unarmed black men in a city where the black male population is nearly one hundred thousand. I don’t know if a full quarter of our city needs to live in fear of a loose cannon like Marc Baldwin.”

      “To recap, Channel Five has learned that Troy Duncan is the second man Baldwin has killed in the line of duty. The earlier killing of Marcellus Blount was attributed to his then partner. But new information has come forward indicating Baldwin was the trigger man.”

      “I was fucking cleared of that,” I said to anyone who would listen.

      No one was looking at me. The face of everyone in the diner was turned to the screen.

      The long and sordid history of the Blount killing was rolled out on screen. Only this time, I was the focus.

      Giving up on the television, I went back to the booth.

      Ford stood, threw a couple of dollars on the table.

      “I’ve gotta be going.”

      “You’re usually the last to leave,” I said to the one black cop who’d sat at our table for the last decade or more.

      “I gotta be the first today.”

      “You know I’m not racist, right? We’ve been buddies for half the time I’ve been a cop,” I said, stuttering over the words.

      “I’d just hate to meet you in an alley is all.” Ford stood, grabbed his coat, and strode out of the diner toward his car.

      “I would never shoot Ford. You guys know that right? He’s one of us.”

      The guys started shuffling their feet. In seconds, I was at the table alone.

      Breakfast ruined, I threw down enough to cover a tip and went the hell home.

      “Where were you?” Jan practically screamed the question. The kids were huddled together on the couch. There were no lights on in the house.

      “At the diner. I go there most mornings before work. You know that. I’ve done the same thing for twenty years. Why do you have your panties in a bunch?”

      “The children and I have been sitting here scared out of our wits. It’s been hours, Marc. Five good hours since you walked out the door without a word. The word riot is on every news anchor’s lips. For sure, I thought you’d been picked up tarred and feathered.”

      “It’s not the seventeen hundreds, Jan. I’m here now.” I turned to the kids, trying to think what could help them snap out of the funk Jan probably put them in with all the worrying and lights out business. “What do you guys want to do this afternoon? Skating maybe?”

      “Really, Dad?” they asked in near unison.

      “Sure. Go poke around the garage for your skates. Then get suited up in your warmest gear. It’ll be fun.”

      The kids ran in two different directions. I was feeling pretty good as a father.

      “I thought you were hurt or worse,” Jan whispered her arms wrapped tightly around her body.

      “Why, baby? What would happen to me?”

      “Did you watch the press conference? See that special report. There were hundreds of people at the justice center. Hundreds more outside that lawyer’s office. That’s probably thousands of people who wouldn’t mind seeing you dead.”

      “Jan, there’s good news. I was cleared of criminal charges. There’s no jail coming down the pike. I’ll call Captain Todd on Monday. I should be back to work this week.”

      “There’s going to be a riot, Marc. Those people on TV looked really angry. You not being indicted is like throwing a match on an oil slick.”

      “Calm down. First, I’ve never heard of a riot in winter. Even if it’s a little warm, it’s too damned cold. Second, those people always riot in their own neighborhood. Can you remember any riot ever spilling over into Westlake? Third, we’re safe. No one knows we live here.”

      “Captain Todd managed to find us.”

      “If some reporter manages to do the unethical thing and worm my personal information out of some system, then all they’re going to get is that Edgewater address. We all pay that kid to keep his trap shut. I’m safe. You’re safe. The kids are safe.”

      “We’re not going to have to move to Cleveland?” Jan said exposing her true worry. It had been her idea to buy a place out here near where she grew up. She’d probably been to the city maybe a few dozen times in her life to see the Browns or the Indians. For her Cleveland might as well not exist.

      “Not a chance, Jan. Hey, why don’t you come with us? You were one hell of a skater when I met you. I always said you could have gone to the Olympics.”

      “I was good.” A small smile played around her lips. For a long moment, I regretted promising to take the kids out. We could have celebrated in our room, leaving the kids to the Xbox. I shook my head. Later. I still had a few free days coming to me.

      “You skate with Donna. She takes after you. I’m gonna work with Mike. I think he wants to try out for hockey next year. But his footing could really use some work. I’d promised him I’d help during winter break. I’m really going to make up for it now.” I stepped close tucking my hand under Jan’s chin. Her eyes met mine. I could see they were brimming with tears, but not a single one spilled over. She was the rock of our family.

      “Promise me you’ll stop all this worrying. Everything will be just fine.”

      “Okay. I promise.”
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      “What are they going to ask me that they don’t already know?” Baldwin asked.

      “Fair question.”

      Between the department investigation, the grand jury, the department of justice, and every media outlet in Northeast Ohio, everybody and their brother knew what had happened the night of December twenty-eighth. It was like an entire city had a ringside view to the events of that night. And every single one had made their own judgment.

      Before I could give Baldwin an honest answer, the intercom buzzed. I left the cop to sit and ponder the mysteries of the Ohio Revised Code books that lined three walls of my shared conference room, while I went outside to greet Dinwiddie.

      The small lobby I shared was chock full when I opened the conference room door. Letty gave me the side eye, and I nodded in general greeting while dragging her out into the hall.

      “What’s going on? Did Dinwiddie suddenly get a merry band of middle age white associates?” I asked as I tried to make sense of the lobby I’d just woven through.

      Letty was barely able to cover her laugh. Efficient as always, though, she pulled out a small sticky note.

      “It’s the assistant city law director, someone from the CPPA, someone from the county prosecutor’s office, and a lawyer from the hospital. Also Spencer Milburn’s landlord has his own lawyer. Dinwiddie is late.”

      “I’m being ambushed,” I said as it dawned on me that no way in hell was there going to be a deposition today. “Dinwiddie didn’t want—”

      My comments were cut off by none other than the lawyer-sprite himself coming from around the corner of the elevator bay. His trademark cowboy boots announced his arrival.

      “Miss Cort? I believe we met a few years ago. The Grant case?” He extended his hand. Politely, I grasped it and shook. “Met” wouldn’t be how I’d have put it. He showed up. The county had destroyed his client’s case with a single witness and a DNA test. He’d walked out. I’d be hard pressed to say we’d ever shared a single word.

      “I remember,” I said. I thumbed toward the plain wood door that held nothing more than a tiny metal plaque with our suite number. “What in the hell is going on in there?”

      “Judge Hagemann likes early settlement talks. I figured we could maybe see what we had in common before we put your client through the wringer,” he said, like I should thank him.

      “We haven’t been before the judge yet,” I said. We’d had one lightening quick phone conference to postpone this deposition when the grand jury had summoned. Any other communication by one party about a case was ex-parte and prohibited by every state and federal rule I knew.

      “Saw him at Big Al’s on Sunday. I’d had to tell him that we hadn’t done any settlement discussions.”

      Big Al’s. I could have been there. The diner on Larchmere, less than a mile from my apartment was a big leap from the country club, starched linen meal I’d imagined in my head. Of course, if I’d been there, I wouldn’t have been able to pick Judge Ralph Hagemann out of a lineup. I wondered if I would always feel like I was barely treading water in the Cleveland legal world.

      “Where are your clients?” I asked. They had the right to be here. The right to face down Baldwin. Look him in the eye. Ask him to answer for his actions. It was the part of the day I’d been dreading the most. My own run in with Duncan’s wife and son had been difficult enough. But I’d prepped Baldwin anyway. With his steely demeanor, he’d do a fine job of facing them. Honestly, I was more worried about me.

      “They’re not coming,” Dinwiddie answered. Well, then I guess Baldwin wouldn’t have to do the cop glare thing. I was probably more relieved that my client. I didn’t have his fierce belief that he’d done the absolutely right, moral, legal, and ethical thing. I wish I were a true believer in justice, in the law, in something. Much of my job would be a thousand times easier.

      “Okay, then. Let’s get this going,” I said turning on my heel.

      Dinwiddie instructed the court reporter and videographer to cool their collective heels in the closest coffee shop.

      I opened the door to the lobby. I raised my voice above the din of gossiping lawyers. Cleveland attorneys were the worst at looking businesslike. I don’t know how many times I’d had to reassure clients that everyone took their child custody or criminal matter seriously. Gaggles of laughing and backslapping judges, magistrates, and lawyers did not give that impression.

      “Good Morning everyone. I’m Casey Cort. I represent Marc Baldwin. In a moment, we’re all going to assemble in my conference room. There’s no need to continue to disturb the other lawyers in this office. First, I’ll need to consult with my client about the apparent change of plans, then I’ll call you in. Please let Letty or the receptionist know if you need any water or coffee.”

      Proud of my professionalism, I stepped over to the conference room door. The minute I’d opened it, entered, and closed it behind me, Baldwin was out of a chair like a shot.

      “I heard a lot of voices out there. What’s going on?”

      No self-righteous client liked hearing the words settlement or compromise. I took a deep breath and launched into it.

      “Judge Hagemann would like us to start settlement discussions—”

      “Settlement? The law is on my side. If it weren’t, I’d be in jail.”

      “Mr. Baldwin. Sergeant Baldwin. I understand. I really do. I did not call all these folks here today. Dinwiddie did. It’s an intimidation tactic, pure and simple.”

      “So send them home. They can’t make me settle.”

      “Actually, they can.” Baldwin’s blink told me he wasn’t happy with that answer. “Look we’re facing two issues at this exact moment. The first is that the Duncans’ lawyer ran into the judge this weekend.” I used air quotes to emphasize my skepticism of Dinwiddie’s story. “Even if they were only at a diner, the Judge… Hagemann emphasized his, hmmm, feelings about settlement discussions.”

      “What’s the second issue?”

      “Indemnification.”

      “You mean the thing about me not being on the hook financially.”

      “Very much that. If a jury were to find you at fault, and that’s a big if, someone has to pay. Any judgment would bankrupt you. Since you were acting in your official capacity, the city’s on the hook. If they want to settle, it may be in your best interest to do so.”

      “You said you’d fight this. If they pay out money, it’s going to look like I did something wrong.”

      “Settlements always include a denial of wrongdoing.”

      Baldwin looked everywhere but at me.

      “Fine. Let in the vultures.”

      I opened the door and let the predators swoop in. Although everyone appeared to know everyone except me, I insisted on a round of introductions. If I’d known they were coming, I’d have had Letty make place cards. Names weren’t my strong suit.

      The guy from the prosecutor’s office, was chief of the special investigations division. For me Tobias Whelchel was someone in the Brodys’ pocket. He’d killed every investigation there’d ever been of that family. I listened to him list his title and tried to swallow bitterness forming a lump in my throat.

      The assistant city law director, and likely keeper of the purse strings was Taylor Hollandsworth. Francis Parker was there from the policeman’s union. Last but not least, Boyce Scharf was the county attorney representing the hospital. I think Dinwiddie and I were the only people in the room not on a government payroll, even if I was for this case.

      Tobias Whelchel spoke first.

      “Now that we’ve done the introduction dance, I want to get down to business. Sergeant Baldwin, we all met yesterday concerning your case—”

      “Wait!” I shouted stopping Whelchel mid-sentence. His mouth hung open like a dying fish. I stood and pointed to each of the court men seated round the table. “You had a meeting about my case and my client, and you didn’t think to notify either one of us? Did you lose my phone number?”

      I reached for the cardholder I’d put on the table, so that the court reporters could spell my name and law firm info. I took a handful and walked around the table. Each and every card was placed carefully face up in front of its intended recipient.

      “Ms. Cort. Please let me finish,” Whelchel said, his voice full of the condescension I usually only heard from judges.

      “Go on. I wasn’t stopping you.”

      “As I was saying. We had a long discussion yesterday and reached a tentative agreement to resolve the Troy Duncan case.”

      I rested my hands on the back of my chair. I needed to hear this while standing. As the only woman in the room, it was the only advantage I could gain. It was my version of looming over all the self-important men smoothing their ties.

      Whelchel, obviously the designated speaker, turned from me.

      “Mr. Dinwiddie, we’re offering the Duncan family ten million dollars. The payout will be divided equally, half from the county, half from the city. This will settle all claims against the CPD, MetroHealth, Cuyahoga County, and anyone else indemnified by the city and county government.”

      “Do I get any say?” Baldwin asked. His voice was full of surprise and indignation.

      “Mr. Baldwin. I can assure you, there would be no admission of wrongdoing included in any settlement.” Whelchel’s answer was presumptive.

      “But the people out there. The crowd that’s permanently assembled on The Mall. They’re going to crucify me.”

      “They already think you’re guilty,” Hollandsworth interjected. “You’ve been tried and convicted in the court of public opinion. There’s no walking that horse back into the barn.”

      “Let me call my client,” Dinwiddie said and walked from the room.

      He was probably about to pocket 3.3 million dollars. There was no reason for him to stick around watching a bunch of lawyers sell Baldwin on settlement.

      “I want a judge and jury to hear my case. Once regular law abiding civilians hear my side of the story, they won’t find me guilty.”

      Whelchel and the others gave me a look that said I lacked client management skills. They were likely right on that one. I was not the lawyer you saw at the courthouse beating and berating their client to accept a deal. But I knew a good deal when I saw it. This was a good deal. Now I had to think fast on my feet to get my client to do what was in his best interest even if it was a bitter pill to swallow.

      “Marc. Let’s have a talk in my office,” I said. My tone brooked no argument.

      Once we made it across the tiny lobby and were behind closed doors, Baldwin sank deep into one of the chairs his slouch no different from a sulking teen.

      “They’re not even going to fight for me, are they?” He sounded like a defeated princess forever banished to the castle tower as the knight rode away.

      “Give me a minute.” I held up my hand and turned to the computer behind me. Google was turning out to be the best thing going. With the Internet, it was like all the knowledge in the world was at your fingertips. The ‘Net combined with LexisNexis was going to change the landscape of the law in a few years.

      I did two quick searches, one of the Internet in general, and one of the specialized legal database, looking for verdicts. For years, jury verdicts had been cataloged. They were used mostly by plaintiff and defense bar tort lawyers who tried to hedge their bets when picking where to sue.

      If a particular county swayed one way, giving plaintiffs everything they asked for, like some in California, plaintiff’s attorneys ran there. Where there were others giving plaintiffs nothing, like Rockland county, in New York they were often called judicial hellholes and defendants tried like hell to move a case there. Cleveland and Cuyahoga County were fairer than many.

      I took my time clicking and reading.

      “What are you looking for?” Baldwin asked. His head bobbed and weaved as he tried to see over my shoulders. I went back to typing and reading.

      A few minutes later, I looked away from the screen to find that he’d moved from the chair toward the window. He was staring out at Lake Erie as if the huge body of water possessed answers to life’s questions. If he’d asked, I’d have told him that there were no answers to be gleaned from there. I’d tried.

      I turned back to the screen.

      “Here’s what I’m searching for.” I pressed print and what looked like a ream of paper furled from the printer one page at a time. The smell of toner filled the room. I rose and collected the collated sheets from the tray. “This lists verdicts and known settlements in cases like yours. It gives me a sense of the value of your case to the plaintiffs and what kinds of dispositions there’ve been.”

      “Dispositions?”

      “How the case ended. How much was paid out. Whether a jury decided for the plaintiff or defendant. If the case was settled, and if the settlement is public, then for how much.”

      “Why didn’t you look this up before?”

      “In most cases the lawyers don’t even really start settlement discussions until the discovery, depositions and stuff, are done. Until then no one really knows what they’ve got. Half the time a plaintiff is full of shit. Sometimes they have the defendant dead to rights.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “I was prepared to defend you against Dinwiddie today, not all of the city and county in a room.”

      “It’s a show of force.” Baldwin shook his head. “It’s a fucking show of force.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This. What they’re doing. We do it all the time. Ten years ago, there were protests for some kind of world trade summit or something. Nearly every officer was called in to suit up in riot gear with tear gas and Tasers on our belts.”

      “Then what?”

      “There were riots in Portland and none here. We held the protestors back. Kept things quiet. Fucking A. I can’t believe they’re doing this to me. Some kind of fucked up reverse psychology.” Baldwin petered off. Stared at the lake some more.

      “You know what I’m going to say, right?”

      “That I should take the deal.”

      “Look. If you go to trial, I will make a lot more money. It isn’t in my interest to settle your case. But you have a lot moving against you right now. Marcellus Blount, for one.”

      “Sorry I didn’t tell you that. Honestly, I didn’t even think about it until that woman in the grand jury asked. It was twenty years ago. My partner and I were cleared in half a minute.”

      “Which was why you thought this case would go away?” I tapped the radiator cover in emphasis.

      “City’s changed.”

      I went over to the window and leaned across the radiator. “Look over there, to the right. What do you see?”

      “Nice view. The courthouses, the stadium, the water.”

      “Look way to the right. Look on the mall.” I pointed to a tiny patch of nearly dead grass east of the convention center.

      “It’s filled with people.”

      “Those are people who’ve been camped out nearly every day. Those are people who are as pissed as hell about Troy Duncan. Sometimes a city hits a boiling point, Marc. Troy Duncan is Cleveland’s. The city and county aren’t really worried about protecting you, so much as protecting themselves.”

      “Okay.”

      “My parents emigrated from Europe. My dad and mom lived through the war. You know what they always said to me? He who has the gold, rules. Those men in there. They have the purse strings. It was never going to be your decision to make despite whatever they said or whatever promises they made.”

      Baldwin turned away from the lake and the courthouses and the protestors. His eyes scanned the framed diplomas hung over the credenza. Finally, his blue eyes came back down and met mine.

      “I’ll take it under one condition,” he said.

      “What’s that?”

      “They speed up the internal hearing. I’m not going to cool my heels a minute longer. I have a family to support. If they’re going to let me go over this, so be it. I can get a job in any of the surrounding towns, but I’m done sitting at home. I have one thing that I do well. One thing. I wasn’t the kid who was the hockey star or the football star. I wasn’t the kid at the top of his class. But I was the one kid who followed the rules and enlisted in the army, then the police academy and did the right thing. I know how to walk a beat and keep a city safe. It’s all I want to do. It’s all I ever wanted to do, and now they’re keeping me from that one thing. The right to get in there, earn a living for me and my family. I want that hearing. I deserve that hearing. Because if they think that I’m a killer, than they need to tell me that to my face.”

      “Let’s talk to them.”

      We rose and went back to the conference room. The jovial chatter stopped the minute we stepped through the door. I closed it behind us, relieved Dinwiddie wasn’t here.

      “Here’s the deal folks,” I started. “Marc’s fine with the settlement. He has a single stipulation.”

      “We’re listening,” Whelchel said.

      “We get a department decision by this Friday, the seventeenth.”

      “That’s a deal,” Whelchel said emphatically and scarily fast. I was grateful no one sat there and pretended they didn’t have the power to spur the police process along. I stole a glance around the room. Something told me they’d already made a decision. I was about to ask what exactly it was that they’d decided when Dinwiddie opened the door and stepped in. He tucked his cell phone into his pocket.

      “I talked to my clients. I’m going to meet them tonight. I’ll have an answer for you in the morning.”

      “Then I think we’re all done here for now.” Hollandsworth stood and the rest parroted. They shoved phones and papers into their bags, slipped on their coats and were out the door before I could so much as blink.

      Marc Baldwin glanced at me across the empty table.

      “What in the hell just happened?”

      I didn’t have a clue. Instead, I said, “I have a feeling everything will be wrapped all tightly in a bow by Friday. Sit tight. I’ll call you.”

      “There’s not going to be a deposition?”

      I’d completely forgotten the prep, my morning nerves, and the reason we were here. I hoped that Dinwiddie had remembered to send the court reporters home.

      “There will probably never be a deposition. I think your best bet would be to get on over to the CPPA and talk to Francis Parker. The lawyers over there will handle the police hearing. I suggest you meet with him to prep for whatever they’re going to throw at you.”

      “Is there any way you could come with me? You know the case better than Parker or any of the guys over there.”

      I shook my head.

      “The agreement was that I would handle this part. I’m not going to pretend to have any kind of expertise in those kinds of administrative hearings. That’s way outside of my wheelhouse. From what you’re saying about Blount, though. You’ve done this dance before. You should be fine.”
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      Myrtle had put the extra leaf into the dining room table. It extended beyond the piano bench. But I didn’t think anyone would be up for a rousing rendition of “Build Me Up, Buttercup.” My wife had been great at getting a party started back in the old days when the house was full of parents and kids all times of day and night. We’d watched Campbell and Troy circle around each other for years before they got together. I pulled closed a mental shutter on a trip down memory lane. The present needed far too much attention.

      I cleared my throat then drank the glass of water in front of me. Myrtle had produced a pitcher and five tall glasses, each on its own coaster. Reminded me of that horrible press conference. Was our life going to be all cold tables and colder water now? I could easily see it. Meetings here, depositions in Dinwiddie’s office, courtroom conferences. Water and wood was what happened when you died.

      When Dinwiddie knocked, Campbell let him in. I vacated my usual spot at the foot of the table and joined my wife by her side. Campbell sat across from me. Lynell was to her right. The lawyer settled himself in my old chair and snapped open his briefcase. He removed a single pad of paper and pen before clicking it shut and placing it on the floor. Water and wood and leather. I’d forgotten to add leather.

      “Gus said they’d already offered a settlement. Is that right? That feels kind of quick.” Myrtle and I had spent some sleepless nights over the past weeks preparing ourselves for a months or years long ordeal.

      “Have you seen the news today?” Dinwiddie twisted around toward our lone television. It sat silent and blank.

      I shook my head. “Not today or any day for the last couple of weeks.” Watching had gotten too hard. Troy’s picture was flashed across the screen hundreds of times a day. That was followed by howling protests from people who didn’t know my son or care about him. People like Reverend Wilkinson who had their own agendas.

      “We want to mourn in peace,” Myrtle said. She clutched a handkerchief in her hand. She’d unearthed the daintily embroidered clothes from a drawer when we’d run clear out of tissues.

      “I understand,” Dinwiddie said nodding his head.

      I wasn’t sure he understood. Lynell, Campbell, and even Myrtle and I had unplugged our phones, stopped answering our doors. What was there to say to ABC, CBS, or CNN? Vulture voyeurs they all were.

      “What’s the deal?” I asked willing all the other noise from my mind. “You said they’d offered to pay the full ten million dollars we’d asked for.”

      I watched as Lynell’s eyes went wide. I hadn’t told her the amount when I’d sent her a text on her cell phone. I didn’t want the Powerses running around spending money that wasn’t rightfully theirs.

      Dinwiddie nodded. “They did. As I’ve told you before, I’m required by law to discuss all settlement offers with you. Discuss the pros and cons, and help you come to a decision.”

      “I’m not sure we should take it,” I said. Lynell gasped. Poor thing probably couldn’t help herself. Even Dinwiddie looked surprised. He had probably already been eyeing more commercial real estate to add to his holdings. Three point five million would be a great payday for the guy.

      “Why not? The kids could have everything they’ve ever dreamed,” Lynell said. Or everything she’d ever wanted.

      “What have the Cleveland Police learned? I want to teach them a lesson. I want Marc Baldwin to lose his job. I want…” I turned away in disgust at my own emotions. Emotions I’d promised myself to tamp down or I’d kill myself before this was all over.

      “What will keep the Marc Baldwins of the world from shooting the next black man he feels threatened by?” Campbell finished asking what I couldn’t.

      Dinwiddie shook his head.

      “Honestly? Nothing. This ten million dollars won’t change a thing. This could happen tomorrow or next week or next year. It probably will. This money will not fix the ills of the world. But neither will a trial. At the end of the day, you may feel vindicated. But my experience has been that trials make no one feel better. Trials make no one whole.”

      “You think we should take it,” Myrtle said. “What happens to the cop?”

      “Marc Baldwin has been and always will be protected by the police union. Firing cops is almost as hard as firing teachers. That’s the system we have. All I can say is that if you take this settlement, the police will probably speed up any disciplinary hearing. There will be no waiting for the outcome of a criminal or civil trial.”

      “What about the department of Justice?” Campbell asked. “The Plain Dealer said they’d put together a joint task force to look into this kind of thing.”

      “Those take years. The DOJ pushes one way. A city pushes back. Two or three years from now, they’ll all sign a consent decree. The police department will promise reform. Whether that changes anything, who knows?”

      “What do you recommend?” I asked. I knew the cold, hard truth of what the lawyer was saying. How many years had I read the papers, watched the news, and seen what he said happen time and again in one city or another. This time it was our son, our city.

      “I recommend you take the settlement. More importantly, before I go back to the city and county, you’d need to decide among yourselves how you’d split the money.”

      “What do you mean? Don’t his kids get it all? They need food, clothes, maybe even college,” Lynell said.

      Dinwiddie shifted in his chair, clearly uncomfortable.

      “Campbell is Troy’s legal wife,” he said scribbling on his pad.

      “Troy and I were engaged!” Lynell brandished the small diamond on her left hand. Her thumb spun the small gold hoop around as she waived her hand in the air.

      The outburst didn’t ruffle a single one of the lawyer’s feathers. I imagined he’d see it all before. Kissing cousins, fake aunties, common-law marriages. None of them meant anything in the court of law.

      “Fiancé’s have little legal standing under the law.”

      “Why can’t we let the court decide who was closest to Troy? Huh? Let some judge tell me to my face that money for my kids should be paid to someone else.” Campbell laid a hand on Lynell’s arm.

      “You must have seen the coverage of the Anna Nicole Smith case,” Campbell insisted. “The lawyers end up with all the money if we go that way.”

      “The best course of action, in my opinion, is that you all reach a decision, sign an agreement, and present it to the court. They are much more likely to sign a judgment entry put before them where all the parties agree. Judges don’t like to make decisions.”

      “Fine.” Lynell actually stomped her foot under the table. “How are we going to do this?” She looked like a kid determined to square off for a playground fight. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d snatched her earrings from her lobes.

      I stood, and stepped away from the table. Without saying a word, I walked over to the fireplace. I could still hear them, but couldn’t see them. Carefully, I knelt before the hearth and removed the screen.

      I stood the logs like a teepee, then tossed in a couple of rolls of balled up newspaper. Next, I struck a match and watched. The newspaper literally went up in smoke in about a minute. I poked at the smaller logs as they caught flame. We’d all have a roaring fire in twenty minutes or so. I shoved the black metal back in front of the fire then lowered the thermostat.

      When I turned around, Myrtle was standing by my side. I’d never heard her come.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked in a whisper.

      “Do you want to take this money, Myrtle? Do you think we should continue the fight? Hundreds or thousands of people are standing at that mall downtown. People who’ve stood up for what’s right and just. What kind of coward would I be if I backed down?”

      “Oh, Gus.”

      “What? I raised my boys to be strong. To know the difference between right and wrong. To stand up for what they believe in. To stand up for what they know is right. Ten million dollars is nothing to a city like Cleveland. More than that goes out the door in corruption on a monthly basis. It’s probably paid by an insurance company which means the city isn’t out a penny.”

      My wife laid a firm hand on my arm.

      “Standing up for what’s right is one thing. Reverend Wilkinson has made it his life’s mission to do that. Maybe even Dinwiddie too. We did not seek out this mission. I’m not even sure it’s ours to take on.”

      “You don’t think?” I asked. Relief washed over me. Maybe we didn’t have to be the Martin Luther King, Juniors or Malcolm X’s of our day.

      “No one would think badly of us if we ended the case right now. I’ve been thinking that we should maybe sell the house. Move to Pittsburgh closer to Malik or even, I don’t know, somewhere like New York. I don’t want to spend the last chapter of our lives in mourning.”

      “You sure? You won’t be disappointed in me for not doing more to fight for our family, our baby?”

      “Never. Gus. Never. Let’s go get this over with. Maybe our last act should be to help these girls navigate his money.”

      We walked around the corner. I sat down to help Dinwiddie walk the minefield between the two women Troy had loved before my dining room turned into the ring for a cat fight.
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      “You didn’t go to work today.”

      That was Miles. Somehow, he’d defeated the boffo security downstairs and was knocking at my door again. Secure building didn’t quite mean what I thought anymore. Once my neighbors recognized the polite guy visiting me, they let him in without a thought. I swear if I had a stalker, I’d have to move.

      “I’m avoiding downtown for a few days. Crowds of angry protestors are not my friends.” I wasn’t that worried that anyone would take their anger at Marc Baldwin out on me, but there was no reason to put myself in harm’s way. “I’m going to work from home for the rest of the week.” Miles nodded, looking thoughtful. “Why don’t you come in? It’s practically a party in here.”

      I opened wide to let him step across the threshold.

      “Lulu, Jason, Greg. You all remember Miles.”

      My best friend and my next-door neighbors nodded in greeting, then drank a little more wine. The conversation that had filled my living room a moment ago had come to a grinding halt.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “His name isn’t really Miles. It’s Elephant In The Room. Big gray elephant, meet my friends. Lulu here has known me since law school. Jason and Greg have lived next door since I moved in. And the cat. Simba here isn’t afraid of a little elephant, are you?” I said bending down to scratch the cat under the chin.

      My lame attempt at humor did nothing to get back the good feeling I’d had moments ago from just shooting the shit with my friends.

      “So…well. Happy Valentine’s Day?” Miles whipped a huge bunch of red roses from behind his back.

      “Is that how the straights do it?” Greg stage whispered.

      “I think we should go before we miss our dinner reservations,” Jason said. He pulled the glass of wine from Greg’s hand and sat both down on my trunk. In a moment, they’d let themselves out.

      “Thanks,” I said accepting the flowers. I took them to the kitchen so I didn’t have to look Miles in the eye. I was embarrassed because he still made me nervous. My heart, breath, and feet were all unsteady when he was around. In the kitchen, I opened and closed all four of my upper cabinets as if a vase would appear by magic on one of the white melamine shelves.

      “Can’t find a vase?” Lulu said coming up beside me.

      “I’ve never ever gotten flowers before. I don’t even know if I like flowers. How am I over thirty and no guy has ever even tried to woo me?”

      “Woo? Pitch woo? Is it nineteen fifty up in here?” Lulu looked around like we’d all fallen through a time machine. Except for our clothes it could have been fifty years earlier. Nothing in my apartment had been updated since then.

      “Where’s Miles?” I whispered.

      “He’s in your living room. Looks like he’s settled in for the night.”

      “What should I do?”

      Lulu mimicked my cabinet search, but came up with a large mason jar where I’d come up empty handed. She took the knife from my hands.

      “You’re going to massacre these damned flowers. Let me.” She pulled the thornless stems from my hands and carefully cut through each one before placing a few in the jar. Sometimes I liked to pretend we were the same, Lulu and I. But the differences showed through. She had that gloss of knowledge and sophistication that I’d never get. I half thought of suggesting she and Miles should give it a go. They had more in common, Jewish parents, money, and class.

      “Get me some sugar,” she said interrupting my thoughts.

      “Sugar?”

      “God, you really haven’t gotten flowers before. You’re serious aren't you?”

      “No I take it back. Adrian Kowalczyk brought me a tulip corsage for junior prom.”

      “Tom never—?”

      I shook my head. Sentences starting with “Tom Brody never” could fill a small notebook.

      “Why do you need sugar?” I asked looking for the tall glass sugar jar I’d picked up at a second-hand store around the corner.

      “Helps keep them alive longer?”

      “I may not have gotten flowers before. But I didn’t fail high school biology either. They’re dead. How can you keep something alive that’s already dead?”

      “Wow. That’s some profound Freudian shit you’ve got going on there.”

      I handed her the sugar from the counter. She tipped the glass and white crystals flowed through the hole in the top. She tipped it back up and the tiny metal flap closed back into place saving the rest of the sugar for another day.

      “Freudian? You haven’t used that psychology major stuff in years.”

      “I use it every day on clients. It’s like a fucking super power.”

      “That’s pretty cool. Like what kind of clients?”

      “Oh, snap! You’re totally avoiding the living room.”

      I was so busted.

      “There’s an elephant in there, remember? Tell me about Freud,” I prompted.

      “Here’s the ten-second analysis. You were comparing these flowers to your relationship. You think it’s dead and Miles is trying to bring it back to life.”

      “Didn’t take a degree in psychology to figure that out. Should I add sugar?”

      “Don’t diss Beloit.”

      “Go Buccaneers.” I raised my fist and arm in mock salute.

      “That shit is not funny.” Lulu was surprising protective of her small undergraduate college.

      “Buccaneers in Wisconsin? That doesn’t even make any sense. Worried about pirate attacks from the Great Lakes?” I asked. I was trying to goad her into a fight rather than deal with the man on my futon.

      “Miles is still here.”

      “Fine,” I snapped knowing I couldn’t avoid him much longer. “Tell me what to do.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to say yes. I want to give this whole stupid thing another try. Tell me that I’m being stupid. That he’s a judgmental ass and this can’t work.”

      “How’s the online dating going?”

      I rolled my head around my neck. I don’t know if the tension was from weeks of Marc Baldwin’s case hanging over my head or the fact that I couldn’t come to any kind of decision in my personal life.

      “That damned eHarmony thing takes forever. Between Miles and Troy Duncan’s case I haven’t had the time to dedicate to all those questions. Is it that hard to find someone compatible?”

      “Go on out there. Talk to that man. He won’t wait forever.”

      “We were supposed to go to dinner together.” Lulu gave me a funny look. Fluorescent kitchen light glinted off her rhinestone glasses. Something niggled at the back of my brain. “Wait! Where’s the guy you're kind of seeing? How in the hell did I forget about him? Damned Baldwin case. Where is he tonight? Is he with his wife?”

      “I told you he’s not married.”

      “Then where is he on Valentine’s Day?”

      Lulu stuck the final rose in the jar and fluffed them out. They did look really pretty. When in life did people learn things like flower arranging? I was about to ask her when she nearly tripped over herself running out of the kitchen.

      “That’s my cue. You and Miles can use the reservations.”

      “You’re not answering my questions,” I said practically chasing Lulu through my apartment.

      “Good bye, love birds,” she cooed, then slammed the door behind her.

      “What in the hell was all that about?” Miles asked. Carefully, he put down the mint green Ohio Reporter.

      “Any good appeals court decisions?”

      “I was waiting for you to get up the courage to come out of the kitchen.”

      Busted, again. This was going to be the day everyone called me on my bullshit. I was thankful my neighbors had left. They were merciless when it came to me facing the music.

      “Thanks for the flowers.”

      “I didn’t know if you liked roses.”

      “They’re…nice.”

      “You don’t like roses.”

      “Miles I don’t know what I like. Flowers aren’t… They’re nice. Thank you.”

      “Have you thought about what we talked about?”

      “I’ve been up to my ears in Marc Baldwin. I haven’t had more than a minute to think about this…us.”

      “The case can last at least a couple of years, if not more, Casey. If not now, when?”

      “The case won’t last more than a week, Miles. I’m telling you that as a friend, not in your capacity as an assistant U.S. Attorney.”

      “Settlement?” He zeroed straight in on the reason for the case coming to an end.

      “Looks like. Lots of city and county officials aren’t thrilled with the idea of this dragging out. They’re worried the downtown protests will turn into a riot. Warmer than usual February and all that anger.”

      I shifted from foot to foot unsure of my next move.

      “Do you want to go out to dinner?”

      “Lulu and I had reservations,” I said trying not to cringe at the last minute invitation.

      “Shit. I didn’t want her to leave on my account.”

      “She probably thinks she dodged a bullet. She has a highly unsuitable man that couldn’t take her out tonight.”

      “I’m a highly suitable man who can take you out tonight.”

      “Suitable is really the question, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve grown up a lot in the last year, Casey. A lot. Enough to know that I shouldn’t have taken what we had for granted.”

      “We only had reservations at Balaton. If you’re up for a lot of Hungarian.”

      “I’m up for anything.” He rose to get his coat. I took the wine and glasses from the living room. Never knew when the cat would have one of its crazy moments and turn the place upside down.

      Murmurs came from my bedroom. Damn. The TV. I’d been watching a little Judge Judy. A fake court with low consequences was surprisingly soothing in the afternoon. Judy may have been brash, but she was mostly fair and made swift decisions. Too bad court didn’t really work that way.

      I slipped on tall leather boots then sat on the edge of my four poster bed to zip them. I glanced at the TV. Looked like another crime show. Maybe it was a rerun of Law & Order. I zipped both boots, marveling at how losing a bit of weight made everything easier. No longer did I have to struggle to get the zipper to stay at the top of my eastern European calf.

      I stood and looked for the remote for the small TV. The clock radio pulsed as it moved from 7:44 to 7:45. Forget it. The remote was probably long lost under the pile of duvet and blanket bunched up on the bed.

      Rising, I moved to press my finger against the on/off button on the lower right hand corner.

      Oh, my God!

      It was the scene from the Troy Duncan shooting. It was on TV. Someone else had found Keith Grant and unearthed the video tape. Something scrolled across the bottom of Channel Five’s screen. Something about parental discretion. The man who I knew to be Baldwin raised his hand. The flash that was the bullet. Troy Duncan hit the ground. The desk anchors rolled the tape without speaking, without commentary. They let it play out as it happened.

      I sat heavily on the trunk at the end of my bed. The law and the police and the prosecutor’s office might all have been on Marc Baldwin’s side. I didn’t think it was going to be enough. He’d been strung up and crucified in the court of public opinion.

      I looked up when Miles wandered in. “What?”

      “I’m going to have to call and cancel the reservation.”

      “You changed your mind about us that quickly?”

      I shook my head and pointed to the TV screen.

      “What? Oh.”

      “The videotape is out there. I need to do damage control.”

      I rose and walked to the tiny second bedroom I used as an office as I decided whom I should call first.
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            Marc

          

          February 16, 2006

        

      

    

    
      My first impression of Casey Cort had been less than favorable. Small woman, small office. Nothing impressive or flashy about the lawyer. She hadn’t yelled, or jumped up and down, or dismissed me with a flick of her wrist.

      Instead, she’d pierced me with her hazel eyes, and had asked hard questions. She’d been a straight shooter all these weeks. No blowing smoke up my ass, no coddling.

      Now, Francis Parker, this man was an ass smoke blower if I ever saw one. I didn’t think I’d miss the lawyer with her colorless hair and quiet demeanor, but I did. Frank might have been with the police union for years and done dozens of disciplinary hearings. But I didn’t get the feeling he gave two shits about me or my case.

      “Mr. Baldwin, you understand why you’re here today?”

      I looked around the hearing room that looked like every other room I’d ever seen in City Hall, all wood paneling, stone floors, and black chairs.

      “Yes.”

      The Deputy Director of Public Safety, Sharda Toby, leaned down and read from one of a stack of papers in front of her.

      “We are here to determine whether you violated the following rules of the Manual of Rules for the Department of Public Safety and the rules of the Civil Service Commission of the City of Cleveland.

      “Disciplinary action includes, but is not limited to, verbal and written reprimands, and the pressing of divisional charges which can result in suspension, loss of pay, demotion, or termination. I see that you’re represented by the experienced and capable police union representative Francis Parker. Has he explained this to you? Do you have any questions?”

      “None, Ma’am.”

      “You’ve been charged with violating the following rules,” she started. I tuned out the ten-page list of things I’d supposedly done wrong, starting with not keeping in contact with dispatch, and ending with the use of deadly force.

      “Do you understand the list of possible violations?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Sergeant Baldwin, this office is in possession of a videotape that details the actions in question from the night of December 28, 2005. Have you seen this tape?”

      I’d never told anyone that Casey had gotten her hands on the tape weeks ago. It was everywhere now, so I said yes without guilt.

      “We’re going to watch it while I ask you specific questions.”

      Another city employee moved a television into the area between Toby and Parker and me. We all had to turn in our seat to see the screen.

      “Pause here,” Toby said to the clerk. We were looking at me frozen in the mouth of the alley. “Where is your partner, Darlene Webb?”

      “She was in the car on the corner of Tenth and Front Avenue.”

      “Did you notify dispatch that you’d split from your partner, give them a description of the suspects, or where your zone car was located?”

      “No. There wasn’t time to radio in this situation. A silent approach was necessary because we were casing out drug dealers who will run at the least provocation.”

      Toby had the tape run again. She paused it as Duncan and I approached each other.

      “Did you identify yourself?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      “Did you tell the suspect to stop?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.”

      Nineteen seconds elapsed from my approach to the weapons discharge. I watched as Duncan fell to the ground.

      “Did you call dispatch after the discharge of your weapon?”

      “No, ma’am. I called Webb. I needed to make sure my partner was safe.”

      “Once you established she was safe, what next?”

      “I called dispatch and informed them there’d been a shooting, that a man was down, and that Webb and I were safe.”

      “Take me through what happened after that.”

      I led her through the other zone cars and brass showing up, the quick on scene investigation of Duncan’s weapon, and the ambulance taking him away.

      “You’ve maintained in your statement and later that you believed Duncan to have a weapon. Can you elaborate?”

      “The way his leather pouch was positioned on his body, it looked similar to a short barreled rifle. Additionally, after I told him to stop, after I’d identified myself as a sworn officer, he reached his right hand into his jacket pocket. I thought it was highly probable, after coming upon a drug deal in progress, that he’d have a weapon. Fearing for my life, that of my partner, and the safety of civilians, I fired.”

      “Thank you.”

      We spent the next hour and a half detailing my last decade with the department. Parker stood as the hour got close to twelve hundred.

      “Deputy Toby. My client and I would like to take a lunch break. We’d be happy to resume this hearing at one or one-thirty.”

      “Sit down, Mr. Parker. There’s no need. I only have a couple more questions of Sergeant Baldwin. Then the two of you are free to enjoy lunch.”

      “Thanks, Deputy Toby.”

      “Sergeant Baldwin, please provide your home address.”

      “Um-“

      “I see here in the file, you’ve listed eleven three oh one Edgewater Drive.”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you live at that address?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “What’s your current address?”

      “Thirty-nine fifty-one Winterberry Lane.”

      “What city is that?”

      “Westlake. Westlake, Ohio.”

      “That’s outside the city of Cleveland?”

      “Yes, ma’am. It is.”

      “Is there anything else you’d like to tell me? Think of this as a moment to clear your conscience of anything else that you might want to share about your time with the department.”

      For a moment, my heart beat super quick. Was she signaling that there was something to confess? My mind shot through the last five, ten, fifteen years with the department. But I couldn’t think of anything else there was to say. I wouldn’t have said my record was spotless, no cop’s was, but it was pretty clean. I glanced at Parker, but his face was blank—hard to read.

      “Deputy Toby, I have nothing more to add,” I finally said.

      “I have no other questions, Sergeant Baldwin. I want to thank you for your candor and professionalism as we’ve gone through this process. We have already held hearings for Patrol Officer Darlene Webb, so there will not be any further delay. We should have a decision before the end of business on Friday.”

      “Thank you,” I said. Parker and I stood once the deputy director shook our hands and left.

      “What does all that mean?”

      “Don’t know. Go have a seat in the hall. I’m going to make a couple of calls.”

      Half an hour later, Parker approached me on a bench outside the office of Public Safety. I’d seen no less than three or four of CPD’s top brass enter and leave. Wonder what business they had down here. Looked like a lot of politics and very little policing to me.

      “What the word?”

      “Good news.” He clapped me on the back like the old buddies we weren’t. “The department’s going to clear you of all charges related to the shooting. They’ve determined it to be justified. You can head on over to your supervisor and get back on the schedule for work starting Monday.”

      I didn’t work Mondays, but I didn’t say a thing.

      Finally.

      Finally, it was behind me. Little Donna had been right all along. I’d told the truth, followed the rules, and now I was going back right where I belonged.
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            Casey

          

          February 17, 2006

        

      

    

    
      I’d been in City Hall maybe once before in my life, though I couldn’t pinpoint a specific memory. My nerves were jangling as much as the bracelet that Lulu had convinced me was a necessary accessory.

      It was one of those chunky statement jewelry pieces that was supposed to bring gravitas to my professional demeanor. I’d put on my best dove gray silk suit and white blouse. Even I had to admit I looked like I could have walked off the set of a network legal drama.

      Too bad I didn’t feel like that on the inside. When Tommie Gordon had called last night, for a long second I’d assumed he had the wrong number. But he hadn’t. He’d expressly asked me to come down to City Hall and bring my client. I had no idea what to expect. That’s exactly what I’d said to Marc Baldwin when I’d pulled him away from dinner with his family.

      We had only spoken hours before when he’d let me know the department had exonerated him. That he wasn’t on the hook for the shooting. I’d mostly talked about putting his case on hold. If something came down the pike from the department of justice, we’d open the file back up. But was mostly me wishing him and his family well, and him probably glad as hell to get back to it.

      Baldwin was in full dress uniform again, his peaked cap under his arm when he approached.

      “Good Morning,” I said. I stood and shook his hand. The weight of the multicolor linked bracelet pressed against my wrist.

      “Have they told you anything?” Baldwin asked. He looked as perplexed as I felt.

      “Not a word. Have a seat. Let me tell them that you’re here,” I said. Lifting my messenger bag by the small handle, I took myself into the door.

      A clerk nodded, told me to go to room 418.

      Baldwin stood again when I exited.

      “Let's go,” I said. “Do you know what’s on the fourth floor?”

      “No idea.”

      We walked the stone stairs to the top floor, while I tried to hold myself steady. Heels were all well and good, but they were like wearing socks on glass when it came to these old buildings. Worn smooth marble and granite was hell on me.

      I turned the knob and let us in to the small conference room.

      “Make yourself at home,” I offered.

      Baldwin chose to stand at the end of the small wood table. I laid my bag down and mimicked his stance at the other end of the overheated room. The city and county buildings had one temperature in the winter: hot. It wasn’t much different from my apartment. But with the unseasonably warm outside temperatures, the rooms were often unbearable. This was no exception.

      The radiator hissed at the same moment the door opened. Tommie Gordon, whom I recognized from some bar luncheon, stepped in first. I extended my hand, ready to introduce myself, but I was quickly cut off when more people filed into the room. I recognized Tobias Whelchel, dear friend of the Brody’s from Prosecutor’s office. He was followed by an older woman and a couple of other people I didn’t know.

      “Please have a seat,” Gordon said.

      I pulled out a chair at the far end of the table and sat. Baldwin and the government suits all did the same.

      “Ms. Cort. Sergeant Baldwin. Thank you for coming on short notice. We’re going to give a press conference at noon, but wanted to speak with you first.”

      There weren’t going to be any introductions, niceties, or offers of water. This was as serious as cancer. I leaned forward then glanced around the table. No one would meet my eye. All the ways I could have possibly fucked this up went through my head. But I couldn’t figure out where I’d put a foot wrong.

      “Thanks for your candor, Mr. Gordon,” I said because I was doing the thing nervous women always did, fill the empty space with conversation.

      “We all met last night regarding issues that have come to our attention in the ranks of the Cleveland Police Department,” Whelchel started. That man loved to run a meeting.

      “During our investigation of the Troy Duncan shooting, we were informed that nearly two dozen officers were in violation of Rule twelve point three, subsection ‘a.’ Twenty of you were using the address that Sergeant Baldwin has admitted to. Four officers were using friends’ and relatives’ homes.”

      “What does this have to do with Sergeant Baldwin?” I asked, although it was starting to dawn on me exactly what it might have to do.

      “As I said. We’re going to have a press conference in ninety minutes. We’re going to announce the termination of Sergeant Baldwin and the twenty-three other officers in violation of the city employee residency requirements.”

      “You’re firing me? For not meeting some stupid residency requirement half the city violates?”

      “Sergeant Baldwin. You were aware of the rule at the time you accepted the job. It’s been in place since nineteen eighty-two.” Whelchel pulled a single piece of paper from a thin folder on the table before him.

      “Here’s the agreement you signed at the time you accepted employment.” He slipped it across the table. Baldwin only glanced down at the sheet, but didn’t touch it.

      “The rank and file can’t afford Old Brooklyn, West Park, or Shaker Square. Everyone knows the Cleveland schools are shit. Who wants to live in a city of thugs and drug dealers? I dare one of you to put your money where your mouth is. To ride on over to the east side at night. You’ll be wishing we were all there to protect you.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant Baldwin. We wish you luck with your future endeavors. Captain Todd will walk you over to the department and help you complete your separation papers.”

      “That’s it? Twenty plus years of service and that’s it. You’re picking the criminals over loyalty.” Noisily, Baldwin shoved his chair across the floor. It landed backside down, with a noisy thud. I stood.

      “Thank you gentlemen and…lady.” I’d hastily added the last as I remembered there was another woman in the room besides myself. “Let’s go, Sergeant Baldwin,” I said and pulled him from the door.

      “Did you have a fucking clue?” He rounded on me, but the anger pulsing from his neck wasn’t aimed at me.

      “Another ambush. I swear no one in Cleveland uses a phone.”

      “I can’t believe this. I can’t believe this. Do you think this was a backdoor way of pushing me out?”

      “I honestly don’t know,” I said. That wasn’t entirely true. I thought there might be some validity to his argument. “Firing twenty-three others to get rid of you seems excessive.”

      “Cover your ass month continues.”

      Captain Todd exited the room, pulling the thick wood door closed behind him. “Sergeant Baldwin. Let’s get this over with.”

      “Thanks for nothing,” he spat at Todd.

      “We went to bat for you over this Troy Duncan. We went to bat for you over Marcellus Blount. How did you repay the department? You defied a rule and tried to get over. There’s no way to walk that horse back into the barn. No way. There are dozens of small city departments. The pay is better. You’ll bounce back fine.”

      “Those cities are a snooze.”

      “Maybe quieter is your speed now.”

      Todd tipped his head toward me and lifted his hand in a half salute. “You did great work for us. The department won't forget your loyalty.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded at the men. Then they turned all their shiny brass and stripes and walked toward the stairs. In a few minutes, I followed the path to the stairs. I had no idea if I’d won or lost.
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            Augustus

          

          February 18, 2006

        

      

    

    
      “Gus! Come down here!”

      I set the picture album aside. There’d been a lot of days lately when I flipped through these old cracked plastic pages.

      “Lunchtime?” I asked as I stepped carefully down the stairs. The hip had been acting up and the fear of falling in my own house had come back full force.

      My wife was standing in the living room, cordless phone in hand.

      “Dinwiddie called.”

      “What now? I thought we were all done with the settlement.” Four million was to go into trust for the kids. Campbell and Myrtle and I had split the rest after fees and costs. Campbell was going to donate hers to some kind of nonprofit that helped free the wrongfully convicted. Myrtle and I were going to buy a house somewhere far from here. That and put aside money for Malik’s kids. We hadn’t told my other son and his wife yet, but it was our plan.

      “There’s another press conference.” Myrtle lifted the remote from the top of the piano.

      “What now? The settlement’s been announced. Baldwin kept his job. He’s not facing criminal charges. Is it the feds? Did they decide to step up?”

      “I don’t know, Gus.” She pressed the button, turning on the TV.

      “Our correspondent Rick McDaniel is inside City Hall. What are we waiting for, Rick?”

      “Thanks. I’m here in the pressroom at City Hall. All that we’ve heard so far is that Mayor Foster Gates, Police Chief Kelley McCormick, and the deputy director of Public Safety, Toby Sharda, are going to come to the podium in a moment. Here they are.” The camera shifted from McDaniel to another block of brown wood, this one inside city hall.

      “Good Morning. I’m Foster Gates, Mayor of the City of Cleveland. In the last few weeks, during the investigation of the Troy Duncan shooting, we've learned that several of our officers have flouted the city’s residency rules. In nineteen eighty-two, we as a city decided that those who work to make it better, should live here as well. Building a strong community requires members of the community have a stake in what happens. Twenty-four officers decided not to invest in our community.”

      He stepped away, his back sweeping against the three large flags.

      “I’m Toby Sharda, Deputy Director for the Cleveland Department of Public Safety. We are serious about our residency requirements, as the mayor touched on. After careful consideration, it’s our decision to terminate those officers who violated the rules. We’re handing out a list of those officers who’ve been terminated effective immediately.”

      Chief McCormick had barely been at the podium a second when the questions started.

      “Chief McCormick, Sergeant Marc Baldwin is at the top of the list of those being terminated. Is this all to cover up your termination of Troy Duncan’s shooter?”

      “No, this isn’t a smoke screen. We have completed our internal investigation of the Duncan shooting. Per our department rules, the shooting was justified. The standard we use is the standard the Supreme Court uses. That is, if an officer reasonably fears for his life, his actions to protect not only his life, but the lives of others around, other officers, and civilian bystanders, then protection of life trumps any one person’s rights. It’s what we have to do to maintain a civilized society, one in which the police aren’t the only ones armed.”

      When the clamor of questions took over, I turned to Myrtle.

      “They fired Baldwin. Dinwiddie didn’t call you because of the address violation. He called you because this is the way they found to get rid of a bad cop.”

      She nodded. Tears streamed down the same face I’d known for more years that I could comfortably count. “Praise God.”

      “They found a way to do what was right,” I whispered. I couldn’t believe it. Nothing would bring back our son, but at least we weren’t going to be the only ones who suffered. Maybe the city would see peace. There had been justice.
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      Thanks for reading Conflict of Interest. Every Casey Cort title is very personal for me. Though based on personal events, all characters are fictional. I usually try to avoid videos of police shootings because I’ve learned that we can’t un-see gruesome images. Unfortunately one of the infamous police shootings of an unarmed black man by a white police officer got through my filter. Knowing that a boy like my own son could be gunned down by mistake is chilling. It’s one of my greatest fears. Incidents like the one in this book have happened in every U.S. city where I’ve lived. My heart goes out to those grieving families of shooting victims where there will never be adequate recompense. 
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        Adoption is, in its perfect form, suppose[d] to be about finding homes for children that need them, not about finding children for parents that want them.

        ― Claudia Corrigan D’Arcy

      

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
        
        Pure and genuine religion in the sight of God the Father means caring for orphans and widows in their distress and refusing to let the world corrupt you.

        ― JAMES 1:27
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            Alile Useni Rubadiri

          

          March 10, 2005

        

      

    

    
      “I am Alile Useni. Born in Buram in Sudan. I am eighteen years old. My parents were killed in a siege on my village,” I repeated aloud for the hundredth if not thousandth time.

      My neighbor’s “Shhhh” was as sharp as a knife. “You’ve been mumbling to yourself for hours.”

      Silenced, I turned my head. The Yoruba woman cramped next to me gave me an evil glare then her heavy lids came down over her large brown eyes. Her scarf, a tower of blue, green, and gold tilted to the side, bumping against my own head. I wanted to shove her and her silk back across the armrest. Doing that would draw the wrong kind of attention, though. I needed to be very careful in the next few hours. I was so close to reaching my first goal, I could taste it.

      Ignoring her invasion of my narrow space, I did what she’d done, closed my eyes. One minute I was staring at the back of my lids. In the next second, I was seeing Kantayeni. Her beautiful chubby baby face floated before my eyes.

      Then the ugly one of my Aunt Umi erased that of my daughter. Umi’s last words to me rang in my head like a perpetual bell. “Get me three hundred thousand kwacha by your next birthday and I won’t turn her over to Robert Chiwasa.”

      Chiwasa ran an orphanage in the next village. The orphanage used to be a place, especially in the beginning of AIDS, where a mother whose husband had died could drop off her child indefinitely while she got a job or got remarried or otherwise figured her life out. But since Chiwasa had gotten a second wife and a big brick house, the babies didn’t stay too long. No one had the guts to ask where they’d gone.

      I had no idea how she expected me to come up with that kind of money. No one I knew had anything like that. Ready to throw myself on my father’s mercy for the final time, I’d left Yeni in Umi’s house and run the thirteen kilometers to my father, asking him for the money or at least for him to do something about my aunt’s threats.

      The face of the man that had held me up to the night sky, and had told me a thousand stories was closed to me. He’d pushed me out telling me it was Umi’s right to ask for that now that I’d made another mouth to feed. I should get the money, he spat, in the same way I’d gotten pregnant.

      I’d told him months ago, when a bump formed in my dress, when he was holding the broomstick over my head, that his brother was the father. He’d called me a liar and beat me with it anyway.

      When Yeni was born looking exactly like uncle Onani, I thought he’d finally believe me. But his face and that of his new wife were closed to me, now and forever it seemed. Now that I was no longer his pure little girl.

      Defeated, my breasts rock hard with milk for Yeni, I dragged myself back to my aunt and uncle’s, ready for a sleepless night caring for Yeni and finishing the housework I hadn’t completed while in the capital. But the door was locked tight. Not a single sound came from inside. The metal bars shut me out of getting in the house. The white stucco I’d painted myself hard as a rock. For hours I stood there, pounding on the door and crying, milk running down the front of my cotton dress, until I lost my voice.

      Despite the darkness, I started the long walk to the orphanage in Chitedze. Maybe Umi had already taken Yeni there. I may have nothing, but I could figure out how to scrape a living from the dirt like so many others. My father had always said the Europeans had come because we had hectares of rich and fertile land. I’m sure I could find a bit to farm. The big companies didn’t watch every hectare. Lots of local people had taken a few rows of corn and peas for themselves.

      Or maybe I could take Yeni to the city. Daddy couldn’t turn me away with a baby in my arms. Or if his lock were as tight as Umi’s, I could stand with some of the other people on the side of the road looking for day work. I could cook. I could clean. I could wash clothes. I’d been doing all that for two and a half years. Yeni was still small enough I could strap her to me with a cloth. I’d make sure she was good and quiet. At least until I collected enough kwacha to figure out my next step.

      Halfway to Chitedze, the pain in my breasts became too much to handle. When I could no longer see anyone in either direction on the road, I huddled under newly planted stalks of maize. I squeezed out as much milk as I could, spilling it into the brown soil. I tried not to imagine the worst about the orphanage. That Umi had taken Yeni there and she was gone already.

      The rumor was that they were sold to the highest bidder. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I believed any of that gossip, but my mama always said there was a bit of truth behind stories like that. Certainly, the last thing I wanted was to lose Yeni to the richest European who wanted to save an African baby.

      I’d never get her back then. In the morning, I took myself to the front door. My milk came again when I heard the babies’ cries through the window. No longer ashamed, I knocked anyway. After five minutes of talking with a matron and walking through, I was convinced that my baby wasn’t there. I sighed with relief. Umi wasn’t so heartless after all. I walked back home weak with hunger and exhaustion. Umi still refused to answer the door, though.

      Completing the triangle one last time, I took the long road to Lilongwe. Instead of my father’s house, I walked into the city. A man approached me. For three dollars, I did for him what I’d done for my uncle. For three more dollars I did it again. By the end of the week, I had enough money for a clean dress and a bus ticket to Nairobi. I didn’t know where I’d go after that, but I dreamt of flying to London, to Paris, to somewhere I could get enough money to get Yeni and save her from a life like mine.

      I opened my eyes, blinking back the tears that came when I thought of my daughter being without me. She’d have formula instead of mother’s milk. Learn to roll over from Umi or worse from someone at the Chitedze orphanage. Maybe even take her first step without me. After that, though, I’d be there for every milestone, I silently promised her.

      We’d be safe and free in this beautiful new place with its running water inside the house, and shops that had all the food you could ever want. Where you could summon the police if anything bad ever happened and not worry that the corrupt ones would blackmail you. I never wanted my baby to live like I had. Never wanted her hiding from men who treated her like she was an adult, even when she was a child.

      “Ma’am, would you like breakfast?” That proper English voice came from a tall pale woman on the other side of me. I’d watched her walk up and down the aisles the whole flight. No matter how many pins she shoved in her nearly colorless flyaway hair, it wouldn’t stay off her face. Right now, before she’d asked me the question about breakfast, she’d blown strands from in front of her eyes. It hadn’t worked.

      I must have been staring at her a long time. I didn’t tell her the only white people I’d ever seen were foreign workers sent to help us find water, or plant their strange seeds. She did a slow blink, her eyelids covering then revealing light nearly colorless eyes.

      “Breakfast? It’s a proper English one today.”

      I nodded. Five seconds later, the woman in the dark blue uniform let down the tiny table built into the seat in front of me and a small gray tray appeared. There was a sausage, bacon, eggs, tomato and mushroom all cramped into the small plastic rectangle.

      “Tea? Milk?” she asked, standing again each of her hands on a different kettle.

      I nodded. Cloudy tea filled a small plastic cup. Juice covered in thick foil stood next to it. Yogurt was another foil-topped container. A small cake wrapped in paper crowded out any remaining space on the tray. With my hands, I picked up the sausage and bit into it. The taste was odd, salty, but I ate it anyway.

      “Roll?”

      The woman in blue was back, this time with a basket of bread.

      “Can I have two?”

      She nodded and put two different kinds of bread in front of me with a pair of tongs.

      I’d seen more food on this flight than I’d ever seen in any one meal. What was worse was the amount of food the other passengers threw away. Earlier in our flight, the attendants had slid entire trays of uneaten remains into thick blue garbage bags.

      I carefully wrapped the bread and cake and juice in a napkin and shoved them into the nylon pack I’d stuffed under the chair. There was enough food in there to feed my old village for a week and me for longer if I planned carefully.

      Everything I didn’t save, I ate. My stomach felt full to bursting, but I couldn’t carelessly tip the food into the blue trash bag like many of the passengers around me. I just couldn’t. I swallowed down bile. Maybe I shouldn’t eat. What if Yeni didn’t recognize me with fat cheeks or a big stomach.

      Minutes later, the plane took a steep dip and the food I’d stuffed down nearly came back up a second time. I swallowed the spit in my mouth again and again.

      The Nigerian woman turned toward me and slowly lifted her eyes.

      “First time on a plane?” she asked in softly accented English.

      I nodded afraid to open my mouth.

      She patted her headscarf back into place then turned to look out of the tiny window. I wished I’d had that seat. If I could press my forehead against the cold glass, it might make me feel better. But after seeing the way people had rushed to their seats hours ago like squatters in a newly empty hut, it didn’t seem like the kind of request that would be honored.

      A screeching noise came over the loudspeaker drowning out whatever the woman next to me was saying.

      “Ladies and gentlemen. We’ll be landing at London Heathrow airport in thirty minutes’ time. We don’t have clearance for landing yet. We’re waiting on air traffic control. We know you have many choices of airline. The folks up here on the flight deck and the One World Alliance thank you for choosing British Airways.”

      Choices.

      I’d had precious few of those in my life. Choosing clothes, food, and airplane companies was so odd to consider. Maybe this is what life had in store for me. Maybe I’d be like these people flying from one continent to another looking like they didn’t have a care in the world. Sure that they could go anywhere anytime they wanted.

      The plane jerked again. It felt like falling. I closed my eyes. Opened them again. No one was screaming or in a panic, so this must be normal. Out of the corner of my eye, blue and green silk shimmered. Then a strong hand covered my own that had been gripping the armrest between us.

      “I remember my first flight out of Africa. You’ll be fine.”

      The warm hand reminded me much of my mother’s. The Yoruba woman didn’t say another word, but she didn’t let go either. Not until the plane stopped moving.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Asylum.

      The words crept diagonally up the airport wall. White letters against blue background. In more languages than I recognized. None of which was my mother tongue. But I knew better than to expect that here of all places. This was England, not Malawi where Yao had been the first words I’d heard spoken.

      I shook my head as the queue of people pushed at me from both directions. Arabic, that was the language I was to declare as my own. If I wanted to stay in this adopted country, I had to repeat the story I’d been supplied in Arabic. And I’d learned it, the Arab’s language with its swooping letters written backward. I wasn’t nearly as stupid as my uncle had always said. In a matter of months, I’d learned enough Arabic to pretend I was from Muslim northern Africa.

      While the group of travelers moved forward, I worried the small blue and white paper in my hands. I’d filled it out like I’d been told with a mix of lies and truth. I’d practiced my new truth for the nine hours it had taken us to fly from Nairobi to London.

      I couldn’t stop my lips from moving as I rehearsed my answers one last time. My name was now Alile Useni. My middle name was a popular Arabic last name that would not arouse suspicion.

      I wrote my date of birth as 24 May 1986. I’d added four years to place myself firmly in adulthood. I didn’t want anyone to herd me like the child I really was. A child in the eyes of the law if not in the eyes of men.

      In my village, men had been the law.

      I skipped the sections about my whereabouts in the UK. That would be anyplace where this government chose to house me. Occupation and passport number I left blank as well. I’d be more than willing to do any work that I could get although I hoped beyond hope that I could go to school first. I’d always wanted to be a girl who finished school.

      There was only a single girls high school in my village. I’d always hoped that I could one day be one of those confident girls in a starched pink and white uniform walking about as if they owned the world.

      My father had said that paying my fees would have been a waste of money. I was luckier than most as my mom taught me from my brothers’ discarded school books when they were away. Even if I never made it to school in the UK, I was here to make sure that my daughter would.

      Yeni.

      A wave of longing so big came over me that it nearly drowned me. My hand shook as the line moved forward. The paper fluttered to the shiny floor. I bent to pick it up. The people behind me bumped and almost knocked me over as I was only two or three people away from the border protection officers. The other passengers were probably eager to get home or start their vacations. No one glanced twice at a girl like me.

      I didn’t see any guns or armed soldiers, but the very pale men and women looked less than friendly. Their whole job was keeping people like me from coming into their country. My whole job today was convincing them to let me stay. Then I could send for Yeni.

      I looked to the paper which revealed my last lie. Place of birth: Buram, Sudan. A city nearly destroyed by war and lacking any kind of formal administration was now my claimed home.

      “Ma’am, please step forward. Number two is free.” A woman in a purple suit and white gloves waved me to the desk. I handed over my wrinkled paper to the official seated behind the desk.

      “Where’s your passport?” The man examined my paper, never once looking in my direction. Instead his pale hand extended beyond the counter…waiting.

      I reached into the pocket of my rucksack, retrieved the booklet with the Sudanese national bird, a secretary bird, on its green cover. I handed him the documents I’d traded my soul for. I took a deep breath and said the words I’d practiced a million times in the last few months.

      “I claim asylum.”
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      “Stand up. They only get you if you’re lying down,” the woman with the emerald green hijab said to me. As quickly as I could, without attracting too much attention, I stashed the picture of Yeni in my shirt pocket. Yearning that had stolen my breath went as swiftly as it had come.

      I turned to the woman who’d spoken. I listened to her further admonitions to shake out my shirt and brush off my skin in a soft-spoken voice and did as I was told. I scratched the bumps that had risen under the red blouse I’d been wearing for two or three days.

      I only had four shirts in my pack. The white one was filthy, as was the yellow. I was saving the last blue one in case I had a meeting with someone who could make a decision about me staying.I didn’t know when I’d be able to wash them or even where.

      “Don’t scratch! That will only make it worse,” another woman whispered fiercely from her cot across the room. This was in heavily accented English. There were thirty-six of us in this big sterile room. I’d counted the bunk beds hundreds of times to help me to sleep, to keep me from losing my mind with worry about my flesh and blood thousands of kilometers from here.

      “There are bugs. I didn’t think there were bugs in England,” I whispered. Though after I said it, I realized it was stupid and juvenile. Of course there were insects. There were more of them than there were of us on earth, one of the village girls who went to school had shared breathlessly after coming home from a science lesson, books weighing her pack down.

      “There are bedbugs everywhere,” the second woman said to me. She was black like me. For the first time in months, my curiosity overcame my self-protective nature.

      I tried not to let the itch bother me as I sat down again on the mattress and leaned my body against the metal pole that held the bed up above.

      “Where are you from?” I asked a skinny black woman in Arabic. It was the first time I’d talked to anyone—voluntarily. The smuggler’s advice had been to keep my mouth shut and only talk to the government people in charge of my asylum claim.

      Women who’d lied to get into the country, women like me, had had their claims denied when their roommates alerted the authorities. There were limits to the number of people the UK would let in. He’d said we were all in a fight to the death competition for the few spots in the quota.

      She shook her head as if I’d spoken a language foreign to her. I asked the question again in English.

      “Somalia,” she answered.

      I nodded. There wasn’t a need to say much of anything after that. Conflicts dotted the African landscape like wildlife.

      “I’m from Iran,” the green-scarved woman said in Arabic. “You?”

      It was the common language here in this place, after English.

      Malawi nearly passed my lips. My spine went rigid. I was horrified by the momentary lapse, even if it had only been mental.

      “Sudan,” I said. “South Sudan,” I corrected. I mentally reviewed the facts in my head. The war had started in 1983. It was calm for now, but tensions could flare up at any time. I’d had to leave because I was displaced. Because I was raped by a gang of men when I’d been trying to find firewood while my family was staying at the camps near Darfur. “There are to be two countries one day soon. That is the hope after the cease fire.”

      They both nodded, the weight of men’s conflicts weighing heavily on all of us. Asylum wouldn’t exist otherwise. The women glanced at each other, something passing between them. I didn’t know what and immediately regretted saying anything.

      Over the last five months it had taken me to travel from my home country to the UK, I’d been told time and again that it was best to say as little as possible about anything. Any kind of disclosure invited questions. Warm brown skin and compassionate eyes, like my mother’s, had made me vulnerable. I’d be careful not to make that mistake again.

      I decided the safest route was to change the subject. “Where can I wash my clothes?”

      “The sink?” The Somali woman shrugged. Her own clothes were dusty and stained.

      “They come by every two weeks. The next pickup will be in the Friday,” the Iranian woman said in halting English.

      I lifted my blouse from my pants and shook it again. Chill air stole up my chest as the huge institutional door swung open.

      “Useni. Ahmadi. Dongxiang,” a sturdy white woman in a tidy uniform bellowed.

      Tentatively, I raised my right hand as did the Persian woman and a Chinese woman who had been next to me on the bus here from the airport.

      “Great. You three. Pack your stuff. You’re going to housing provided by the Home Office.”

      I turned my back to the center of the room and slipped Yeni’s picture into a pocket I’d sewn on the interior of my backpack. My fingers lingered against the slick papers, feeling for the four photographs I’d smuggled this long way. There was little else to pack as I’d not changed my clothes since arriving to this place.

      I hoisted the pack over my shoulders and stood at attention as I’d learned across the days and miles traveling from Malawi. The uniformed people who work for governments and NGOs rewarded obedience.

      It took the Chinese woman a bit longer. She had draped all sorts of silk around her bed. My village could have eaten for a week on what those silks probably cost. I wondered, not for the first time, why she was here. Looked to me as if her life was just fine. She was heavy. A lone fat person in a room of skinny women. I’d only seen fat women in the cities I’d passed through. In the countryside, everyone was coaxing their next meal, their very survival from the land.

      Ten minutes later, the three of us, joined quickly by a few more, walked in queue behind the white woman in uniform. When we stepped outside whipping wind and ice-cold rain greeted us. No one offered an umbrella or plastic coat.

      Following the others’ lead, I ran to a van, its back doors open. Though I’d lifted my pack over my head, I was dripping with water. I squeezed into a seat as new passengers pushed us along the bench. The matron slammed the door once we were all in and banged on the window with her fist.

      On cue, the driver shifted into gear and pressed the gas.

      “Where are we going?” one bold woman asked a different uniformed matron who occupied the passenger seat to the left of the driver. She was kind of smiling, and looked a lot friendlier than the woman who’d led us to the van. Maybe it was that smile that had made one of the women comfortable enough to ask a question.

      “Hounslow,” she said before turning to the driver and speaking rapid-fire English with such a heavy accent I couldn’t catch every word.

      “That’s right next to the airport,” a woman whispered from the last row in the van.

      My heart sped up as fear crawled through my veins. They were moving us because we were going to be shipped out of the UK. I just knew it. All the talk of applications and hearings and required paperwork had been no more than a false promise.

      I’d sold everything that I could to get the smuggler to ferry me here and I was going to be chucked out before I’d even had a chance to tell the story I’d bought and paid for with my body. That woman’s comment had caused frantic chatter to start up and spread through the van like measles through a refugee camp.

      “Ladies. Stop,” the half-smiling officer in the passenger seat started, “no need to panic. We’re moving you to better accommodation. Your applications will continue to be processed by the Home Office. Now please be quiet so the driver can concentrate.”

      Relieved silence quickly spread through the van. Though it took nearly an hour before the vehicle stopped and parked, I don’t think we’d traveled more than a few kilometers. I’d never seen so many cars move so slowly. The official consulted a clipboard she lifted from the dashboard. “Useni.”

      “Yes.” I snapped to attention.

      “You’re here on Saint Paul’s Close. Get your bag.”

      She lifted a large black umbrella and stuck it out the door as she opened it. In a single move, she was out of the vehicle and opening one of the back doors. Four women got out before me so I could slide down the seat and out of the van. I stepped under the umbrella and followed her to the front door.

      I took a quick glance around the neighborhood. Dozens of two-story homes flanked the quiet street. There wasn’t a single person standing outside. It was startling to see no one in a city as big as this. In the last months I’d been through Lilongwe and Nairobi. Even on a bad weather day hundreds of women, men, children, and livestock filled the streets traveling from one place to another or peddling food and sundry goods on the streets.

      “This here is your new home,” the woman said as we walked up the short walkway. Almost all the houses had two or three cars in the drive. There were none here. A dirt path beaten between tall grass that tickled against my ankles led to the front door.

      My eyes must have been wide in my astonishment at how grand the home for refugees was.

      “It’s one of our bigger residences. It’s a semi-detached knocked together. You’ll be sharing the place.”

      “Sharing?” I asked dumbly.

      Her laugh was a hoarse crackle. “The Home Office weren’t going to do up six bedrooms just for you.” She knocked at the door, then pushed it open. I held my tongue about the fact that it wasn’t locked.

      “Who’s here?” she called out.

      A few women were sitting in chairs in the reception room. A small kid, maybe two or so, ran up to the woman, looking up at her with inquisitive brown eyes. He was a little darker than my daughter, his curls tighter, his cheeks more rounded.

      I had no idea you could bring kids to this country. How had I not known that? A terrifying dread paralyzed my limbs. Maybe I didn’t have to leave Yeni with Umi after all. Maybe I could have found a way to break in and steal the daughter they hadn’t really wanted.

      “This a new one?” a woman asked pulling me from my thoughts. She was heavy, wrapped in a paisley dress, her feet in sandals. Everything about her looked tired even though it was still morning.

      “Yes. She’s called Alile Useni. Where’s there a free bed?”

      The tired woman gestured toward carpeted stairs. “Up there, second door on the left. Girl left last week.”

      With a grunt of acknowledgement the officer took off toward the stairs. After a few seconds, I realized, I was to follow. Gripping the shoulder straps of my bag, I ran up the narrow stairs to catch up. She pushed open the door to the bedroom and I stepped in behind her. I wanted to laugh at my naivetéé. Not my own house, nor my own bedroom. There were five beds crammed into the room barely leaving enough floor space to stand.

      She pointed to a mattress stripped of any sheets. “That’ll be yours. Bathroom’s down the hall. Someone will be by to check in on you. I have to go, we have a bunch more stops, and between the rain and the traffic…”

      I think she felt a bit guilty about dropping me here. I think her job probably required she show me around or get me settled, but I could sense her desperation to leave to take the rest of the women in the van to the places they would sleep tonight.

      “It’s okay,” I heard myself say. “I’ll be fine. I’m sure the other women here will help me out.”

      “Yes, of course they will. They’re a nice group. Even some Africans like you, so you should feel right at home.”

      I gave a tiny smile. If Africans could get along so well, there wouldn’t be a hundred conflicts in half as many countries. She handed me an envelope.

      “It’s twenty-nine pounds. You’ll need to buy food and personal supplies with that. There are plenty of markets on the high street. It’s about a half-mile walk that way.” She pointed out one of the bedroom windows.

      “Thank you,” I said tucking the envelope into the front pocket of my pack. If I could save half, I’d be that much closer to paying Umi and getting Yeni. A little two- or three-year-old girl ran to the door of the room and peered at me shamelessly. All at once an idea struck me. Maybe I could get some allowance to get Yeni. I could split off some money for Umi and use the rest for a cheap plane ticket there and back.

      “Good luck,” she said and ran down the stairs. I peered out the window and she was in the van in an instant. Doors closed, it pulled away from the curb.

      I turned to the bed, set down my pack, and slipped Yeni’s photos from the pocket. Maybe I wouldn’t have to wait until I had money after all. If that boy downstairs was here, there was no reason my daughter couldn’t be. I’d search for sheets first, a place to wash and hang my clothes, second, and then tomorrow I’d find the office that would allow my daughter to come home to me.
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      Paul Cooke didn’t meet my eyes.

      “I don’t think I can do this today,” he mumbled.

      Of course Paul would have some kind of artist’s “emergency” that he needed to attend to on the day we came to the registrar’s office. I firmly closed my ears to his words. Another few minutes and this would all be settled. The next chapter of my life mapped out only in need of quick execution. This chaotic time would be a distant memory when my belly was full of a brand-new life. A girl, I hoped.

      When I didn’t think anyone was watching, I touched my abdomen. The beginnings of cramps I felt there was like a kick in the gut—and not from the inside. My period was just around the corner.

      I wanted the sore breasts and heavy feeling in my uterus to be a baby. But the ten or well, okay, twenty negative test sticks I’d buried under wads of tissue told me different. Trying to get pregnant was starting to get more clinical than pleasurable which was making Paul a bear to live with. Maybe it would be better on our honeymoon without the pressure of the hospital hanging over our heads.

      Distractedly, I looked at my watch with its huge dial, then I looked at Paul. We didn’t have much time before my shift at the hospital, but there was still enough if this government office proved to be one of the efficient ones. I figured there were fifty-fifty odds on that one.

      The US, despite all the talk about it being the best country in the world, hadn’t made any progress in the bureaucracy department in its two-hundred-twenty-nine-year history after breaking away from England. Or alternatively the Americans had made a lot of progress in adding layers to the British bureaucratic nightmare.

      There were cities, counties, states, then the federal government. It had taken me a half hour to figure out where to get the license we needed to get married. I’d already notified the register office back home of our intent to marry abroad. That had taken ten minutes. Cleveland, Ohio, had already zapped an hour and a half from my life and I didn’t even have the license in my hand to show for all that time wasted.

      “It’s half eleven,” I said adding the same hopeful note to my voice that I used with scared patients. “There aren’t too many people in line at the Cuyahoga County office. I’m sure we’ll get up to the window in ten, fifteen minutes’ time. You should be able to make it to the studio by one o’clock. I think this buyer may be the one to catapult you,” I added hopefully. “I have a hip replacement scheduled at one as well.”

      See, I wanted to say, we’re a busy couple with a bright future. You’ll be a top artist before you know it. I knew better than to say any of that, though. He’d just as soon call me a patronizing cow. I did not want to have that fight in this echoey hall.

      I opened the messenger bag that I used as a stand-in for both a purse and briefcase and looked for my list. The wrinkled sheet would reacquaint me with what was next.

      After we got the license, we’d be finding someone to solemnize our marriage. There’s a word I’d had to look up. It basically meant a vicar. We’d need one or a local judge. I was hoping we could convince one of the judges on my list to marry us this weekend or next. I pulled my empty hand from my bag.

      Damn, couldn’t find it. I thought back to a few hours ago wondering if I’d left it on my desk at the hospital or even worse on my desk at home. I knew there were judges in this building or in one of the ones next door.

      I’d hoped to cross two things off my list this morning so I wouldn’t have to come back downtown. Damn, I’d have to find a way to get Paul to do it, or push a morning surgery and do it myself. Maybe I could keep morning surgery and make calls from my office. I snapped my fingers thrilled with my own problem-solving brilliance. Yes, that’s what I’d do.

      “No…I’m not worried about being late,” Paul said.

      My mind tried to make the trek from missing lists to my fiancé standing and talking in front of me. With laser precision I focused in on him, but Paul didn’t meet my eyes. He looked from the barrel-vaulted ceiling to the Ionic columns to the marble staircase. Anywhere but at me.

      “Fiona, I’m so sorry,” he whispered, his voice barely audible in the grand entranceway.

      I closed my eyes, making Paul disappear from my peripheral vision. I did not have time for this. There was no time for a row about money, or art, or us trying to get pregnant and him being a stay-at-home dad. All the things we’d agreed on a few months ago that he wanted to change out now.

      We could do all that later. After we left this office, we’d have the rest of our lives to argue about all that. For now, we needed a license to get married to get to the married-couple fight that was obviously in our future.

      Just. Not. Now.

      When the wooden door opened wide, I propelled myself from the cold wall with my equally cold hand.

      A smiling couple exited through the wooden door marked with the number 146 and Marriage License Department on a small metal plaque. A civil servant’s hand beckoned us in.

      “We’re next. That was quicker than I thought.” I sighed with relief then walked on through. Living with an artist was a tricky bit of business. Temperamental didn’t cover it. Despite the ups and downs, I couldn’t wait to start our life together as a married couple. If things were permanent, Paul would finally be able to settle into our relationship. I would no longer worry that he’d run away. That’s what commitment did, kept people by your side.

      Notwithstanding the fights, Paul Cooke was a great foil for me. He was playful where I was serious. He was laid-back where I was plagued by ambition. Those were all the good parts. He was also beset by a certain moodiness, though. I was still trying to convince him to give anti-depressants a try and I think I was winning. He was a single prescription and one baby girl away from being the perfect husband and father.

      I stood at the counter and looked at the clerk standing there shuffling papers.

      “We’re here to get a marriage license,” I prompted. “Fiona Rose and Paul Cooke.” Looking down into my bag, I found what I was looking for this time. Got my passport out and slapped it on the counter, then added the application we’d filled in together last night.

      “Both of you need to be here,” she replied barely sparing me or my documents a glance in between filing tasks.

      “Paul’s…” right behind me was what I was going to say. But when I glanced over my shoulder, I found out he wasn’t behind me at all. Nor was he next to me, or anywhere in the small baby-boy-blue room, hot and close with steamy radiator heat.

      “Paul,” I leaned back, turned my head, and whisper-shouted through the door. Despite my attempt to seem quiet, my voice echoed through the marble and stone hallway. The building was quite grand. Reminded me that America did have some kind of past beyond day before yesterday.

      In fact, we’d walked by a bride and groom snapping pics when we’d come through the three-story entranceway. Paul had agreed it was beautiful enough to have a wedding. I’d been doing some mental planning of a cute civil service ceremony instead of paying attention to what he’d been trying to say. Something in the pit of my stomach told me I was going to regret that—very soon.

      “Pardon me,” I said. “I’ll go grab him. He must have wandered off to look at the art and architecture.” In the decade or so we’d been together, it wouldn’t be the first time he’d disappeared—wooed by the turn of a wooden furniture leg or curve of a woman’s sculpted marble ear.

      I walked into the hallway, looking right then left wondering which bit of stone had caught his eye this time.

      “Paul?” I called again, not afraid to make my voice louder. I stalked down into the grand entrance. I looked up at the high vaulted ceilings. Maybe my partner had gone up the stone staircase hoping to see the Beaux-Arts styling up close. I’d never been in the courthouse before and had been caught a bit off guard with its beauty. Paul had been right when he told me it was one of the most handsome buildings in Cleveland. Certainly was a far cry from the set of boxy sterile rooms that were my home away from home at the Cleveland Clinic.

      “Paul!” My panicked voice got me dirty looks from a few people in the lobby. Like all the people in the Tube who stared at you oddly if your finger so much as grazed your nose, I put them out of my mind like those busybodies on the train. I’d never see them again, so who cared if they thought me crazy.

      The second floor had bigger doors to what looked like serious courtrooms, but no Paul. I was dripping sweat now. The eight-hundred-dollar parka which had been such a great idea a few days ago when arctic winds were coming across the lake from Canada was suffocating me now. Instead of a cold March morning, it was practically spring outside.

      Damnit.

      God damnit.

      I ran back down the stairs at breakneck speed, nearly losing my footing. I grabbed at the stone banister. My sweaty hand couldn’t gain purchase on the slick suface. I righted myself in the last second. No reason for an orthopedic surgeon to be the patient and not the doctor.

      Pushing open the heavy wooden doors, I looked through the fog and drizzle that had replaced last week’s snow. The shock of the moist air hit me and I unbuttoned my anorak as quickly as my fumbling fingers would allow.

      “Paul!”

      I saw him then. He was hunched over, hands thrust in the pockets of his not-warm-enough corduroy jacket. Soaked through with rain, he would freeze when the temperature inevitably dropped.

      “It’s our turn. I told you it wouldn’t be that long. It’s wet out here. Come back inside before she skips to the next person in the queue.” I rubbed my hands against my scrubs trying to dry them.

      “You’re not listening to me, Fiona,” Paul said finally meeting my eyes. “You never listen to me. I can’t do this.”

      I could see my measured breaths in the air in front of me. Puffs of condensation disappearing every two seconds into the mist.

      “Do what?” I tried not to sound like I was scolding a toddler. I probably failed.

      “Marry you. Be with you. Be what you want.”

      His words mingled with the white puffs of warm air coming from his own mouth. I was sure I wasn’t understanding what he was saying. I tugged at his jacket. “Let’s talk. I’m sure there’s a restaurant in there,” I said pointing to the hotel cattycorner from the courthouse.

      He didn’t resist and a couple of minutes later, we were sitting in a nondescript beige and gray lobby. It wasn’t as pretty as the courthouse across the street, but at least it was dry.

      I didn’t dare glance at my watch, but I couldn’t help the jiggle in my leg. The plan had been to get registered, try to book a judge, then have Paul drive me back to the clinic and himself home to Cleveland Heights. Ten minutes was all I had to spare for this tantrum of sorts, I was sure, before I was MIA for surgery.

      And while the US hospitals seemed to allow surgeons more latitude than the NHS, I was thinking being a no-show wasn’t the best career move I could make after less than a year at my job. I was still on a kind of informal probation while they sussed me out.

      “I’ve bought my tickets, Fiona,” Paul said when a metal pitcher of hot water and tea cup with a bag arrived. No strong milky tea like my grandmum had made came from this place. Firmly, I tamped down any nostalgia that threatened to bubble up.

      “Tickets? For what? Where?” I asked while I poured the water in the cup.

      “I’m going home.”

      I dunked the teabag, once, twice, then a third time. I opened a sugar packet and added the contents. Poured in the gray-looking milk. Stirred. Held my breath. Let it out.

      “To High Wycombe?” I asked in my nice wife voice. I’d worked on not being strident, not being loud, trying to care for his fragile male feelings while ignoring my own. It’s what made women different from girls. What made marriages last. It was the exact opposite of what my mother had done through three different marriages.

      His “Yes” came with no elaboration. No explanation.

      “But you hate it there.”

      “I hate it here.”

      “Since when?” Though I knew it to be true. I’d studiously ignored the signs. Instead I’d hired a builder to turn what he’d called a “three-season porch” into a fully heated studio. I’d convinced myself that paint and carpet and insulation would make a difference. It hadn’t except maybe to resale value.

      “Since always. You decided to move here because you decided that money was more important than family and friends.”

      “What are you talking about? You helped me fill out the thousand pieces of paper I needed to get my license to practice in the States. You helped me fill out the immigration papers. We made this decision together.”

      He shook his head like I was hopeless, like we were hopeless. “I can’t stay.”

      Of course he couldn’t stay without some kind of visa. He wasn’t a tourist. And after quitting school, he wasn’t a student either. That left husband as his sole means of staying.

      “But that’s why we’re getting married. After you dropped out of the Institute, you can’t be here legally unless you’re married.” The “to me” part I kept to myself.

      “That’s part of it. I never wanted to be a teacher.” Paul’s art school stipend had come with strings—he had to act as a teaching assistant for a few classes.

      “It was just a year-long stop gap measure while I got settled.”

      “That’s just it, Fiona. I waited whilst you went to medical school. Waited whilst you did your specialist courses. Waited whilst you decided where you wanted to work. Pulled up stakes to come to the States, leaving me mam and me mates behind. I need something for me.” He half stood, then when he realized he wasn’t going to shake me off so easily, sat down again. This time it was his knee that was jiggling, his hand along with it. “I gotta go. I gotta pack. My flight leaves tomorrow.”

      “You rat bastard. Why did you come all the way down to the courthouse if you had no intention of marrying me?”

      “I wasn’t sure until I got down here. I thought maybe there’d be a sign. Something telling me this would all be a good idea.”

      I closed my lids so I didn’t roll my eyes too hard. Even in Cleveland, which was more Birmingham than North Yorkshire, he’d started wearing beaded bracelets and talking about spiritual vibrations. All seemed harmless enough until these bloody vibrations now controlled his decisions.

      “How long do you think you’ll be home?” I gave it two weeks, tops. His mam drove him around the bend. She’d been pressuring him to work for the Royal Mail or Inland Revenue or something equally mind numbing for years. She’d be right back at it once the newness of his return had worn off. I kind of wanted to order a civil service costume to get him prepared for the straight jacket he was about to walk into.

      “Don’t know yet, going to New York City.”

      New York City?

      That certainly wasn’t home. He would have fun in New York. Maybe meet a low-maintenance girl in New York. I didn’t like the idea at all. Time with his mam was practically a direct path back to me. Time with his mates, not so much.

      “I thought you were going back to the UK?”

      “Frankie and Ian are in New York on a street called Jane of all things.” His smile was sad and wry at the same time. I could already feel a tug in my heart at the absence of that expressive face, his blue eyes framed by crinkly bits of skin that had come on in his thirties. “I’m going to stay with them for a couple of weeks then travel onward. I promised me mam that I’d be there for Easter dinner.”

      Mrs. Nice Lady left the building with his admission that he’d rather run through the pubs in New York City than be with me.

      “And that’s it,” I said. My voice was shrill, but I couldn’t control it. Wasn’t trying to control it. “You’re walking away after ten years? No real discussion. No real good-bye. Instead, you tell me this on the steps of the courthouse.”

      “It’s more like we’re in a pub.” His eyes were earnest, but also steely with determination.

      “The location doesn’t matter. Why didn’t you tell me this earlier, like this morning, or last week when I was filling out the paperwork and you were signing your name?”

      “Fi, I love you. I do. I’m not ready for all this. The settling-down bit. The having-a-baby bit. Buying a house. It’s all too much. I feel like we just got out of nappies ourselves.”

      My head was going to explode. Blood and brains right there in the gray and beige lobby.

      “Last week would have been a good time to mention this, Paul. When you were buying tickets and texting your mates. I have to go. I have to get back to work. You know, work, that thing that pays for plane tickets and electricity and heat.”

      “You promised you wouldn’t throw that in my face—being an artist.”

      “A starving artist,” I threw in his face because what did any of the earlier promises matter. If he hadn’t kept his, why should I keep mine.

      “You’re going to be late,” he said stiffly, all traces of warmth gone.

      “What if I’m pregnant, Paul? Have you thought that part through?”

      “Are you?”

      If he’d touched me out of something other than obligation over the last months, he’d probably know the answer to that. “No. I got my period,” I said letting him off the hook. I wasn’t like one of the girls from Eastenders who strung a bloke along based on a fake pregnancy.

      “I know how much you want a baby, Fi. But I think you want it more than you want us. You and me, I think we’re broken.”

      My pager sounded. It certainly wasn’t broken. I looked down at the black gadget on my hip.

      “I’ve got to go scrub in. I’m sure you can make your way home.” I grabbed the keys to the single car we shared and left the not-quite-right tea and the man I thought was going to father my child in the crappy hotel—not quite pub.
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      “Alile Useni? Is that what you’re called?”

      “Yes.” It was the first question that Justine Hawley asked. She’d introduced herself so hastily, that I hadn’t quite caught it. Fortunately, her name was on the cluttered desk in the tiny office that she shared with someone called Nina. We were the only two in there now. I took my right hand and pushed it down on my left to keep both of them from shaking.

      “Don’t be nervous. We’re not here to retraumatize you in this substantive interview. To evaluate your claim, I have to ask you a list of questions. They may make you feel uncomfortable, but it can’t be avoided. Do you understand?” Her tone was matter-of-fact, but there was still kindess there.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you speak English? I see that you’re from Sudan, do you need an Arabic interpreter?”

      I was supposed to speak Arabic as my native tongue. I’d practiced and practiced for the last few months, but I wasn’t perfect, especially at reading. An interpreter would probably be a native and catch me in my imperfections. There were way more Muslims here than I’d heard about. Women, their faces covered, lots of children in tow, were on the high street all times of day and night. It was no stretch that one of them could work for the Home Office.

      Of course English was the official language of Malawi so I knew it pretty well, not as well as the language my mother had spoken to me, but well enough. I had to take it on faith that this Justine wouldn’t be able to distinguish between Malawian and Sudanese accents. For once British ignorance about Africa would be in my favor.

      “English is one of our two official languages,” I stated.

      “Right, of course. Lots of African countries follow that model with English being the official language but everybody speaking a different tribal language at home. Lots of strife there, though, despite that, yeah.”

      I may not have gone to school much outside of my tutoring by Mama, but by my way of thinking it was the ancestors of this woman who’d caused the strife in the first place. When I didn’t say anything, Justine picked up a stack of papers and straightened them at the corners.

      “Date and place of birth?”

      “Buram. In Sudan. Twenty-fourth of May…nineteen ninety.”

      “You’re a minor?” She leaned forward in her chair so quickly it squeaked in protest.

      I’d made the mistake of answering truthfully. Heat flushed my face. I was thankful like most whites, Justine wouldn’t notice. “Eighty six. Sorry, I couldn’t think of the right number in English.” The last words were rushed. I’d never get through this interview if I stumbled on the easiest of questions. While Justine scratched the biro against the paper form on her desk, I took a few deep breaths.

      “Look, Ms. Useni, I’m more than happy to get an interpreter to join us.” She looked down at another stack of papers on her desk. “The earliest availability is in three weeks’ time.”

      I couldn’t see how delay would be good for me. I needed to get established as soon as possible and get one of those family visas that allowed a resident to bring her child here before Yeni forgot about me, before Yeni thought someone else became her mother.

      “No, I’m fine. A bit nervous, but fine.”

      For the next hour, I answered all of her questions, this time without a single mistake or a moment’s hesitation.

      “In order to claim asylum, you have to show us that you have a fear of racial, religious, or other persecution because of your political opinions or tribal affiliation.”

      Having studied this time and again, I knew that better than anyone. I took another deep breath. I’d told a lot of stories to put a smile on my mother’s face while she lay dying, and a lot of lies to keep my uncle from between my legs.

      This one, this lie had to be the best one of my life. After a long moment in which I tried to mold my face into one Justine could have sympathy for, I began.

      “I was born in Buram in the Sudan. I lived with my mother and father and two brothers and one sister.” The first part was a lie, the second part the truth. The man who coached me had told me that sticking close to the truth was best. The fewest mistakes were made that way. I continued, “I’m a black African, Masalit, one of the disfavored ethnic groups.

      “About a year ago, maybe a bit more, the Janjaweed came to my town. They killed my father and brothers. Then…then…they took my mother behind the house. She screamed for them to stop, but they didn’t. Not until…she was dead when I found her later. Then they came back for me and my sister. Six different soldiers—”

      Justine’s hand flew up, first to cover her mouth, then to swat at me like I was a fly buzzing too close. I stuttered to a stop.

      “No detail is necessary. We’re sensitive to sexual assault and don’t want to cause you further trauma, so let’s move on. What would happen if you return?”

      “I think the Janjaweed might kill me. I have no parents or brother to protect me. My younger mother didn’t…survive. My older sister can’t…hasn’t…mentally, she can’t cope with life. I am alone and at the mercy of the government which is killing all the non-Arabs. I’m a Christian and a minority there.”

      “Do you have any children?”

      “I got pregnant and had a baby in October two thousand four. I was alone.” All of a sudden, I could not speak. It was as if a large rock had clogged my throat. I turned away silently swallowing back tears.

      “Where’s your baby now?” Justine’s question was a whisper.

      “I don’t know. She was taken from me because she was mixed. She was probably given to a Muslim family. At least I hope that’s true and they don’t know about me. That they love her like a daughter. I can’t think of or consider anything other than that happening.”

      “I’m so sorry that you’ve gone through this. It’s such a tragedy what goes on in Africa these days.”

      Justine Hawley closed the folder and stacked her pen a top of it. After waiting for a year, the interview felt somehow unfinished. There had to be more to the decision that could change my life and that of my daughter.

      “How long before you decide if I can stay?” I asked.

      “I myself won’t make the decision. I’ll give over your papers and someone else will be in charge of that. Eliminates bias, I think.”

      “When should I hear from you or the other person?” I knew I shouldn’t pressure her, but uncertainty was killing me. I never thought it would take a year just to get an interview and who knew how long to get a decision to stay—right to remain she’d called it earlier.

      “Let me check on something. Can you stay here a bit longer?”

      “Yes. Of course, yes.”

      I’d worried the hem out of the side of my skirt by the time Justine Hawley had returned some twenty-five minutes later. All the sympathy had been drained from her face. It was a pinched mask of disbelief when she came back into the room. I tried to smile to relieve the tension. It didn’t work.

      “I have to warn you.” She sat heavily in her chair, but seemed to loom over me nevertheless.

      “What?” I tried to keep the question short to hide the panic closing my throat.

      “You can be convicted for using false documents or false passports to enter the country.” She tossed the small green booklet with its gold-emblazoned secretary bird at me. It fell to the floor before I could catch it. I retrieved the forged document from the floor as if it were the most precious thing in the world.

      “These were issued in Sudan…” I tried to explain. To fix whatever had been broken when she’d left the room.

      “Your application can also be damaged if you have given false evidence or don’t have a legitimate basis for claiming asylum.”

      There was no question there. I didn’t know how she wanted me to refute the claims she was making. I relied on the excuse my smuggler had told me to use, after pushing me out of his bed in the middle of the night—my body having been all I’d had left to barter—promising me he had government ties that got false information printed on official government paper.

      “The war in the Sudan has made the government unstable. I don’t have a way for you to verify my information. That’s the exact reason I’m here. I got the documents from official government channels. But there’s so much corruption…” I left her to fill in the blanks on that part of my story. She looked a bit unconvinced, though. I bowed my head in silent entreaty.

      “We will take that into consideration.” This time her voice was a bit less harsh, though.

      “Is that it?” I stood. There wasn’t anything I could do to make this better. I wanted to get out before she thought to bring in that interpreter or some fancy machine that would show my papers as false.

      “Yeah. You will be notified of our decision.”
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      “So why didn’t you bring that guy Miles to dinner, lieb, I made plenty.”

      If the smell wafting through the kitchen was any indication, there was enough food in my parents’ West Boulevard home to feed half the members of the local parish. Too bad not a single one of them was here to take the heat off me. All of a sudden I was sad that I’d discouraged them from inviting Father Boyle.

      “He’s in Philly with his own mom and dad,” I said hoping beyond hope that would be the last of the impromptu interrogation. My mom stirred, and poked and looked for a long moment like she’d gone back to food and was going to leave the topic alone, when she turned, towel in hand, and looked at me with a squint. Lines deepened around her eyes.

      “Oh, with Linda and Emmanuel Siegel, that was his dad’s last name, but not his mom’s, right? Linda wasn’t Siegel.”

      The dig was subtle, but it was there as she pointed out all that was nontraditional, meaning non-Catholic, about Miles’ upbringing.

      “She kept her maiden name. It’s Miles’ middle name.” I needed some Imodium to stop the flow of the diarrhea of the mouth. I was talking fast because I didn’t want to talk about how quickly Miles had been to abandon this dinner. Or discuss how serious we weren’t.

      I’d promised myself that we wouldn’t be more than friends with benefits this time around, but I was afraid I was falling for him…again. I certainly wouldn’t lay out my feelings like a buffet he could pick and choose from like I’d done the last time. Night after night in his bed or mine, I promised myself I’d be smart and savvy and sophisticated and not get hurt.

      “But you said…” my mother probed none too gently.

      “Mom…” There was a warning tone in my voice. I had invited him to Easter dinner. He’d said yes before he’d been summarily called to the City of Brotherly Love. And when the people who supplemented his income and expensive clothes habit summoned, Miles went running.

      I’d been too embarrassed to tell my parents that their invitation had been rebuffed at the dead last minute. So I’d showed up alone knowing there were going to be questions I couldn’t adequately answer.

      “He’s still living at his place, and you at yours?”

      My mother’s eyes didn’t quite meet mine. I just knew that she wasn’t asking me about sleeping arrangements. She had to know that I wasn’t a virgin and hadn’t been for years. It wasn’t the forties or fifties. Far from it.

      Once a sitting president had talked about his sex life on television, and oral sex in the Oval Office had become water cooler chat, all bets were off as far as I was concerned. But I gave her what she wanted—a reasonably chaste daughter—because I wanted to enjoy this dinner and all others in relative peace.

      “He still lives in Coventry, Mom, and I haven’t moved since law school. How did you make the lamb?” I asked quickly trying to smooth over my blunder. Because of course I had moved out of my Shaker Heights apartment for a brief moment. Back when I thought I was going to move in with and marry Tom Brody. For that rich scion of Ohio’s most powerful political family, these Catholics had been willing to make an exception. Miles, halfJewish, didn’t get the same pass.

      “Will he be back tonight?” my mother asked, her back to me. She bent, the oven opened, and the yeasty smell of brotchen filled my nostrils. Feasting was way better than talking.

      I didn’t want to talk about Miles. I kind of didn’t want to think about Miles. Not on Easter Sunday, the most important holiday of the year. Miles and I had been on, really on, then off, and now on again. In the latest go ‘round I’d said yes to the sex and work pillow talk, but I was keeping my heart out of it this time. Broken hearts were hell to heal, and I wasn’t ready to double down.

      “Are you talking about your Miles?” my father asked right on cue. I swear after a gazillion years together my parents knew how to make a coordinated attack. The CIA should have recruited these two instead of letting them languish in retirment.

      My mom nodded toward my dad as she eased a beautifully browned rack of lamb out of the oven. My mom poured out the meat juices into another pan where she’d already browned flour. Her ridiculously good gravy would be up next on the table. My stomach growled in anticipation.

      “I didn’t think they were the kind of people who celebrated with his mom being so…outspoken and all and with his dad being Jewish,” she said, her hand never stopping. She’d perfected talking and whisking years ago. “Or are they doing something for Passover. That’s always the same time of year, right?”

      We weren’t from the same universe, Miles and I. He was half black, half Jewish, Ivy League, and one hundred percent from a well-off family. I’d call them rich. He’d disagree. He’d say we were more similar than different. With my working-class Catholic roots and state school pedigree, I certainly felt very different. But I didn’t want to broadcast that to my parents. I didn’t want them to have any more reason, than they already did, to dislike Miles. I wasn’t at all sure what our future held, but whatever my decision, I’d need their backing. I always had.

      I gave my father a look that he understood without words.

      His nod was nearly imperceptible to anyone but me. I loved my dad more than anyone in the world. We’d had a lifetime of communicating wordlessly.

      “How’s work?” he asked changing the subject just as I’d needed him to.

      “Good,” I said putting on my winningest smile. “Pretty good. Lulu’s been a real help.”

      “How so?” my dad asked, his accented English full of sincerity. Somehow Lulu’s rich Jewish family didn’t rub them the wrong way like Miles’ rich Jewish family did. My mind skittered away from the other reason they might see Miles as different. I turned toward my dad’s open, welcoming face.

      “She’s provided a steady flow of adoption referrals.” Slowly but surely I was transforming my practice. The juvenile cases that had been my bread and butter for nearly a decade were all gone. Closed and archived in storage and on backup tapes courtesy of my secretary, Leticia.

      Criminal was nearly done as well. I was finishing up a couple of appeals, but taking no new work. Divorce…and custody weren’t so neatly wrapped up. But I was thinking I’d keep those cases and call my practice a full-service family law firm. For the first time I could see both the forest and trees and a future of my own making, not one that had been imposed on me. It was a great feeling being in control of my destiny.

      “What was wrong with criminal work?” my father asked. He more than anyone else had always supported my criminal practice. He got it.

      “It was morally dubious,” I said undercutting the arguments I’d made over the years about everyone’s right to a good defense. Marc Baldwin and Jarrod Carter had made me question all the things about criminal law that a great defense lawyer has to learn to ignore. I wasn’t that good.

      “And adoption isn’t?” my father asked. His gray eyes pierced mine with an intensity I’d never seen before. Our usual ease with each other vanished in an instant. Something I couldn’t put my finger on was troubling him about the focus of my new practice.

      Saddled with the choice between two uncomfortable topics, I glanced toward my mother who was adding copious amounts of butter to the mashed potatoes that I may as well have smeared on my hips, skipping their trip through my digestive system.

      She hadn’t batted an eye at my father’s tone. I was one of the few only children I knew, and not for the first time I wished for brothers and sisters. Someone to take the heat off. Someone to help me parse the subtext of family language, navigate the waters of family strife. But I didn’t have any. My devout Catholic parents had deviated there, and no amount of probing had ever yielded a proper answer as to why.

      “What are you talking about, Dad? Couples who can’t have kids of their own find unwanted kids to make a family. I go to court and make sure the family can be together forever. What’s morally dubious about that?”

      My mother bustled and set a platter on the kitchen counter. I helped myself to a couple of chops, green beans, and the potatoes I should resist, but couldn’t.

      “I’ve read stories in the paper about mothers who were coerced into giving up their babies,” he said.

      My parents quoted the Plain Dealer like it was the gospel according to Newhouse.

      Standing from the counter-height stools, I lifted the platter of meat and another of potatoes and carried them to the dining room. My father followed, his hands carrying the plate I’d started to prepare for myself on a stack of clean ones. My mother brought up the rear through the swinging door with gravy and the brotchen on a hand-carved wooden board she’d brought from the old country.

      “That may have been true in the nineteen fifties. Particularly with some Catholic charities,” I said unable to help myself from the dig that did make my mom wince as intended. “But things are much different now. A lot of adoptions are open. Or the kids come from orphanages or group homes where they’ve been effectively abandoned.

      If juvenile law taught me anything, it’s that institutions can’t raise kids. I’d go to bat for a parent, any day, who wanted to pull a kid from that system.”

      My father carved quietly, laying lamb chops on two plates. He helped himself to a bit of the rest and chewed thoughtfully while my mother flitted around the kitchen turning off knobs, piling pots in the sink, capping this and corking that. Most nights I didn’t say anything, but I wanted her to enjoy the feast she’d made for us.

      “Sit down, Mom. Please,” I called to her. “You should enjoy the food you’ve cooked for all of us.”

      Reluctantly, she came into the dining room, untied the apron dotted with unnaturally bright red cherries and electric-yellow flowers, hung it over the back of one chair and sat on another across from me.  I stood and took her plate, filling it with a little of everything and placing it before her.

      “There was a story on one of those news shows a few months ago.” My father had laid his knife and fork against the china.

      I took a crusty roll, buttered it, and sat back ready for a lecture about how the world worked by way of 20/20, 60 Minutes, or Dateline. Those shows were ratings grabbers and my parents tuned into each and every one of them.

      “About adoption?”

      My father took up his utensils again, carefully cutting his lamb, not switching his knife and fork hands like most Americans. My German Polish parents had all but assimilated into this country except for a few little things. The knife-in-the-other-hand thing being one of them.

      “There was a woman on there who runs a…how did she call it, Birgit?”

      “A blog, Peter. It’s called a blog.”

      “Right. She has this website where she writes about her life and people can comment on it. Anyway…”

      “Anyway, Dad.” As much as I didn’t want to talk about Miles, I wanted to hurry this discussion along as well. They took these sensationalist news shows a little too seriously in my opinion.

      “They did about forty minutes on how adoptions are not really ethical. That people are essentially paying for babies. You might be interested in this.” He hunched his shoulders, leaning forward. “The average adopting family pays something like forty thousand dollars for a white baby, but less than half for a black child.”

      “Dad, I’m not getting in the business of brokering babies. I’m helping people who need to finalize adoptions, solidify the relationship, get some certainty.”

      I put down my own knife and told them the story of Jackie Lopez, now Mitchell. It had been the first adoption case I’d closed, a pro bono referral from Lulu’s white shoe firm.

      “The girl, Jackie, had been in the guardianship of Steve and Bonnie Mitchell, distant family friends who’d taken her in when she was two. When Jackie had turned eight, the Mitchells had decided to make the arrangement permanent.”

      “That sounds good.”

      “It is, Dad. You remember when I was in juvenile court? How there were kids lingering there with the state trying to take them away, but really having nowhere to put them except into one foster care placement after another? I still think that’s shit.

      “But for those kids with a grandmother or aunt or someone, I want that relationship to be permanent, so that neither the county nor the parents can come back and upset a good thing. That’s all. I’m not going to be in the world of people paying for babies. I don’t know anyone who is, and even if I did, I’m not going there.”

      My father held up his hands, knife and fork still backward, in surrender. “Sounds like you know what you’re doing.”

      “Thanks for trusting my judgment.” I shifted in my chair remembering I was now an adult, not the child who’d been lectured in this same room time and again.

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. But it didn’t last long. My mother didn’t sit so well with quiet.

      “So when do we get to see Miles again?”

      I sliced a bit of the lamb. Loaded my fork with some creamy potato and a green bean. I chewed and swallowed while I considered the best way to answer her. I loved my mother’s desserts, but was thinking of coming up with an excuse so I could take my serving of blütennusskranz to go.

      I came up with a lie instead. “I know that you don’t like the idea of me moving in with Miles, Mama. Before he left, he hinted that he was going to talk to Linda and Emmanuel about something important. I think he might pop the question.”

      “Doesn’t seem like you’ve been together long.”

      “I’m thirty-four. Been around the block a bit. It’s been almost eighteen months if you add it all up. Long enough to know my own heart.”

      “Would you have children?” she asked. It hadn’t been on their priority list to be fruitful and multiply. But it didn’t mean they didn’t want it for everyone else. My mother was always sending congratulatory cards for births and christenings in the parish.

      “Of course, Mama. I’m not that lapsed as a Catholic. I’ve always wanted to have a family. Two or three kids, probably.”

      All that was true. I’d wanted kids for as long as I could remember. The father in my fantasy had changed from my high school sweetheart, to my college boyfriend, to Tom Brody. It was just as easy to slip Miles into the mold.

      The image it conjured up of little curly-haired children running through a big house in Shaker or Cleveland Heights suddenly warmed me more than the thought of hazelnut and walnut cake.

      “Have you thought about what it would be like for the kids?”

      “I suspect we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. I think my job is flexible enough that I can stay home with the little ones when they’re still small.”

      “I don’t mean your job, honey.”

      A chill stole down my bones. I put down my utensils and pushed away the delicate china plate in front of me. “What exactly do you mean?”

      “This country, lieb, it’s not always a nice place for people like Miles.”

      “People like Miles? Lawyers from Philadelphia?” I prompted though I knew I was being deliberately obtuse.

      “That boy Troy Duncan was killed for being in the wrong place. What if your children are in the wrong place?”

      “Mama, that won’t happen,” I said only half believing it. “This isn’t Nazi Germany or World War Two Europe.”

      “Your father and I love our new country. It has been good to us and mostly good to you. But we don’t want you to make it especially hard on your children if you were to marry this Miles.”

      I rubbernecked between my parents who suddenly looked like strangers. “You did not raise me like this. Why are you talking about Miles this way. He’s a great guy from a great family.” I stood up and shoved my chair back from the dining room table. “One day he’ll be your son-in-law and the father of your grandchildren. You’re going to regret this day.”

      Full of righteous indignation, I left my parents’ house, without the dessert.
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      “Are you late for something else?” my sixty-two-year-old fractured humerus asked me.

      I’d tried to make my glance at the clock to my right subtle, but I’d failed. I’d moved right on after Paul had left. It was 2006 and women—especially thirty-six-year-old women—did not need a man to make a baby, or make their family complete.

      While Paul had probably been drinking and shagging his way through New York City, I’d signed on at Ardendale Cryogenics, had been put through a battery of tests, and had bought one of those fertility monitors.

      After peeing on test sticks for the last month, I’d finally gotten the little smiley face letting me know my luteinizing hormone had surged and my eggs were ready to meet a sperm.

      Two days ago I’d let the clinic know that I was at my most fertile, and they’d urged me to come in right away. Surgeries had piled up back to back, though, and tonight was the end of the narrow window when I could become pregnant, otherwise I’d have to wait for a whole new cycle. I needed to get to the clinic at least an hour before closing time.

      Ignoring the patient’s observant question, I said, “I’ll prescribe pain killer. Two weeks’ worth. You’ll have to—”

      “Paging Dr. Rose. Fiona Rose.”

      Bollocks. I could not handle one more surgery. Someone else would have to take this one for the team.

      “Isn’t that you, Dr. Rose?” my patient, still prone on the examination table, asked. I didn’t ignore her this time. Talking about anything other than her care, though, was going to push me off schedule. And now I had to add this damned page to my to-do list.

      “Yes, you’re my priority, though,” I said in my best customer service speak like we’d been taught during orientation. “Now back to physiotherapy. I know three times a week can sound like a lot, but you’ll want to do it to get your range of movement back as soon as possible.”

      I was filling out the little referral sheet to tear off for the fractured humerus, when the hospital pager at my waist buzzed against my skin.

      “Do you think you should get that?”

      “Let me just hand you this. Call us if you’ve any questions.” I tore off the last pink sheet and handed the sheaf of directions and information to the woman. It was only when I was in the antiseptic-laced hall that I realized it was going to be hard for the patient to manage a stack of paper with her non-dominant arm. I didn’t turn back, though. A nurse would handle it, I reassured myself.

      I was moving toward the nurses’ station to answer the damned page when Dr. Bloom intercepted me. “Done with your post-ops yet?”

      The US was known for its fast-talking, quick-moving lifestyle, but somehow all of that had been slowed down in northeast Ohio. Everyone wanted to chat about the interminably gray winters, or the Indians, Browns, or Cavaliers. It made all the chatter about Manchester United seem quaint in a way.

      “Two to go, but I need to answer this page.” I tried not to let my impatience show through. Normally, I liked the folksy friendliness of these American Midwesterners, but for once I wished they were more like the people from home, tight upper lip and all that.

      They needed to leave me alone if I was going to make it. It was half past three, thirty minutes after the end of my shift. The fertility clinic closed at six. I was counting backward to see just how much more time I could be at the hospital when Dr. Bloom asked another question I didn’t quite catch.

      “Come again?” I prodded.

      “What was the page?”

      I pulled down my eyebrows and pushed out my lips. “Just my name, then my first name.”

      Without asking, she pulled the remaining folders from my arms. “That’s a personal emergency. I’ll take over. Your past shift anyway. Go home.”

      “Are you sure?” I tried not to look too joyful with her offer. I was supposed to be a serious doctor concerned with her patients, not someone happy to skive off.

      “Anything complicated?”

      “Osteotomy and hip pin.”

      She waved her hand at me. “Go home.”

      I took a deep breath, swallowing down the unexpected tears that nearly bubbled up. If I got over to the clinic before six, I could be pregnant in the time it took for sperm to meet egg.

      “Paul not back?” Debra Bloom probed.

      “Don’t know if he’s coming back. I thought it was a tantrum and he’d be home after a week of drinking with his mates, but…”

      “But the clock’s ticking.” Dr. Bloom awkwardly shifted my files under her arm. “I don’t want to overstep, but I’ve been thinking about giving you something.” From the other doctor’s pocket a card the color of Easter eggs appeared. “You mentioned that you were thinking about IUI or IVF, but I think you should maybe consider another way of completing your family. All God’s children deserve a forever home.”

      “Ah, okay, thanks,” I stuttered awkwardly. “The page.” I pointed toward the ceiling intercom and pivoted on my clogs. I continued my walk toward the nurses’ station. She’d never seemed like the bible-thumping, proselytizing type. But with Americans you never knew.

      For all the talk of escaping religious persecution, it seemed like a super Christian country. I dismissed that thought and shoved the card deep into my lab coat pocket. I didn’t have time to work out this particular American paradox. The mental hoops I was jumping through to keep up with Paul’s month-long absence were enough.

      Before I could ask the duty nurse what the page was about, she spoke. “Dr. Rose. You got a call from a Dolores Watson. She says it’s an emergency.”

      I tried not to roll my eyes too far back into my head. Everything was an emergency for my new next-door neighbor. She’d met the removals lorry before we did on the day we moved house.

      From what she’d told me—one of the few times she’d accosted me in my driveway—she was the nearly full-time care giver for her grandchild newly out of foster care and that girl’s little brother.

      The granddaughter/mum was still down at the pubs, though, to Mrs. Watson’s continued horror. And mine too, I had to admit. I’d never leave my babies for a moment, not to run out for a pint or a date.

      That was a paradox of another kind, women who had babies and didn’t want them and those of us who wanted them, but didn’t have them. My mother was the former to the tune of six of us by three different fathers. I was, of course, in the latter category.

      I picked up the heavy beige phone receiver and dialed the number the nurse had written on the yellow message slip. “Mrs. Watson. Doctor Rose returning your call.” I kept my voice brisk, not wanting to invite more than a just-the-facts rundown of the so-called emergency.

      “Fiona Rose, your front door is open.” No preamble, like she’d been waiting by the phone for my call.

      I looked around the room, but there weren’t any windows here. It hadn’t been raining when I’d left the house, in fact it had been another one of those warm days that hint at spring. None of those Lake Erie winds that would chill you to the bone could have blown it open. I shivered with worry about a break-in. I didn’t have much for anyone to steal, but I treasured what little sense of security I had left without Paul.

      “Did you close it?” I asked, hoping a visual barrier would keep all but the most persistent thief away.

      “It wasn’t quite open,” she hedged, “but it looks unlocked. Without Paul around anymore, I didn’t want anyone to come in. Since I didn’t have a key,” she hinted broadly, “I wasn’t able to lock it up tight for you.”

      That sounded like she’d been in my yard poking around, probably seeing if Paul were still working in his studio. At least the door was closed, though. That brought me a moment of reprieve from worry.

      I think he’d said something about giving her a cup of tea and a Cornish pasty a few months back. I tried to look at the positive side of that. I didn’t know any of my other neighbors. At least Mrs. Watson cared enough—or too much.

      If she didn’t knock, did that mean Paul might be home? Had he left the door ajar while dragging in his oversized rucksack?

      Hope bubbled up. Maybe I could skip the clinic and try getting pregnant the old-fashion way. Relieved, I nearly sighed into the phone. I knew it wouldn’t take too long for that man to come to his senses. He’d probably left not five minutes after Easter dinner this Sunday past. His mam was crazy enough to have caused all four of her sons to have emigrated far from England.

      “I’ll be home in about ten minutes’ time.”

      “My eyes will be peeled.”

      When I pulled up in the drive, the curtain of the Watson house twitched not once, but twice. I lifted a hand in reassurance before I walked the three brick steps to my door.

      I had to push open the front door with a bit of effort, but it was unlocked like she’d said.

      “Paul?” I yelled. My voice echoed off the walls of the too empty rooms. Despite the cold and darkness, I sprinted from reception to lounge to kitchen to dining room.

      No Paul.

      Half the time when he was home, the kitchen was lit and yummy smells of roasting meat came from the oven. The other half, he’d be in his studio, long having lost track of time. I pushed through to the conservatory. It was empty and even with the smell of warm radiator in the air—so, so cold. Paul wasn’t coming back. If weeks of drink with his mates and dinners with his mam hadn’t sent him back to me, I couldn’t think of what would.

      I wandered back to the front door and inspected the lock and jamb. Nothing was amiss. I’d probably run out the door, late, forgetting to lock anything. Having to make my own coffee and get my own toast and marmite had thrown off my already abbreviated morning routine.

      I chucked my useless keys on the tiny table I’d installed by the entrance. After I tripped over a flyer for a new pizza place in University Heights, I looked to see what else had obstructed the door. Three days’ mail lay in a discarded heap inside the vestibule.

      I think every woman over eighty in Cleveland had broken their hip this week. I’d reamed more pelvises and cemented more metal in bone than I’d ever imagined I’d do when I chose my specialty. I bent my aching back down to pick up the mail.

      Paul’s name graced most of the envelopes. One from the gas company, one from electric, another from the water and sewer authority. It was all Paul. Of course he’d set up everything.

      I’d been knee deep in paperwork for the clinic and getting acquainted with my colleagues and duties. I added name change to the list of things I’d have to get to in the next couple of days I was off. The last piece of mail was something from the Art Institute—a bill it looked like. That, I’d leave in Paul’s name.

      Technically I wasn’t at all on the hook for it.

      My earlier enthusiasm gone, I dragged myself up the narrow stairs, dropping my scrubs, the minute I reached my bedroom door. The crisply made bed reminded me one more time that I was alone. No husband. No partner. And without either one of those, no baby. I’d had a schedule, a timetable, a plan, and Paul in one moment had blown all that to smithereens.

      In my underwear, I wandered to the room that was to be for the baby. A recliner in the corner was the only place to sit in the room. I stepped into the room, feeling goose bumps rise up my nearly naked body.

      Memories flooded my head. I ran my hand along the smooth finish of the brown wood heirloom dresser and matching changing table we’d found at an antique store in Chagrin Falls. The wood floors Paul had refinished gleamed in the weak setting sunlight. The walls were a gender-neutral teal.

      My favorite childhood animated characters from Chorlton and the Wheelies jumped and played just under the crown molding. A bear laughed. I’d spent hours imagining sharing my childhood favorites with a son or daughter of my own. They’d have had my dark hair, but maybe Paul’s fair skin. I’d rolled the imaginary dice in the genetic lottery hundreds of times queueing up lists of possible results in my imagination.

      Deliberately I closed my eyes, then opened them again. No Paul. No baby appeared. I clapped my hand on my abdomen, empty, barren like this room, like this house. I shut off the light and slammed the door closed.

      After a quick shower that chased away the exhaustion and brought back the elation of what was to come, I pulled on sweats and ran out the door, making sure to lock up this time.

      Ten minutes later I was in the lobby of Ardendale Cryogenics which was as generic looking as its name. For the first time, I noticed the walls were nearly the identical color of my very empty nursery. Taking it as a positive sign, I took a confident stride to the expansive reception desk.

      “Afternoon, I’m on deck for insemination.”

      “Fiona Rose?”

      At my affirmative nod, she clicked at the keyboard in front of her. “I love that accent. Irish, Australian?”

      “English,” I answered for the thousandth time. It was the question patients asked more often than what their surgical outcome would be. The accent made them trust me more than all the data I could throw at them on rehabilitation and survival rates.

      The receptionist smiled like I’d gone permanently into her good books.

      Ten minutes later a suited woman I’d never met, opened the door to the clinic’s inner sanctum. The hairs rose on the back of my neck. She had that officious look of someone from an insurance company. The kind of woman whose job it is to say “no” all day.

      “Do I need to change into a gown?” I asked while we walked down a winding corridor.

      “Not quite yet. We’d like you to talk to Doctor Ivanova.”

      I followed her to a bright and spacious office I hadn’t visited before. I’d only met and spoken with Dr. Ivanova in the exam room while she and her team had performed various tests.

      Candid baby photos decorated the walls in a careful pattern. Pink frames alternated with blue. The woman left me alone. I hated all the insurance paperwork in America. The care was great, if you could afford it. I probably needed to remind them that I was paying out of pocket, so we could skip all this and get to the procedure.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if a big smile was making its way all over my face. I was about ten minutes from being pregnant. I mean, I knew that there was only a twenty percent chance from this first time, but it ratcheted up to eighty in just three or four months. I would probably have a winter baby.

      I could see Charlotte now. I’d already chosen her name in honor of my grandmother. Her cheeks would be ruddy with cold like the donor’s picture standing alongside some New England lighthouse. I’d bundle her up in one of those new prams that looked old-fashioned and take her for long walks through the neighborhood.

      I’d show her off to Mrs. Watson, maybe join one of the local new mum groups, so I could swap stories about spit-up and sleep.

      “Doctor Rose?” a voice asked breaking into my thoughts.

      “Yes.” I stood awkwardly while Dr. Ivanova strode through the door and took a seat behind the expansive desk. When she didn’t offer to shake my hand, I sat.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting—”

      “Fertility must be a lot like obstetrics. Babies have their own schedule.” I tried for camaraderie.

      Katya Ivanova barely cracked a smile. I looked her up and down then, her perfect white wool suit was as flawless as her ash-blond hair. Maybe clinical practice was different from a hospital. My lab coats and scrubs were required dress and closely monitored.

      “These are for you,” Ivanova said. She’d pulled two manila folders from a stack on her desk and passed one across to me.

      “What’s this?”

      “Normally I don’t share raw test results with patients. I know you’d likely ask for them, so—”

      “I’m confused. We’re scheduled today, right. My fertility monitor indicates the window closes tomorrow.”

      “We have called you and left messages asking you to come in, but…We won’t be performing IUI today. There’d be no chance of success.”

      Whatever smile I’d had earlier had long disappeared. I had ignored their calls about test results because I didn’t want to waste my time. I felt sorry for patients who drove across town, knocked their budget out of whack on parking fees, only to hear one tiny bit of information. So yes, I’d ignored their calls.

      I wanted to ask about a thousand questions, but couldn’t think of a single one. Instead I opened the folder, pressed my finger hard to the paper, watching the blood disappear from its tip. I traced all the black words swimming until I got to the one labeled diagnosis.

      “Hydrosalpinges?” I racked my brain trying to remember what in the hell that was. It was jumbled up in my head with thousands of other long, complicated, Latin-sounding words I’d had to memorize to pass one exam or another.

      “Blocked fallopian tubes.”

      I sighed in relief, my whooshing breath ruffling the paper under my index finger. Blockages in the human body could be fixed especially in this time in medical history when lasers were as common as scalpels. Fallopian tubes weren’t nearly as complicated as stopping a human heart to fix diseased arteries.

      “Laparoscopic, followed by IUI or will I have to step up to IVF?” I asked proposing a quick and easy surgical solution to my condition.

      “How long did you and your former partner try to get pregnant?” Dr. Ivanova posed instead of answering my question. These doctors in the softer fields like to chat, so I’d indulged her. Since there wouldn’t be a procedure this month, I had the time.

      “Don’t know. We were never really great with condoms, so I got an IUD. Took it out about six months before I moved here. About eighteen months then?”

      “The hysterosalpingogram films show the dye not getting through.”

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” I knew I sounded like my hypocritically devout mother, but I didn’t care for once about trying to sound more English than Irish. “Which surgery would be better?” I knew that a scalpel and now precisely focused lasers could solve more problems than they could cause.

      “Dr. Rose, there really isn’t a surgical solution for this. The blockage goes beyond the tubes, discharge from an untreated infection has led to a hostile uterine environment.”

      “Infection?” Ivanova had made my body sound like a room full of Tories.

      “To be frank, this is usually the result of some form of STD. There’s a script for azithromycin in the folder to clear it up once and for all. I wanted to be discreet.”

      Untreated infection. Christ. Paul had given me chlamydia early on. But we’d both been treated and had been faithful after that. At least I had. Now all those late nights he’d spent in his studio started to take on a different meaning. It was starting to look like he’d taken my dream for a baby from me in more ways than one.

      Like I’d mastered in medical training, I pushed all the feelings down for processing later. Turning to the analytical, I met Dr. Ivanova’s eyes. “Bottom line it for me.”

      “You’d be best served, given your advancing maternal age, to consider other methods for completing your family.” A lot of words to say, the factory was closed down and forever out of service. It was like Margaret Thatcher had been through my body and treated it like an old manufacturing town.

      Wordlessly, I flipped through the printouts in the folder. Even without any training in radiology beyond the basics, I could see that my tubes were blocked. I’d have to research the rest, but I had no reason to believe Dr. Ivanova was lying to me.

      Gathering the folder, I stood.

      “Thank you for your honesty.”

      “I’d be happy to refer you to a counselor if you like. This news can be very hard for some women to take.”

      “That won’t be necessary. If you don’t mind, I have an early surgery.” I turned on my very unpregnant heel and showed myself the door.
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      “Can you watch him?”

      Before she could push little Eligu toward me, I pulled the little boy onto my lap. He curled into me like I was his second mother, which I’d kind of been since I’d moved into this refugee house in a place the woman from the Home Office had called The Midlands. All I knew is that it had been a long drive from London many months ago.

      “Where are you going?” I asked in English. It was the most universal language among the aslyum seekers, not to mention that it was the language of the country we all wanted to stay in. I didn’t understand the women who chattered to each other in their native tongues. Though having English knowledge didn’t seem to count toward much when it came to decisions about staying.

      “To work.” Dinha said that with a wink and a nod. I looked at her boy, lighter than me and his mother with his wavy hair already long at eight months old.

      “How long will you be gone?”

      It was already past six o’clock. I’d eaten dinner with Dinha and Eligu. With that injera she always made and stewed vegetables, she was able to make the twenty nine-pound-a-week stipend last longer than I was ever able to. I didn’t understand her need to do what she did for money. Not when we had a roof over our heads and food in our mouths.

      “Till I can make two hundred. The doctors said Eligu needs that more expensive formula, and I’ve got to put something aside for the future. When I get asylum, I want to start school for nursing. The help they say you get here isn’t really enough.”

      I nodded though I didn’t really believe her story. I’d done what I had to do or when I’d had no choice, no other currency. Secretly I wondered if she somehow enjoyed the attentions of random men. Instead of saying anything to her, I cuddled Eligu all the closer. My Yeni was older than this now, but holding Dinha’s little one reminded me of the weight of having my own baby on my lap, lying against my breast in those first weeks before Umi locked me out. I pushed away the thoughts of those desperate days and focused on Eligu whose hands were roaming across my chest.

      “He should still be on the breast,” I said, my voice low. It wasn’t my business, but I don’t know how Dinha had given it up so easily, that soul-deep connection to her little one. I’d suffered for days as I walked from Lilongwe with my breasts hard as rocks, milk leaking into my dress until a kind woman had given me some leaves to make it stop.

      “The punters, they were just…too freaky…that’s the word they use here about it. My milk was for my baby. If he couldn’t have it, no one else could either.”

      Punters was one word for it. I could think of a few others that I’d use to describe the depravity of men who liked things like that. I didn’t share those experiences with Dinha, though. I wanted to push them down so deep, I’d never remember them again. Taking care of her baby was one way to do that. I made motions toward the door.

      “You go. I’ll make sure he gets a bath and gets to sleep.”

      Dinha didn’t look once back before her skinny blue-sequined body disappeared through the front door.

      I didn’t bother to stay downstairs for too long. This house I’d been moved to a couple of weeks ago was in a town they called Wolverhampton. Its name made it out to be much more than it was. While it was bigger than the place I’d stayed in London for a week, the brick building was packed to the ceiling with black and brown women and children. There were ten of each. The kids mostly weren’t in school yet and none of the women had legal jobs. That was a lot of people crowded into a small space. We all irritated each other. To avoid the fighting, I took long walks during the day. At night I took solace in Eligu. I was happy to hold him, and unlike the other women here, I didn’t charge Dinha a single quid.

      Every day I was here, I alternated between regret on not finding a way to get Yeni on the journey across Africa with me and relief that she didn’t have to be in a place like this with its roaches, and rats, and people with no soul left in their eyes.

      Refocusing on the present, I peeled Eligu from his clothes while the bath filled with warm water. Keeping all my attention on him was the only way I could push away the soul-crushing regret of giving up, of leaving Yeni behind.

      I stripped his soggy diaper and lifted the baby under his chubby arms. I held him so his fat baby toes skimmed the bath water, bubbles tickling his ankles.

      “How’s that water, Eligu?”

      If his “ayeeee” was any indication, he loved the bath. Gently, I lowered him in, keeping my arm around him the whole time. This tub was way too big for babies, but there wasn’t anywhere else I could think to wash him. The kitchen sink was always full of dirty dishes, and even if it wasn’t, I’d seen too many roaches around there.

      I kept this bathroom scrubbed every morning, even if that stuff they gave us to clean cracked my hands, but I could see Eligu catching some disease in here for sure if I didn’t keep it spotless.

      I made noises pretending the soap was a  boat that nibbled at his toes, then an airplane that dropped suds in to his hair. One-handed, I rubbed in between all his little rolls of skin and made sure to get all the soap out of his hair and away from his eyes.

      “You’re good with him,” a woman said. Her clipped tone wasn’t from one of the women who lived here. I nearly dropped Eligu when I jerked around.

      I thought if I’d learned nothing over these past months, I’d learned to be aware of my surroundings. Somehow this baby boy had lulled me. I looked the woman in the eye. From the sympathetic smile, I could tell this woman was from one charity or another.

      I did my best to smile back. Sometimes they dropped off money or soap or clothes and they liked us to be grateful. Over the last year, I’d mastered grateful.

      “I’d shake your hand, but yours are full. I’m from Raha. I’m called Emma Graham.”

      “Raha, from the Arabic, like comfort or relief.”

      “You speak Arabic? Where are you from?”

      I lifted Eligu from the water and wrapped him in the thin towel I’d pulled from the line earlier. I could tell he was tired as his squealing had stopped, and his eyelids were barely able to stay open.

      “Sudan.” Short, to-the-point answers. I looked down, fiddled with Eligu’s towel some more.

      “I’m so sorry for what’s going on in your country. It’s always about oil in the end, yeah?”

      “Men will always fight to gain power.” It was my usual non-political, non-committal answer to these types of people. She nodded like they all did as if I’d said the most profound thing ever.

      “How long have you been here?”

      “In the UK? About a year. Another few weeks before I get an answer from your Home Office, I expect.”

      “I wish it were that way, quick and fair. Some people have to stay in temporary housing for years though. Huge backlog we’re seeing.” They all said that. If she had free stuff, I wanted to get to that so I could put Eligu down before he got cranky.

      “What is Raha?”

      “We’re not just handing out soap or giving free dental checkups,” she answered as if reading my mind. “Not that there’s anything wrong with those. Soap and good teeth are important. Raha is kind of like a social worker. We try to fill in the gaps to give you guys what you need.”

      “Do you really think it will be much longer?” Maybe this woman, this Emma, had some way to get my “right to remain” papers. I cuddled Eligu closer and walked from the bathroom to the hallway. Emma followed along without asking if I wanted privacy. They never did, these workers, assume you were entitled to any kind of private space or time.

      “There’s talk about there being a new fast-track scheme coming, but for now, the average wait is about eighteen months.”

      That burning feeling I sometimes got started in my chest again. That feeling that Yeni was thousands of miles away and no matter what I did, get asylum, get enough money, get help, that I’d never see her again.

      “I can’t wait that long.” Desperation made my voice breathy.

      “It’s better to be here than there, yeah?”

      “Yes, but I…worry for the safety of the rest of my family…I hoped to bring them here once I was settled.” It was the closest thing I’d said to the truth in weeks. Something about this Emma made me want to share my secrets.

      “You do a really good job with your son there. He’s got to be a comfort for you during this hard time.”

      “He’s not mine. I’m watching him for one of the other women here. She’s…at the high street…buying formula.”

      “I don’t work for Home Office. We know that you can’t really live on the welfare payments. I don’t care if some of you are working on the side.”

      My relief was probably visible.

      “I have to…” I stood fully and walked to the room Dinha and I shared with four others. I pulled out some clean sleep clothes for the baby. Laying him on the bed, I tickled his belly while I taped the plastic and paper diapers into place. I put on some sweet-smelling lotion that one of Dinha’s punters had given her. Then I gently slipped one foot, then another into the pajamas that made him look like a fuzzy rabbit when zipped.

      I scooted backward onto Dinha’s bed and wrapped him in my arms. Slipped a dummy into his mouth and rocked him slowly. He was asleep in less than a minute. My Yeni would have taken the breast and a whole lot more rocking than this before she finally settled. I wondered if she’d grown out of that already.

      Dinha complained, but Eligu was an easy baby. I was thinking he took after his father, whoever that was. I’m not sure Dinha really wanted a baby or looked at little Eligu as her way to remain in the UK. He was her half-English anchor to the land here.

      “What kind of job do you want if you get your refugee status? What kind of job did you have back in Africa?”

      “I was only a girl, so I had to help my mother and aunt cook and clean and care for the ones younger than me. I never got to go to school past a few years. I was hoping to do that, get some kind of an education. If I got that indefinite leave to remain, then maybe…”

      I honestly couldn’t answer this Emma Graham. I’d never given much thought to what happened to me. I was planning to send for Yeni and put her in school. She would be able to grow up and be anything, even prime minister of this great country. Myself, I’d sacrifice whatever I had, do whatever job was needed to give her that future.

      “I’m asking because you’re really great with that baby. And you just said you cared for younger kids. Raha has a partner that places women like you in au pair programs. You can go to school, have free room and board, and all you have to do in return is care for the children of the house.”

      My heart sped up a little. I could go to school. Maybe earn a certificate or something. If I could have room and board, I could do what Dinha was doing, put aside a little something for the future.

      “I’d be very interested in that, I think.”

      “Here’s my card,” Emma said. I took the thick square of paper and tucked it into the pocket of the jeans I’d gotten from a different worker last week. “Come in tomorrow around eleven. I’ll help you fill out the application and get you on your way. I think you’ll like it better than being here. Did I forget to mention you’d have your own room and bathroom as well?”

      No more sharing. No more scouring. I could save money, send for Yeni or maybe even figure out a way to get her myself. Regret over all the past decisions left my heart. I didn’t like it when one of the NGO people said something like “things happen for a reason.” Maybe, though, maybe she was right. Maybe my uncle, and the men who I’d had to use my body to pay along the way, were the price for this clean and bright future for me and Yeni.

      I swaddled Eligu a bit tighter, then lay next to him unable to sleep a wink. I counted the minutes until the sunrise.
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      “Sunday night?” Miles asked for the third time after the host seated us in a tall leather booth at the back of the bistro. “Does Lulu honestly think that Sunday was a good time?”

      “It’s weird, I agree, but Lulu would like me—us—to meet her new guy.” I wanted to meet the person who’d captured her heart more than I wanted a good night’s sleep.

      “I have to go before Judge Boyko in the morning,” Miles said as if I hadn’t heard him the first three times. “You know how new judges can be…”

      New judges were like new lawyers, nervous, eager to show they knew what’s what. In a judge, though, that could have some unpleasant moments.

      “He was in Common Pleas from the time I graduated, though, so it shouldn’t be too bad,” I soothed. It was times like these that I had to remember Miles wasn’t from here. That he didn’t realize Cleveland moved at its own pace, with its own cast, kind of like the old Hollywood studio system where the same actors took on different rolls in one film after another but the complexion didn’t much change. Rather than explain any of that, like I was some kind of Midwest cultural interpreter, I laid my hand atop his to stop its insistent tapping on the table.

      Miles shook his head, then slipped his hand away. He shook the wrinkles from his napkin and placed it on his lap then he picked up the overlarge laminated menu.

      Shaking off the quick flash of unease his movements caused, I too turned to food, flipping my plastic menu from back to front not trying to ignore the tempting pictures of the decadent treats.

      Every women’s magazine article on maintaining a healthy weight skipped one super important fact. Eating your feelings tasted good. Inadequacy tasted like potato chips. Anxiety was honey-almond flavored. Loneliness was double-stuffed chocolate cookies. I wanted all the carbs from the menu, the bread and potatoes and butter. But knew if I wanted to keep Miles, keep fitting into my new clothes, I’d better not indulge.

      I’d decided before we even got in the car, that I was having whatever fish they had with whatever vegetables they could cook up. I liked my newfound figure and was unwilling to risk it on deep-fried anything.

      I didn’t even have to glance down at the menu to know deep fat fried in batter was this place’s specialty. Its proximity to Jacob’s Field and the smell of fry oil in the air was all I needed to know I needed to stay away from most stuff on the menu.

      Mentally I batted away all the uncomfortable feelings that he didn’t love me enough, that these two hours with my best friend could somehow ruin his future because he didn’t prep enough, that I was settling…again. Instead, I pasted a huge smile on my face and kissed him on his stubbly jaw.

      “So what’s up with Lulu that we couldn’t all have met near where we live on the east side?” For a half a second, I regretted bringing Miles. It had seemed easier to have a buffer. I’d wanted him by my side in solidarity—especially if the new guy was a jerk. I was starting to notice Miles made things hard if they weren’t going exactly as he’d planned them. For things to work, I was going to have to be the accommodating one.

      Immediately, I chastised myself. Maybe I was being unfair. I didn’t have court in the morning. During most of the years I’d been practicing law, the kinds of cases I’d worked could have been handled in my sleep. Miles was working at a much higher level. The stakes were greater in federal court. I was patient as I explained for a fifth time why we were five miles from the Heights.

      “She’s got a new guy. Maybe he’s not from the Heights. Who knows? I’m sure she doesn’t want to be here any longer than you in case we hate him.”

      “And you don’t know who it is?” he asked for the ten thousandth time.

      “Someone from the firm. They all kind of run together,” I said. I’d been on pins and needles with curiosity for days if not months, but wanted to play it cool for everyone involved. So I said, “I probably met him in passing and didn’t give it a second thought. Lulu’s been playing it pretty close to the vest. I’m so glad that she’s found someone that I kind  of don’t care if he has two heads as long as he’s nice to her. She used to have a thing about being with guys who weren’t always nice.” That was something my best friend and I had in common. I was hoping that we’d aged out of that.

      Miles covered my hand with his under the table and gave it a squeeze as he cut his eyes my way, squinting a little while he did it. I wanted to tell him the hint wasn’t so subtle. I’d allowed my ex Tom Brody to treat me like crap, not once but twice.

      At least I’d wised up and broken up with him the second time around which was why I was sitting here with Miles and not in Lakewood at the obligatory Brody weekly family dinner watching them plot the ruin of one person or another.

      Speaking of family dinners, I broached the topic I’d studiously ignored. “My parents really missed you at Easter. My mom really did it up with her homemade bread and lamb.” I’d tried not to say anything about how much I’d missed him over the holiday. How much I’d wanted to show my parents that I was healed and whole and on to bigger and better things.

      “I’ve had her strudel, I don’t think your mom does low-key.”

      He was right about that. He and I had first really clicked on the night when he’d dished up my mother’s famous strudel to my friends during my portion of the New Year’s progressive party. I changed the subject because guilt wasn’t sexy.

      “How was Philadelphia?”

      It was the first time I’d worked up the courage to ask. Couldn’t bring myself to pose the real question of what his parents had wanted that would make him cancel plans with me. I wanted to think I was more important than a new watch or a bigger stipend.

      “Philly was the same,” he said evenly.

      “My parents were a little weird about me doing adoptions. They made it sound like I was brokering in newborns stolen from their mother’s arms. As if it was the nineteen fifties or something and I was some evil house mother plucking infants from the arms of ‘girls in trouble.’” I did air quotes around those last two words.

      “Sounds odd. Adoption in the US is mostly on the up-and-up. Not something that comes across my desk ever, and we see nearly every human depravity there is.”

      “I know. Weird, right?”

      “Maybe it’s some European thing. Is adoption big over there, do you know?” He’d traveled the world before his fifth birthday and knew all sorts of odd things about different cultures. It was odd for him to ask me a question like that. He continued, distractedly answering what had obviously been rhetorical. “The US is the country of the orphan train. Probably not an old-world tradition.”

      “You’re probably right about it being a cultural difference. They asked about us, you know. Birgit and Peter,” I said rounding back to us.

      Miles’ eyebrows lifted slightly. “What did they want to know?”

      “If we were serious this time.” If you were going to break my heart again, I wanted to say.

      “I love you, Casey,” he said. Those three words smoothed over all the ruffled feelings. “Who couldn’t love your pluckiness,” he continued. “But we’re young, right. Who knows how the future will go?” And with that last question, I was ruffled once again. Pinning down a future with Miles was like trying to hit a piñata while blindfolded.

      I changed the subject away from needy girlfriend. “Are your parents going to Greece and Turkey or doing that northern  Africa tour your mom talked about?”

      “Can I get you anything to start?” the server interrupted. “Maybe some of our specialty beer-battered onion rings, fried cheese wedges, or fried pickle chips to share?”

      “Water, please,” I gulped.

      “Can I have mine sparkling, with lime. We’ll hold off while we wait for the rest of our party,” Miles added smoothly.

      The waitress darted away as quick as she had come. I saw Miles glance at his watch when he didn’t think I was looking. I slipped my hand to his knee, found it jiggling, patted him until it stopped.

      “My parents are getting divorced,” he said matter-of-factly. I nearly fell off my chair. The devastation of that kind of news hit me in the solar plexus and it wasn’t even my parents.

      “Oh, gosh, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what to say.”

      Miles swallowed a couple of times. I really wished the water were already at the table. Didn’t seem like a good time to wave over a busser, though.

      He swallowed hard, then spoke. “They’ve been together thirty years.”

      “Wow. So have mine,” I responded. My parents were a unit in my mind. I couldn’t imagine them in different houses, with different lives. My head jumped right from the fact of it to the why of it.

      Why two people who’d been together longer than they had would end it. It had to be an affair. His mom, probably more than his dad.

      “Did they say why?” I tried, and failed, to clear my mind of judgment over ending such a long-term marriage. That was one thing I appreciated about being Catholic. We were in it for life.

      “My mom is going to Greece, Turkey, and Morocco without him.”

      “So your dad doesn’t want the divorce?”

      “He’s devastated. He’s never lived on his own. I don’t think he’s ever gone to sleep or woken up without my mom. She says she wants to live life, stretch her wings, be who she really was meant to be before she dies.”

      Sounded like his mom had rehearsed that speech a time or three.

      “At least you’re not a kid in that situation. I’ve done those cases as guardian ad litem, and the kids can’t really make heads nor tails of it. Sometimes they do well long term, sometimes they don’t,” I said trying to offer what sympathy I could, make the best of a bad situation. Miles had moved out, though. Moved on. His life wouldn’t change too much. He had a great job, didn’t need them as backup. Not in the way I needed my own parents.

      He swallowed again. “I think Mom wants to sell the house.”

      “The one you grew up in?” I hadn’t seen it. But the way Miles described it, the house sounded like something from one of those perfect family dramas. Two stories, big sunny rooms, expensive but cozy, lived-in furniture, a kitchen full of laughter. If his parents were divorcing, though, maybe I’d made it out to be more than it really had been.

      “It’s home.”

      Those two words felt like another kick in the gut. On the one hand, I wanted Cleveland to feel like his home.

      Our home.

      Yearning for a family of my own, that I’d thought had gone a long time ago, was returning with a swiftness. On the other hand, when I took my own needs out of the discussion, I understood Miles deeply.

      Even though I’d called Shaker Square home for most of the last decade, I couldn’t imagine not being able to go home to West Avenue. I always knew where I could go for commiseration, for a home-cooked meal, for a night of sleep, or long term if I needed it.

      “You can always come to West Boulevard,” I said. I bumped my shoulder up against his. He didn’t budge. I felt like a rat running through a maze, not at all sure which tunnel to select to get the reward of his smile, his attention, his love. I tried another. “Why does she want to sell?” His family was the kind where the mortgage was probably paid off. Where there was no financial reason to get rid of it.

      “It’s an old house. A bear to take care of. Fixing leaks, tuckpointing brick, managing renovations. All of it. My mom says she’s exhausted. Wants a maintenance-free condo where she can come and go as she pleases.”

      “And your dad can’t just keep the house? Take care of it himself, at least the small stuff?”

      I knew my father would be up on a ladder pulling leaves out of the gutters as soon as it was warm enough to work outside for a stretch. If I weren’t still really mad at them for their closed-minded comments, I’d probably have been in the kitchen eating my mom’s butterkuchen and drinking tea with them after he was done working outside. I’d ignored their overtures over the last week, though, until I cooled down enough to speak with them rationally.

      “My dad likes to think of himself as handy. I’m not sure anyone else in the world sees him that way. Let’s just say, managing details isn’t in his wheelhouse.”

      “Even if they don’t sell the house, he might have to figure it out. They don’t expect you to move home and take care of things, do they?”

      I’d met those kids in college and even law school. Mostly the kids of immigrants who took care of everything, whose families were bereft without them and their language skills.

      My parents were by no means perfect, but they did have strong boundaries. All of us in the Cort family knew where our responsibilities began and ended. And the taking care went one way. That might change in the next twenty years, but for now it was as it had always been.

      “Let’s not talk about this.” The water finally came and Miles took a long drink, cleared his throat. “I’ve been calling both of them trying to get them to reconcile. They’ve never fought. They aren’t fighting now. If they go to counseling, I’m sure they can fix it.”

      That sounded unrealistic and immature. I’d met his mother. From keeping her own name to speaking her mind, she was as thoughtful and direct as they came. But I let him keep his illusions, for now. I sipped at my own water and zipped my lip.

      “So Lulu…” I changed the subject back to what I’d wanted to avoid in the first place. After skidding along the third rail of divorce, being a little inconvenienced by leaving the east side seemed like a little thing.

      “Has had some bad relationships,” I started. “She went through a bad-boy phase. If this new one works at the firm, at least he has an upstanding job. Probably doesn’t deal drugs, or ride motorcycles, or have another woman on the side.”

      “Still hurts, huh?”

      “Not really.” I took a deep breath, exhausted with all the times I had to answer for Tom’s behavior like he wasn’t a grown man responsible for his own mess.

      It had killed me the first time, I’d admit that. The second time we’d broken up had been a relief more than anything.

      “Some men visit hookers. I guess they can’t integrate the whole Madonna whore thing. I don’t know. Not my problem any longer or ever again. We don’t have any problems in the bedroom.” I slipped my hand up from his knee. He caught it and moved it back down to a safe zone. The tension of broken relationships shifted and I leaned in to give him another kiss. This time he angled his head toward mind and returned it. He let go of my hand and I craned my neck over the top of the booth. On cue, the restaurant’s front door opened.

      This time I was the one squinting because it was Lulu, but wasn’t. Normally, I could spot her from a thousand paces because some part of her was always sparkling, glasses, jewelry, an errant rhinestone hair comb she must have dug out of her nineteen eighties nostalgia box.

      But today, I could barely make her out in the dim light. Even what I called her Joseph and the Technicolor Dream Coat was missing in action, replaced by something from a display ad for spring jackets from the Burlington Coat Factory. It was so gray, I could only imagine it on one other person, my own mother, for whom color and style were foreign.

      “Lulu’s here,” I threw at Miles over my shoulder. I stood ready to wave her over, when my own arm stopped, paralyzed in midair. Lulu’s eyes widened a bit when I saw whom she’d been hiding for the last many months. Betrayal slammed into my chest. Now I knew why she hadn’t introduced me to her boyfriend.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Fiona

          

          May 2, 2006

        

      

    

    
      “Dr. Rose?” At the sound of my name, I stood from the square cloth and metal armchair in reception and took the cool outstretched hand. “Welcome to the Hudson Agency. I’m Paola Castro Hudson.”

      The woman who had come to collect me was tall, thin, and amazingly turned out. I’d have been scared to wear  pastel suede outside of a hermetically sealed room. First Ivanova, then Hudson. Maybe the Cleveland fertility scene was more fashion conscious than I’d imagined.

      I looked down at my own scrubs and immediately regretted my choice of clothes. Or lack of choice. Hadn’t thought twice about it before coming over. For once I was okay having “doctor” in front of my name smooth over my sartorial faux pas.

      “Are you the founder?” I asked turning the focus on her. Whenever I didn’t know what to say to a patient, I asked them a question. People loved to talk about themselves.

      “Twenty years ago, yes. Come to my office. Let’s talk.” I followed her through the plush carpeted halls, quiet save for the occasional whoosh of a printer or ping of email. The sound of raindrops didn’t even permeate.

      It was a big room, her office. Lucite desk, more pastel colors that remarkably didn’t clash with her lilac suede. Nothing about the agency screamed, or more accurately whispered, that babies happened here.

      “Those two,” Paola said, then pointed to two large framed posters of what looked like models behind her. A young woman in one, a young man in the other. Dark hair narrowing to a widow’s peak in both, hers shoulder-length, his cut like he was at Eaton. Both had green eyes, appealing freckles. Looked like an advert for NHS sexual health—the good, condom-inducing kind, not the disease-testing kind.

      “Those two are my children. Adopted them from Guatemala when they were one and three.”

      “Beautiful,” I blurted, though I was sure she’d heard that lots of times.

      “Aren’t they, though? But that’s just the proud mother in me talking. They’re literally the poster children for Hudson Agency. After I experienced the joy of completing my family through adoption, my husband thought I should share the knowledge and expertise I gained from the grueling process with other women and families, so here I am.”

      I ticked one box in my head: personal experience with infertility, and moved on to another. “How many adoptions have you completed?”

      “We’re not a volume agency. Very selective in fact. We work very nearly only by referral. Maybe we do twenty per year. We’ve completed about five hundred by my count, mostly families here in northeast Ohio, some Pennsylvania and Kentucky for those willing to travel for our services. Tell me, what brings you here? Are you…partnered?”

      “I’m here because I’d like to bring a child into my life. My partner of ten years and I were working to get pregnant, but he left to…go home to England. He was homesick, I guess. I was ready to go the IUI or IVF route, but testing showed that I’m very likely infertile. Even with surgical intervention, there’s little chance I’d be able to conceive on my own.” I hoped my speech didn’t sound as rehearsed as it was. Paola didn’t blink an eye. She’d probably seen it all. If the agency did psychological testing, I prayed I was far down on the crazy chart.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I’m sure that you’ve heard all the platitudes. That children don’t make a family complete. That we’re whole just the way we are. I want to say, though, that my children are the joy of my life. I wouldn’t be sitting here with you if they hadn’t inspired me.”

      Impatient to get my questions answered, I interjected, “Do you have babies?” before she’d finished her “completing a family” speech properly. “Available for adoption, I mean.”

      She was unfazed by my rudeness. I liked that about her. “The easy answer is absolutely yes,” she said pivoting effortlessly.

      “Easy?” Adoption seemed like the hardest solution out there.

      “If you’ve spent more than a few minutes on the internet, I’m sure you’ve read the dire tales of how few babies there are to adopt. The politically inclined will tell you either that birth control has been a success or there are too many abortions. Either way, their basic facts aren’t true. There are babies available both here in the US and abroad. The caveat is that you must be open to taking a baby who is a different color than you. African American, African, Chinese, or from another part of the world that’s not western Europe or North America. Is that something you can see your way to doing?”

      My Irish mother might not like it, but I’d come of age in an entirely different era. One with a capital city full of immigrants of every stripe. I’d always envisioned a baby that looked like me and Paul, but that had been a biological fantasy. Instantly, I expanded my notion of what it was to be a mother. Excitement coursed through me. “Of course,” I hastened to answer. “Color doesn’t matter one bit.”

      “Good to know. Have you considered international adoption?”

      I hesitated. Of course, I didn’t want to seem picky, nor insult the woman in front of me whose own children had come from outside the States. At the same time, I didn’t want to wait for the rest of my life either. Who hadn’t seen the chat shows where bereft families had practically moved next door to some Chinese orphanage while waiting six months or more to get their baby out of there. “I have no issues with adopting a baby from another culture. My job, though,” I plucked at my scrubs. “I’m a surgeon at the clinic. It doesn’t allow for extensive travel.”

      “Those stories about wait times are for families doing it on their own. I don’t want to sound mercenary, but there are some things money can buy. Cutting through red tape is one of them.”

      My sigh of relief was probably audible, but I didn’t care. I’d already moved to a country where money could buy you medical care while others had none. Who was I to judge if money greased the wheels in other ways. I wasn’t going to turn into a flaming Tory over this bit of business. Adopting had to keep me right in the Labour column.

      “I appreciate that. Some of us have more money than time, I expect.”

      “It was great meeting with you, Doctor Rose. I’m going to turn you over to my assistant. You’ll complete some forms and she’ll go over the process with you, so you can make a fully informed decision.”

      I have no idea if I’d passed the test. Paola must have pressed some kind of invisible button, because the moment she stood, another impeccably dressed woman appeared at the door, knocking softly, then entering without waiting for a reply.

      “Merrill Barrera.” She extended her hand. I could do nothing else other than stand and extend my own. We shook. “Doctor Rose, let me take you to my office so we can start this process.”

      “I haven’t…I didn’t—” I was surprised to hear my own voice utter any hesitation. My heart was all, go, go, go, but my brain, my overanalytical brain thought this was all going too fast.

      “Yes, of course.” Merrill patted me on the shoulder like I’d suddenly wandered from the geriatric floor. “I understand. This can be a lot for anyone to process. The application just gets things started. You decide where to go from there.”

      I let myself be led from Hudson’s office to another that had Barrera’s name calligraphied on the door. I didn’t expect the room to be larger, but it was. In addition to the regular desk and two chairs, a six-person conference table took up half the space. She directed me to a seat that had a slim laptop on the table where a placemat would be. Obediently, I sat.

      Barrera perched on the edge of the seat next to me and swiveled in my direction. “Here at Hudson we’ve streamlined the adoption process. What takes other agencies months, or years, takes us only weeks. The first step, of course, is an application, all of which can be completed online. The initial fee is seven hundred fifty dollars to submit this. Of course, once you fill this in, I’ll be able to give you more information and answer any questions.”

      She lifted the top, entered her password, and a utilitarian fill-in form popped onto the screen.

      “I’ll give you five minutes.”

      Dutifully, I filled in my name, address, phone, all the vitals I’d put on a thousand employment and immigration forms. I ticked the box saying I owned my house in University Heights, and let them know that I had no illness that could shorten my life expectancy, that I had no known mental illness, nor did I have a criminal background. I stuttered when I got to the information about parent number two. Fortunately, the computer let me pass those sections without filling them in, no blaring red box jumped out highlighting the fact that I was single. Added my employer, my income, and that was it.

      Like she’d been standing behind me, Merrill walked in at the moment I’d typed the last keystroke.

      “Great. You’re all done. Didn’t think it would take you long at all. I’m happy to submit this for you. If you don’t have a checkbook with you, we do accept credit cards as well.”

      I extracted my wallet and handed over my newly minted American Express card without any chip and pin like my Barclay’s which had confounded the machines here.

      “Be right back.” In a minute she was handing me the card and a small duplicate paper to sign. She slipped the yellow copy over to me and I put both in my wallet.

      “Thanks,” I said, not sure what I was thanking her for exactly.

      “Let me tell you a bit about the process, okay. In order to adopt any child here, in the US, or abroad, you’ll need to complete what we call a home study.”

      “Is that invasive?” I asked. I’d read a tiny bit online about the process in between patient rounds. I wondered if someone did a white glove test or found moldy lettuce in the crisper would I instantly be deemed unworthy of a baby.

      “Not at all. Rather than farm them out, here at Hudson we do them. I’m a licensed and certified social worker duly registered with the state of Ohio. So if you chose to work with us, I’d be doing the home study. You have to fill out a few more forms, nothing challenging for you, I’d imagine. Then I come visit your home, make sure you’re set up for a baby. I’d talk to your references, clear you through state-required background checks, then that would be it.”

      “How many months?”

      “Not months, weeks, Fiona. You set the schedule. At Hudson we do nearly everything in-house to expedite the process. No calling and following up with people. I would advocate for you and work on your behalf to make sure you’re matched with a child.”

      “Wow. I thought I’d be in for a year or more wait.”

      “If you do it on your own or go through the state, sure, I guess. We’re here for busy people who don’t have that kind of time. Our fees are commensurate with that, however.”

      “How much will I need?”

      “From a brief glance at this, you’re in the mid six figures. So it will be no problem for you. Our fee is fifteen thousand. Seventy five hundred would be due up front. Additionally, our home study fee is fifteen hundred, which would be paid initially as well. Including legal fees and whatever expenses the birth mother incurs, the total is twenty-five to thirty thousand dollars.”

      I sighed, relieved that I had been scrupulous in saving my pounds in an account I didn’t share with Paul. With the exchange rate of one pound to two dollars, I could cover this without much effort.

      “What’s your placement rate?”

      “Ninety-seven percent of families that pass the background check are matched with a child.” Her ever-present smile was quickly replaced with a frown. “The three percent are mostly families with strict limitations that we could not meet.”

      “Limitations?”

      “Often families want a child that looks just like the parents despite what they put on the application. I must stress, we’re not an auto manufacturer nor do we make burgers ‘your way.’ Each child is a unique gift and we support families who honor that.”

      Looks weren’t everything. Looks weren’t any part of an equation in bringing a child into the world. My brothers and sisters looked like my mum and our dads, but they hadn’t loved us any more for that. We’d still gotten the back hand or the strap when any one of us had gone astray. I would never be one of those people. My future son or daughter was too important to me for that.

      “How would I get started?” Whatever hesitation I’d had earlier this morning was long gone. These people appeared to provide a sure path to parenthood and I was more than ready.

      Barrera stood and glided to a white enameled file cabinet in the corner. The drawer slipped open silently at her touch, and she extracted a folder that looked like it had been hand-painted with watercolors. At her offer, I took it in hand, smoothing my hand over the slightly roughened surface. Bold pinks, purples, and greens evoked a brightly hued childhood I hadn’t lived, but wanted my child to have.

      “All the information and forms you would need are in there. If you leave us with a check for nine thousand, we can set up an appointment for your home visit. The forms would have to be completed by then. In the meantime I’ll run the criminal checks if you sign a couple of authorization forms before you leave and that’s it. We’d get the ball rolling. You could have your son or daughter in your home by summer.”

      Summer.

      That was only a bit more than a month away. Reflexively my hand went to my stomach. Nothing slipped by Barrera’s gaze.

      “It’s not as much time as a birth mother gets to prepare, but your motherhood journey can start soon. As I’m sure Paola shared with you, it’s one of the most worthwhile.”

      “I can’t wait to get started. Where do I sign?”
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      “I feel like you’re avoiding me.” Lulu’s accusation came at me before her secretary was even outside of hearing range.

      “I’m not—” My protest came fast to my lips.

      “Oh my God.” She threw up her hands with a drama and flair that had been missing for months. “That’s the biggest damn lie you’ve ever told.”

      “What did you want me to say?” I threw back. I’d thought I’d worked through my resentment over the last three and a half weeks, but the angry heat creeping up my neck gave truth to that lie.

      “You haven’t even made an effort to get to know him.” Lulu’s own voice was on the rise.  “Miles’ pager beeped and you were both out of there before the appetizers could even come.”

      “He ordered a martini,” I said with condemnation.

      “That’s your problem with my boyfriend, that he doesn’t swill girly drinks?”

      I very much resisted the urge to put my hands around my best friend’s neck and throttle her for her lapse in judgment. I wasn’t the least bit sure our friendship could survive—him. It made me so sad that she’d allowed a man, and a crappy one at that, to come between us.

      In between my chest heaves, I spit out, “My problem with your boyfriend is that…” I trailed off, anger making me mute. There were so many issues I shouldn’t have had to spell a single one of them out. But I did. “Let’s see…” I lifted my fingers close to her face so she wouldn’t have any problems counting. “One, he’s married. Very, very married. I asked you point blank last year if being married is what made him off-limits, but you lied. That’s not one, but two transgressions right there. Two…no…three…he totally dropped the ball, let me down when I needed him the most.”

      Not rising from her desk, Lulu batted my hand away. “He’s separated.”

      “While you all have been up here in the ivory tower, I’ve been down in the trenches. Legal separation isn’t really a thing in Ohio. He’s separated from his wife like I’m separated from my apartment. North Moreland and I will be together tonight, though.”

      Lulu ignored the area of law that wasn’t in her favor and plowed on.

      “Is it that he has a wife or is it that he was your faculty representative in all that stuff that went down with law review.”

      I turned away and started flipping through the papers on my side of Lulu’s desk. Like my cat Simba my attention was caught when the reflection of diamonds or rhinestones flickered across the wall. My heart lifted at the thought that Richard Sinclair hadn’t stamped out all Lulu’s bling, when I realized it had come from the other side of the office. In our heated discussion, we’d missed the door opening and closing. The sparkle was from someone’s very expensive watch.

      “Casey,” I said sticking out my hand. “Have we met before?” Something about the guy’s light brown eyes were eerily familiar.

      “Ron Pinheiro. I’m the pro bono chair here.”

      “Right, I think I remember your name from the NDA.” I tried to arrange my face and make my voice sound as normal and professional as I can. There was no erasing the fight he’d come in on us having.

      “We have a referral that Lulu said you could handle.”

      I sat up straighter and put on my serious lawyer face, somber, but caring. I’d cribbed that from television news anchors. The possibility of paid work was the one reason I was here. A potential client was always worth my time. Otherwise I’d have been happy to give Lulu the cold shoulder for quite a while longer. “Tell me about the case,” I said in my most adult voice, trying and failing to push my best friend’s betrayal out of my mind.

      “It’s a client actually, not a one-off. We represent Paola Castro Hudson. She runs her own adoption agency here in Cleveland.”

      “I’ve heard of them,” I said. I’d put together a list of agencies, infertility clinics and the like. It was on my never-ending to-do list, to write cold call letters, send emails, or go on in-person visits to solicit work. My current caseload was heavy, though, and I hadn’t yet executed the plan I’d put in place when I was making New Year’s resolutions five whole months earlier. Maybe I could shortcut that today.

      “With the interest in international adoptions higher than ever,” Ron continued, “they need someone they can refer parents to, to help get the adoptions finalized quickly and put these parents at ease.”

      “Pro bono?” Free was a great way to get experience, but I was about at the end of the free tether. And if not today, definitely by my thirty-fifth birthday later this year. It was time I earned money for my expertise.

      “Gosh no. This is a legit pay-by-the-hour referral. There are conflict issues representing the parents, while the agency is a client—obviously. Also, they’re small cases and we need to save our resources for matters that have a much higher upside.”

      Gotta love big firms. My upside was in the tens of thousands of dollars. Dalton Lacey’s was no doubt in the millions. I was happy to pick up their crumbs.

      I sat forward in my chair, my body virtually humming with anticipation. My caseload could wait. I was ready to meet with the Hudson Agency today, assure them I was the best lawyer they could hire. I was getting better at the never-ending practice of selling myself. “Who do I need to talk to?”

      Ron slipped a card from the folder in his hand and pushed it across the desk. His watch sparkled more than Miles’ Tag Heuer. I was almost sure I’d seen a glimpse of a Rolex crown. Rich guys were as popular in law firm hallways as stray cats were in mine.

      “Dr. Fiona Rose? Cleveland Clinic?” I read the embossed text. “Not Hudson?”

      “We’re still representing the agency side, but need to farm out the parent side. Their last counsel left them in the lurch and we were picking up the slack for a bit. There are no conflict issues so far, but in this business that could happen. I’m sure you’ve seen the cases of the parents who want to return their kids. Not saying this has ever happened at Hudson, but our malpractice carrier doesn’t like the potential breach of ethics even with a wall.”

      “I thoroughly understand,” I said. Dalton Lacey’s loss was my gain. I motioned for Ron to continue.

      “This soon-to-be mom, she’s got a girl from Africa coming to live with her from an orphanage there. May be one of the poorest areas in the world. She needs help from start to finish. I’ll email Hudson that you’ll give this Doctor Rose a call tomorrow. That work?”

      My head was nodding so fast I’m sure it looked like a Cleveland Indians bobble head.

      “Good.” He shook my hand and gave me his best smile. A little zing of something reverberated through my body. “Nice meeting you again. Hope to see you around,” he finished. A second winning smile flashed my way, dimples showing, before he took himself away to bill more hours.

      “He’s the cutest thing ever,” I gushed. “Why aren’t you dating him? If I weren’t with Miles, I’d ask him out in a heartbeat.” That last wasn’t exactly true. I’d never been that bold, but if he asked I’d say yes. Definitely wouldn’t kick him out of bed for eating crackers.

      “Are you saying that ‘cause he’s rich. You have a thing for guys with money?” Lulu asked, eyebrow firmly up near her hairline. I shook my head vigorously. That comment hit a little too close to home. I’d surely date someone without money. None of them had asked me out though.

      “It’s as easy to fall in love with a rich guy as a poor one,” I said embarrassed I’d let that cliché leave my lips. “I don’t have a thing for rich guys.” I could hear the defensiveness in my tone, but couldn’t seem to do a thing about it. “Tom was in the same class and you thought Miles was a good match. You brought him to my apartment—practically set us up.”

      “Fine. Guilty as charged. Ron isn’t my type.” The fact that her answer was a relief gnawed at my gut. Miles was the guy for me. I was ninety percent certain, which was nearly one hundred percent if I rounded up. I’m pretty sure from reading women’s magazines no one was ever one hundred percent certain.

      “Too many morals or too single?” I asked. If she wanted to deflect, two could play that game.

      “If you got to know Rich, you’d like him.”

      “Rich? Dick seems more like. I did get to know him. He said he’d help me. Then did nothing when that pack of raging hyenas, also known as our fellow students, hunted me down and threw me off law review.”

      “That’s way in the past. We’re talking ten years ago—”

      “Ten exactly.”

      “Fine. An even decade. But almost a lifetime ago.” I hated when she did this. If anything came out of her mouth akin to “stuff happens for a reason” I swore to myself I was going to chuck her out of her pretty window.

      “For you maybe sitting pretty on the thirty-eighth floor of the Huntington Building.” I pointed to the view we both knew well of Public Square and the war memorial.

      “It’s called two hundred Public Square,” she corrected.

      “Whatever. Do you remember going to breakfast just a few years ago when I didn’t have enough money in my pocket for eggs and toast? Do you remember me, here in this exact office, hat in hand taking your offer to do pro bono adoption hoping it would lead to a more lucrative practice?” Richard Sinclair hadn’t been the cause of my problems, but he’d had his hand in my demise as surely as others had.

      “You’re not poor,” she poo-pooed. “You can afford breakfast nowadays.”

      It was true. My star had risen enough in the world that I could afford a twenty-dollar breakfast out. But it hadn’t been too long since yours truly had been a budget buster.

      “You’re not listening, Lulu. That, all of that, I can trace back to one single failure on the part of your boyfriend.” Like every innocent defendant out there, I’d put my faith in my representative, in the system. And like so many of my clients, I’d been sorely disappointed.

      “What about you? On your high horse worried about plagiarism from some guy who’d already graduated. Everyone warned you to leave well enough alone, but you couldn’t do it.”

      My mouth opened, closed. I couldn’t believe she was doing what everyone else had done, making this my fault. As if the student who’d done the down and dirty wasn’t the true culprit.

      “So now we have no ethics. No morals. Only follow the rules when it pleases us? My only failing was calling out the truth? Good to know principles are on a sliding scale.”

      “I guess that means no double dates.” The small smile from Lulu was a peace offering, but I wasn’t quite ready to break bread.

      “He’s old enough to be our father. Okay, not quite. But seriously. He has a forty-something-year-old butt. He has a wife. He has a kid. How can you be in a relationship with a guy who can only dedicate half or a quarter of himself to you. I bet he wouldn’t be so forgiving if you had a stray husband and couple of kids hiding in your apartment in Cleveland Heights.”

      “She’s constantly in the hospital. She would be without health insurance if he divorced her. His daughter is in college in Tennessee. He’s here now, spearheading our pro bono appellate practice. Death penalty and all that, Casey. After all your speeches on the Constitutional right to a good defense, you have to appreciate that.”

      “I only gave those speeches because I had to take those jobs to pay my rent.” That wasn’t quite true, but I didn’t want to have anything in common with Professor Richard Sinclair of the sliding scale morality.

      “So he could never be redeemed in your eyes.” She looked so sad, I kind of wanted to run around her desk and hug her.

      Instead, I said, “It’s not only that. You’ve changed.”

      “How have I changed?” She asked so earnestly that I started worrying anew that not only was Sinclair some kind of master manipulator, but she wasn’t even aware of the ways in which he was altering her.

      “You’re dressing differently. You’re talking differently.”

      “You mean the bling and the faux Ebonics?” she asked. I winced inwardly. All the Tommy Hilfiger and sparkling rings on both hands had been a bit much for me. Even last year’s rhinestone granny glasses and multihued outfits weren’t subtle. I’d grown used to all of it in time because she wasn’t what she wore. I didn’t want to be the kind of friend who judged someone based on the superficial. Even if Lulu hadn’t been what she wore exactly, she’d always had a definite sense of style—a way she’d wanted to appear in the world.

      “Well, it was the you I met,” I said. “I’ve always loved that girl.”

      “And you think I, reform Jewish girl from Cleveland Heights, was being true to myself?”

      Ah, Jesus. I hadn’t had enough coffee for this conversation. What in the hell did I know? I’d never had a sense of style. For the last few years I’d vacillated between the adult version of Garanimals from Lane Bryant and now I wore the same from the mannequin matching outfits from Ann Taylor’s downscale cousin Dress Barn.

      “So this.” I waved my hand up and down. “This Sinclair subdued you is the real you?”

      “It’s more real than I have been. I’m in love. For the first time, I think. Real love. Not puppy love, not high school, not college hookups. Soul-deep love with a guy who peeled back the layers and found the real me. And loves that person he discovered.”

      And there wasn’t a damned thing I could say to that. I wanted that more than anything. I’d rounded Tom up to that. Maybe was rounding Miles up to that.

      “Does that mean Ron’s up for grabs then?” It was my agree-to-disagree moment. My second very adult moment of the day.

      “He’s all yours.”
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      “Congratulations on your journey to becoming a parent!” Casey Cort crowed with great enthusiasm. Way over the top, if you asked me, which no one had. I was adopting a baby, not picking up my national lottery winnings. She was a pleasant-looking woman, but the big smile didn’t suit her. I tried to work my face to pleasant to at least get halfway to where she was.

      “I’m looking forward to what the future brings,” I replied. Arranging my hands on my lap, I patiently waited for what was next. My quiet unsettled her a bit, I think. It often did that to people. I had never gotten a lot from useless banter and small talk, though, so I hadn’t mastered it. There were plenty enough blowhards in the world to go around.

      “Well, then. Let’s get started,” Casey said. She cleared her throat and opened a folder on her desk. Extracting several forms, she clicked her biro into place. “Adoption of children where the parent or parents have consented is pretty straightforward. What I’ll need from you today is a host of standard personal information and for you to execute a retainer agreement.”

      I nodded. Merrill Barrera had outlined what to expect, but I couldn’t help myself when I asked, “How do things work in America if you can’t write a check?”

      What I took to be the lawyer’s true face came out then. It was both pained and empathetic. She took her work more seriously than most. She’d never had made it as a surgeon, maybe even would burn out as a lawyer, if she didn’t detach. Someone who cared, though, would probably be a good thing for me and my new little one. “Not easily. I’ve represented those parents without so much as a bank account. You don’t want to be them.”

      After that sobering little revelation, she took me through a series of questions. The same I’d answered for Paola and Merrill when she’d done the home visit.

      “Mrs. Barrera indicated that you may be receiving a child from abroad, is that right?”

      “Yes, I told her I was very open to adoption from one of the countries affected by one-child-birth policies or war or famine. Somewhere children have been left without parents.”

      When she’d let me know that there were far more of these children available than those to be born in the US, I knew it was the right choice. Had to be better than posting my lonely single person photo on line with my proverbial hand up screaming “choose me!” I knew my pale narrow face would be no competition for the cherubic Americans with their perfect teeth and open smiles.

      “That’s very noble of you. There are very many children who need solid, permanent homes. I’m sure Hudson has made you aware of possible attachment issues and that you may need special support, right?”

      I’d heard the whole spiel on how children aren’t something you can return. I myself had seen those horrific stories of children who had to be returned because they couldn’t form an attachment. The internet and Paul-induced insomnia had given me those. I knew that wouldn’t happen to me, though. I was grateful to have the education and resources to solve any child-related problem. I’d scoped out the clinic and there wasn’t anything wrong with the human body, outside of stage-four pancreatic cancer, that couldn’t be fixed.

      “You’re a US Citizen, then?” Casey asked bringing me back to the present.

      “No?” I could feel my face pulling together in a frown. Most people assumed the accent said otherwise. “I’m from the UK.”

      “Right. To be clear, I’m asking specifically about citizenship and immigration status as it pertains to your ability to adopt a child.”

      “I’m here on an H1B visa.”

      “So you’re not a legal permanent resident? Green card holder?”

      My mind scrabbled for purchase. Had I skipped over something really important? Something that would stop me from having a family? Paul and I had mused over the fact that if I had a baby here, they’d be a dual citizen. Might even have a weird American drawl when they spoke, but this, this I hadn’t considered. Unlike a bunch of my colleagues, I was already a citizen of a first world country, I wasn’t interested in adding citizenship to a second, especially one without universal health coverage.

      “No. From what I understand, I can stay here as long as I’m working at the clinic.”

      “I’m not an expert in immigration, so I’ll take your word on that. I’m asking because non-residents aren’t generally permitted to adopt children.”

      “No one at the agency mentioned this. Are you sure of your facts?”

      Casey hesitated for a long moment. “I only did some preliminary research,” she admitted, “as I assumed that you were a citizen or green card holder. She mentioned you were British, but what your accent maybe has nothing to do with what your status may be.”

      While my mind was reeling as to what the solicitor was saying and how it would affect my chances at adoption, my pager buzzed against my waist. I couldn’t gather my thoughts in time to press the button to read the tiny LED characters before my phone came to life, beeping a tune in the bag that I’d slung over the other chair in the room.

      “May be a patient issue.” I gestured to the dark-colored heavy phone on her desk. “Can I use it?”

      She rolled away from the desk in her high-backed leather chair. “No need to press anything.” Casey stood and walked around to my side of the huge desk. “You can dial normally. I’ll step out. Give you privacy.”

      After the door clicked shut softly, I pressed in the unfamiliar number from the pager. “Doctor Fiona Rose.”

      “Merrill Barrera here. I have good news.”

      “Merrill, as a matter of fact I’m at Casey Cort’s office. The solicitor, um, lawyer you recommended. She’s saying that—”

      “Fiona, listen to me,” the voice said on the phone, its stern tone enough to make me stop my rambling and take notice. “Your baby is here.”

      “My what?” I was normally very in control of my world. A surgeon had to be that way. There wasn’t much that I didn’t understand, or that could throw me for a loop, but I’d been surprised twice in ten minutes and my brain couldn’t keep up.

      “Your baby is coming to Cleveland Hopkins.” Merrill spoke slowly and clearly. There was no mistaking what she’d said the second time.

      “How—”

      “We’re an adoption agency. We specialize in babies. There’s a little girl landing in two hours. Can you be there to pick her up?”

      “Of course.” I borrowed the yellow pad the solicitor had been using and scribbled down the pertinent information about flight times and terminals. I put down the phone and tore off the sheet.

      I stepped out into the reception area where Casey was chatting with another woman.

      “There’s a baby.”

      “What?” the women cried in unison.

      “I know. It’s fast. I have to be at,” I looked at the paper, “Terminal C.”

      “I’ll drive you,” the lawyer announced, then suddenly looked as if she’d thought better of it. “It would be nice to be there, but I don’t want to impose…”

      Suddenly, I didn’t want to face this alone. This yawning chasm of instant parenthood, something I’d all along planned to face with Paul by my side after nine long months of preparation, loomed large.

      “Please do come. I’ll drive, though, as I have a car seat.”

      “You bought one? Already?”

      “It goes from baby to toddler. Merrill said it was better that you be prepared. I guess she was right. Why don’t we drive there, then maybe you can help me to install it.”

      “Perfect,” the lawyer said hugging herself a little. “I’m excited for you.”

      “And the citizenship stuff?”

      “We can figure all that out later. Let’s go get your baby.”

      Months or years later I hoped I’d remember more about this day, because by the time we arrived at Cleveland Hopkins, not only couldn’t I remember driving there—scary because it was all on the wrong side of the road—but anything leading up to the trip either. As I pulled into the car park, my heart sped up more rapidly than it had been the twenty minutes prior. Any faster and I’d be a patient in my own hospital.

      “Let’s install the seat,” I declared when I’d finally gotten my hands to stop shaking long enough to turn the car’s engine off and jiggle the key from the ignition.

      With that prompt, Casey was out of the car and standing by my boot. I popped it open and I could hear the sound of tape ripping from cardboard.

      Two graduate degrees and miles of school between us and it took us an hour to get the car seat situated in the back.

      “Thanks,” I said slamming the back door with finality.

      “When it’s my turn, I’ll definitely call one of those services that does this for you. I even think I’d heard they’ll do it at the Shaker fire department.”

      “Totally agree with you.” I laughed with relief. Relief at getting the seat in. Relief that my daughter was here, waiting for me to meet her. Relief that I wouldn’t have to spend months or years waiting. Relief that my real life could begin now.

      Casey surveyed the electronic board in the small and quiet airport. “Flight twenty-four thirty-five lands in twenty minutes. You ready?”

      “According to my mum, no woman is ever ready.” Whether that said something about my mum or if it was indeed true, I was about to find out.

      The solicitor sat while I paced the passenger waiting area. After US nine eleven attacks, no one was allowed back at the gate like when I was a kid. I was forced to stand in a pre-screened area thick with waiting family members and hire car drivers dangling black names printed on stark white paper.

      What seemed like hours later, but was probably all of fifteen minutes, a small stream of passengers appeared. Men in suits came through first, probably from the first-class section. Tired rumpled people came next. It was probably the last leg of a series of long flights for many. The flights I’d taken for the interview and when I finally arrived with Paul weren’t so far in the past that I’d forgotten how long it took to get to a small city like Cleveland.

      Families with children straggled through next.

      Though it probably annoyed the hell out of the parents, I gave a long glance at every baby who came through. The way their mother’s clutched them close, I knew none of these was mine.

      Last, but not least an exhausted woman shuffled through the door. Asleep on her shoulder was a small girl, probably a year old at most. Her curly hair was barely contained under a white cotton knit cap. A feeling of rightness squeezed at my heart.

      This was her.

      This was my daughter.

      “Fiona Rose?” The woman approached me.

      “Yes. That’s me.” I reached out my arms and she put my baby into them. Like all the mothers I’d seen moments before, I clutched her close. She smelled like sugar, and honey, some kind of cream, and baby.

      “This is my daughter,” I said. I knew those four words were the truest I’d ever spoken.

      “What’s her name?” Casey asked. It was the most perfect question. I had the most perfect answer.

      “Charlotte. Charlotte Rose.”
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      “Took nine years.”

      “Nine years? What took that long?” I turned my back to Justin McPhee, flagging down one of the waiters. Most seemed as ancient as the old steakhouse that filled half the bottom of my building.

      Every time I was here, and that was rare, it brought back the mobster movies that had been popular when I was in college. I’d have bet my meager savings that at least one hit had been ordered in this place.

      “For you to buy me a drink.”

      My heart went into overdrive and the possibility that I’d slighted Justin. He’d offered me the keys to juvenile Court, which I’d grapped up with two desparate hands, and all I’d sent back was a thank you card. I didn’t have a chance to blurt out an excuse or apologize before the waiter I’d summoned lumbered over.

      “What’s your fancy?” the black-vested man asked me when he approached our table.

      Beer didn’t seem appropriate or adult. “A Sidecar,” I answered.

      Lulu and I had decided many moons ago that we needed drinks that wouldn’t make us look unsophisticated when were out with other lawyers. We’d pulled her dad’s college bartender guide from the bookcase in his den and tried out a bunch of mixers from his supply. I’d landed on a cognac drink and Lulu on a vodka-laced Cosmo. I pretty much thought I’d won in the sophistication department.

      A lot of sugar mollified the alcohol that tended to burn through my stomach lining like it was on fire.

      “And you, sir?”

      “I’ll have the stout on tap.”

      Beer. He’d had the balls to get beer and I hadn’t. But I was a Sidecar girl, right? To have a signature drink meant that you had to actually order it and drink it. I openly stared at Justin while he chatted with the waiter about happy hour specials.

      Lately I was comparing every man to Miles. Justin wasn’t spared. He was okay looking, maybe even a little cute in that Cleveland west side sort of way. I knew, like me, he’d probably gone to Catholic school and potatoes had been a substantial part of his diet growing up.

      His red wool vest did little to hide his growing middle. Miles would have ordered a craft beer, then sipped at it. He also played basketball and biked regularly, helping keep my boyfriend slim and trim. I hoped that the longer I spent with him, the more likely I’d be to take up biking and sports. With effort I was sure I could be one of those sporty girls the Ivy League seemed to spit out by the dozens. The kind of girl made for a man like Miles.

      “You’re working for Paola Hudson now?” McPhee posed when the waiter left to put in our order.

      “It’s why I wanted to have this drink,” I said. “I’m happy to have the Hudson agency on board. I want to make the transition as smooth as possible, though.” I’d been more than a little bit curious when I’d seen Justin’s name on some open files. Why someone still eking out a living in juvenile court was pushing this cash cow off his plate made me wonder.

      “Transition?” he said turning his full attention toward me. Little dimples I’d never noticed before hollowed out his cheeks when he talked. I had kind of a soft spot for dimples.  Refocusing on the business between us, I pushed his face and any cuteness there from my mind.

      “The transition from you as the attorney they refer parents to—to me,” I painstakingly explained.

      “Right.” His monosyllabic answer did not give me a lot of clues. This was not the loquacious guy I’d met at a bar association luncheon who had single-handedly changed my career trajectory. I pressed a bit more.

      “You did do work for Paola for the last six years, right? When the referral came in, I asked who they used before and they mentioned you. I was surprised that I knew you.” Awkwardly, I patted his hand. I was trying for chummy this time. He pulled his arm back like I had the plague.

      “It’s a small pool of attorneys in Cleveland.” Sounded like something I’d have said to mollify Miles. It seemed patronizing coming from someone else’s mouth.

      Drinks appeared on the table with a clatter. I took a sip of the sweet and bitter liquid. While wiping the circle of beaded water from the surface with my bare fingers, I searched my head. There was something going on here, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. I wanted information though, so I pressed ahead.

      “I’m handling my first adoption for a mom. She just got her new baby yesterday.” I could hear the unusual spark of joy in my voice, but those five minutes had been the most amazing thing I’d ever witnessed. I could kind of tell Charlotte and Fiona were meant for each other. It was like watching two people fall in love at hyper speed.

      “Super fast?”

      “Totally. I’d assumed people waited years to adopt. Up until now, I’ve been doing the ones where the families have had kids in long-term custody but wanted permanence.”

      “These from cases in Juvie? Did you step up to help some of those guardians become permanent?”

      “Yes and no. They’re from juvenile court, but not my cases, exactly. I had been doing some pro bono at Dalton Lacey.” I’m not sure where that twinge of guilt came from, but it wasn’t warranted. Pro bono was pro bono.

      “Fancy.”

      “Just a friend from law school. I’m sure you have some at Dalton.”

      “Ronaldo Pinheiro and I were in the same class at Case. There are a few more, but we were in the same section together first year so we got tight.”

      “It is a small world. He’s coordinating the adoption pro bono program. He referred me for paying cases.”

      “Nice of him.”

      “Totally, right.”

      “What’s up with the Valley girl speak, you’re from the west side right?”

      “Grew up on West Boulevard.”

      “I graduated from Saint Ignatius.”

      Of course he had. It’s where smart Catholic boys went to school.

      “St. Joseph for me.” It was the female equivalent.

      “Even more fancy.” His tone said that fancy wasn’t good.

      “I was on scholarship. My very devoted Catholic parents thought this kind of education was super important. I’m grateful they were so focused.” Admitting I was a scholarship kid was new for me. I used to be mortified, but was learning to accept that I wasn’t anything like Miles and that was okay.

      “Wait. Did you go to the Valentine’s Day Dance…it was my senior year. Graduated in eighty-seven. I think I remember you there.”

      “The one in Rocky River where Joe Meniconi let a gaggle of geese in. I was a sophomore.”

      “I love that you knew when to use the word gaggle,” Justin said, his tone softening.

      “Flock of seagulls. Cauldron of bats. Murder of crows. Cackle of hyenas. Thunder of hippos. That’s Saint Joe’s for you. I’m pretty sure there was a quiz on that one.”

      Justin’s laugh was full and throaty. “I love it. Are you first generation? My dad’s Irish. My mom’s Polish.”

      I didn’t tell him the map of Poland was all over his face. Instead, I said, “My dad’s Polish by way of Germany. He picked up my mom there and they both came here to Cleveland.”

      “Sounds like my dad. He picked up my mom in a dance hall. They’d deny it to the parish priest, but there was much drinking, dancing, and probably premarital sex back in the seventies.”

      “They all deny it.” Not that I’d ever asked my parents or anything. God knew I’d never broach that subject to my dying day. But I’d run into some letters from my dad when I was spying in my mom’s closet that mentioned a pregnancy scare, long before they were married or I was born.

      Justin threw up his hands. “Hey, my sisters were virgins until their wedding day.”

      “I’m one too.”

      He dissolved into laughter. I held back the urge to join him. Catholic guilt and all that.

      “Did you have nuns or lay teachers,” he asked. On familiar ground, I relaxed.

      “Mostly lay after elementary. I think they ran out of nuns. Women not taking the vows and all that. You?”

      “Lots of Jesuit priests. I think there may have been stealth nuns in the place, though.”

      “Stealth?”

      “Can I ask you a question. You met a lot of nuns, right?” I nodded bracing myself for the unexpected. “There was this one teacher who subbed in and out. She was like the permanent sub. I have some thoughts about her. Questions.”

      “Thoughts? Questions?” My mind ping-ponged between depravity and the Catholic church. It was not a good place for a mind to be. So much lay in that space.

      “Most nuns gave up the habit and the wimple, right?”

      Clarity dawned like the sun after a thunderstorm. I turned the tables.

      “Wait, wait, let me ask you a few questions?”

      “Direct examination, counselor?”

      I nodded semi-seriously, trying to keep a smile at bay. “Did substiute teacher wear colors? You know other than gray, slate blue or black.”

      “No,” he answered like a good witness should. No embellishments. No exposition.

      “Was her hair always pinned back? Like ten bobby pins more than normal?”

      Justin briefly closed his eyes in memory. “Maybe.”

      “Did she wear a big cross, not gold, but wood. Maybe with a crucified Jesus to boot?”

      “Check.”

      “Beads on her wrist.”

      “People wear those for meditation.”

      “Your Honor, direct the witness to answer the question,” I said to some imaginary arbiter. We both smiled then. Breaking from my role, I said,  “Meditation beads? C’mon. This is Cleveland, not L.A.”

      “Oh my God. She was a stealth nun.” Justin reared back. I could see a whole new understanding dawning for him. I’d had plenty of these women in my schools. Working in the office, in the school library, puttering around in service of God.

      “I don’t think she was under cover. You didn’t read the signs.”

      He threw back his head in laughter and this time I joined him. It was crazy the Catholic thing. So many rules. So much that went unspoken. Miles didn’t get it. He was a died-in-the-wool atheist and didn’t understand how or why my parents were the way they were in light of the world turning away from the church.

      “A pandemonium of parrots,” I interjected. His laughter was so lighthearted and joyous, I wanted more of it.

      We laughed so hard the rest of the patrons turned around. These were older men, some of them criminal defense attorneys I recognized, who probably hadn’t looked up from their bourbons in twenty years.

      It took me a full minute, but I managed to get my giggling under control.

      “So you’re really in the adoption game now.” Justin observed.

      Silently, I reassured myself I wasn’t a sellout. That I had the right to make a living.

      “I’m looking forward to working with Hudson,” I said brightly. “I made a promise to myself after a few cases that went sideways that I’d change my practice. This is really a shift in a new direction.”

      “Does that mean you’re leaving Juvy? Come to think of it, I haven’t seen you around in a long time.”

      “I already left,” I admitted. “Judge…” I stopped myself cold. I’d been about to give credit to the Brody family for getting me out of court, which was true. A thousand percent true. No matter how much I’d wanted it years ago, I never again wanted to be associated with my ex-fiancé’s family. “It had to go, that part of my practice,” I continued. “Two hundred fifty dollars maximum per case is no way to assure great legal representation for those parents and children.”

      “They need people like us, though, don’t they? We’re not the lawyers who catch as many cases as possible and churn the files for the fees without really helping the families. You were one of the ones who cared.”

      I found that I couldn’t dine or righteousness or Catholic guilt.

      “To be frank, it was going to bankrupt me, Justin. Maybe you have a different situation than me. Half the people I went to school with had families who were supporting them. Not mine. I have loans. A lot of loans. And obviously I like to eat,” I said pointing to my newer thinner body which still, in a lot of ways, felt like my older fatter body. “Since I don’t want to move back in with my parents, I need to do what I can to pay the bills. And Juvy wasn’t cutting it.”

      “Not when you have cases like Grant.” The way he said Grant suggested that maybe he thought I had something do with the judge’s disappearance. I almost defended myself. Almost. But I was tired of that. Defending Grant. Defending my criminal practice. I’d never committed a crime. I’d done nothing, was doing nothing unethical. I pressed on.

      “I want more cases like Grant. Which is why I’m excited about Hudson. It seems pretty straightforward. I walk the parents through the paperwork and probate court. Everyone comes out happy. Plus I get paid. Why did you stop doing it?” This was the thing I was most interested in. Communing over nuns and Polish parents was fine, but I could do that with countless people. I really wanted to know who gave up a cash cow for peanuts from Cuyahoga County. I half wondered if he’d found something even more lucrative in the family arena. I was more than willing to supplement what Hudson was going to bring in.

      Justin drained his beer, signaled the waiter for another.

      “You want a refill?” he asked.

      “I’m good.” I said waiting for what was to come. I clasped my hands on the smooth wood the same way I’d done through my first eight years in Catholic school. After a moment of quiet, Justin’s wide hand landed on top of mine. It wasn’t…unpleasant. It was actually kind of nice, this moment of communion. It was nice to spend time with someone who got me. Who’d lived a life so much like mine.

      “You driving? I take the Rapid.”

      “So do I, but I’m good.”

      “Suit yourself.”  Justin was quiet for a long moment. He took his hand back, rubbed it through his hair. “To answer your questions, I think Paola and Merrill and I didn’t see eye to eye.”

      “What’s there to disagree about?” I was pretty sure that nearly everyone loved babies. It’s what had kept our fighting, warring species alive.

      “You’ll find out they have a very streamlined process. You’ll have to be on board with that.”

      “After the never-ending cases on Twenty-second Street, I think I’ll really appreciate streamlined. People get their babies, we finalize who’s the legal parent, I get paid. I can’t see the downside.” And I really couldn’t. This had to be what was in the best interests of orphaned children.

      Justin mumbled something under his breath.

      “What?” I leaned forward. “I didn’t catch that?”

      “Nothing. I wanted more time with the cases. Maybe I’m too set in my ways. I think cases shouldn’t be rushed.”

      “Between the Adoption and Safe Families Act which only gives parents of kids in foster care six months to get their shit together and Ohio adoptions which are generally finalized in six months, doesn’t seem like there’s a lot of time anymore. I used to hate it, that rush. Maybe it’s not right in Juvy. Probably not. But for adoption. Seems more than right.”

      Justin looked as if he wanted to say more. Instead he downed his beer.

      His shrug was nonchalant. “Maybe, maybe not. Are you still doing felonies? GAL stuff in Domestic Relations?”

      “I’m not trolling for criminal anymore, so any assignments I get are the only cases I take. It’s ninety percent pleas anyway. You know those post-decree custody cases can linger forever in Domestic. I might keep doing them. When they’re not your bread and butter, they’re not as stressful.”

      “You seeing anyone?” he asked in a one-hundred-eighty degree turn.

      “You mean a guy?”

      He nodded.

      A little zing of awareness snuck through my veins. Was he thinking of asking me out? Mentally, I shook off the feeling. What in the hell was up with me these days? I kind of felt a pull toward every guy I was sitting down with. Reminded me of my hormonal teenage years when every male within a three-mile radius inspired sinful fantasies I used to own up to back when I went to confession. This time I charged it up to my alcohol-lowered inhibitions. I had no idea how to answer, though. I was either soon-to-be engaged—again—or still at friends with benefits. I opted to round up in my answer.

      “Miles Siegel? He’s an AUSA.”

      “Wow, you’re dating the enemy. Wasn’t that a movie?”

      “I think Julia Roberts was Sleeping with the Enemy, but I’m pretty sure her husband wasn’t a prosecutor, just your run-of-the-mill psychopath. You know we’re all on the same side, Justin. We all want justice and judges who follow the rules. He’s a good guy, Miles.”

      “A good prosecutor?” He snorted like that was the biggest oxymoron of all time. “There’s not a soul in this bar who would agree with you.”

      This was the opposite of a cop and prosecutor bar. They drank way on the other side of town where the patrons were more sympathetic to their brand of justice. But Miles was not the same as all those others. Suddenly it was imperative for me to let Justin know that about my boyfriend. That even if I was a sellout on the legal front, I certainly hadn’t sold out in my private life.

      “He was a cop before that, so he knows how prosecutors operate.”

      “A cop turned prosecutor. Oh, this gets better and better.” If I hadn’t been dating Miles, I’d have agreed with him—one hundred percent. The cops and prosecutors I’d met while defending my clients hadn’t endeared me. And definitely not my last cop client either. Miles was different.

      “He’s black, though, so he knows how it can go.” I kind of wanted to cringe at the way that came out, but I soldiered on making my case for Miles. “He was there for me during the Troy Duncan case.”

      “You represented a cop there too. Which side are you playing?”

      “The side of truth, justice, and the American way, Justin.”

      Suddenly exhausted, I lifted my purse from the chair next to me and slipped out my wallet. Justin waved my money away.

      “Thanks for taking the time for a drink,” I said. “I’ve gotta get going. Have to pull together that paperwork for that first adoption they referred.” I was a little tipsy and a lot tired of being on the defensive. My guess was that Justin hadn’t left Hudson, maybe Hudson had left him. Probably too self-righteous for the clients’ taste. I scooted from the bench and stood.

      “Those parents got the baby how quickly again?” he asked after tugging on the sleeve of my spring coat.

      I slung my purse and bag over my shoulder. “A few weeks. She’s a single mom. I realize now that if you’re open to all ethnicities and backgrounds, it’s much easier. Less of a wait. It’s both amazing and sad at the same time.”

      “Amazing and sad. How you put that is perfect.” His eyes went soft and sentimental. I chalked it up to the twenty-four ounces of beer running through his veins. “It was amazing and sad talking to you today, Casey. Have an amazing and sad day and life.”

      “You too, Justin. Maybe that should be your last beer.”

      He nodded gravely. “Stout is amazing in taste and sad in how it makes you feel.”

      “Okay, thanks for the drink. Have a good night.” I left out anything about it being either amazing or sad.
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      “Uh oh.”

      My heart started pounding the second the words left Dinha’s mouth. The blood rushing past my ears was so loud I didn’t hear the rest of the words she was speaking.

      “What is it?” I looked around frantically for Eligu. But he wasn’t lost or hurt. He was on the floor looking for something disgusting to put in his mouth. He was as safe as he could be in a rat-infested house.

      “A woman from the Home Office is here,” Dinha announced.

      “That’s normal,” I said more to myself than her. It was normal. Someone from the government was always stopping by to make sure we weren’t working or had done something unauthorized.

      Freedom came with a lot of rules.

      Dinha didn’t let me linger in my delusion longer than a few seconds. She shook her head emphatically. “No, it’s not. This one, she’s wearing nice clothes and she’s carrying envelopes in her hand.”

      “What does that mean?” Dinha had been in this country longer than me. She knew the system, how things worked. I’d relied on her to tell me all the unwritten rules of which there were so many.

      “They’ve decided someone’s status. She’s here to tell one of us in person.” It was all women with us. No men in this house as cramped as my uncle’s at home.

      The breakfast porridge I’d eaten threatened to come right back up. On any given day I bounced between being sure I wouldn’t be thrown out—forced to the Sudan—or being sure they’d put me in one of the jails here at Her Majesty’s expense. I had no desire to go back to that detention center with its bedbugs and without laundry facilities. This place was no palace, but over the last months, especially with Dinha and Eligu, it had become home.

      “How do you know?” I didn’t test her often, but I did now. The fear of that truth she was speaking was shaking me to my core.

      “Hasn’t happened since you been here, but you see and hear things, you know?”

      Dinha, a few of the other women milling around, and I watched the white woman, another one with colorless hair and eyes, as she poked at the doorbell. No one made an attempt to tell her the bell had never worked, not while any of us had been here at least. Finally, irritation causing her to blow at her flyaway hair, she knocked at the thick wood door.

      Eligu picked up, dusted off, and tight at her waist, Dinha turned the locks and pulled the door open. Now that the weather had been more dry than wet for a bit, it didn’t swell or stick like it had over the winter months. Despite the protesting squeak of the hinges, it opened easily.

      “Hello,” she said. Her tone was clipped and official. I feared Dinha had spoken the truth. When Dinha didn’t say anything, the woman spoke again.

      “Right. Hello. I’m here to speak to Dinha Be…Bekele. That right?”

      “I’m Dinha,” my friend said.

      “Great. That’s grand. Can you wait here? I’m also after Alile Useni.”

      I raised my left hand tentatively.

      “Great. You’re both here. Let me talk to you first, Dinha,” she said. The two of them went outside on the steps while the woman talked and handed Dinha a sheaf of papers.

      When she came back in Dinha’s smile let me know that she was staying. I took a few gulps of air and waited for my own good news.

      The woman poked her head back in. She pointed something at me, a pen probably, and gestured through the door. “You next. Do you speak English?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come on out, then. I need to speak with you.”

      I stepped out the door and stood on the top step so I could look the woman in the eye.

      “I’m Alile Useni,” I said.

      “Right. Yes. Well, I have bad news for you. Unfortunately the Home Office has decided that you’re not eligible for indefinite leave to remain.”

      “What…why?” I swallowed once, then again, trying not to cry. This was my only plan. To stay, to make enough money to bring Yeni here. I’d planned to get a job because pounds here were worth millions of kwacha. I could have paid for someone to bring Yeni to me and paid my aunt twice what she was asking.

      “Your documents can’t be authenticated,” she was saying while I watched my plans crumble to dust.

      “There’s a war,” I supplied.

      “I understand the complications.”

      “Complications? People are being slaughtered. It’s practically a genocide,” I insisted. That last word was foreign in my mouth, but I’d heard it on the telly here a dozen times. It usually made the guests on a chat show squirm in their seats and claim that the English had to do something for Africa.

      “Again, we understand. There are refugee facilities in Uganda. Some have gone to Egypt.”

      I didn’t want to go to any of those places. They weren’t any better, and were probably worse than where I’d left. I’d figure something out. Even if it meant disappearing into some kind of shadow existence. But I didn’t want to put this woman on notice. Instead I kept up the pretending, as I’d done for the last year. I hung my head and said, “When do I have to go?”

      “Someone from the Home Office will be in contact to make arrangements.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Here’s your official notice. Have a nice afternoon.” The woman shoved a few papers in my direction. I took them and walked back through the door.

      “Bad news?”

      It took everything in me not to cry. Not to scream to the heavens that my life had been nothing but bad luck. There was an old adage about white men coming to Africa with the bible and taking all the land. I’d come to Europe with hopes and would leave with much less. There wasn’t much out there for Africans. Europe had everything and they were keeping it for themselves.

      I only nodded.

      Dinha smiled. “I can stay. Section fifty-five or something like it. I can stay on account of my kid.” She pinched his little tan cheeks. “Eligu. I love you.”

      “I have to go.”

      “Where? Are you going to run away. Try to find a place to stay in the UK? There are some that do it. I’d even say you could move in with me, but there’s a man who says—”

      I cut her off. “No. I can’t live like that. It won’t work for Yeni,” I said all the while spinning out plans in my head to do just that.

      “Yeni? Who’s Yeni?”

      “My daughter.” There was no reason to lie or conceal the truth any longer.

      “You have a baby? Where is she?” Dinha looked around the front room as if my little girl were going to appear.

      “Africa.” I heard the defeat in my voice, with the realization that I’d be lucky if I could ever get my girl out of there with no country to bring her to and no money. It was more than a year later and I was not any further than I’d been in Malawi.

      “Why didn’t you bring her?” I was grateful not to hear accusation in her voice.

      “It was a long trip. I left her in a safe place. I have a little bit of time to go back and get her.”

      “How much time?”

      I fell onto a broken down chair in the entranceway. My hands came up to cover my face as my head pulsed and my nose clogged. Tears were next. I felt the swish of air as the other women came to gape at me. Dinha must have done something because as quickly as their feet shuffled in, they shuffled out the way they’d come.

      “A week, a year. I have no idea. My aunt threatened to take her to a local orphanage if I didn’t pay. I tried to…gather…the money, but I couldn’t earn enough, so I decided to come here. The life I could give her wasn’t any kind of life. If I lived here, I could bring her, and she could grow up to be someone, anyone, not a servant, not a prostitute.” I dropped my hands, realizing what I’d just said. “I’m sorry. I’m not saying you’re bad. It’s just…”

      “Don’t be sorry. Why do you think I do it? I don’t want little Eligu here to do what I do for money.”

      “There are boys?”

      “There are men who look for boys like they look for girls, if they look hard enough. That’s the past, right? I can work now, for real, or go to school, and send him as well. Punters can go to hell. Do you think your aunt gave her away?”

      “I don’t know. I hope not. Letters to her and my father haven’t been answered. I haven’t gotten any mail here. I’ve been sending a few pounds every week. I’ve almost paid how much she asked.”

      “So you just have to figure out a way to stay here or go back and bring her here. Maybe try again with immigration or something?”

      I could see that Dinha was happy, that she wanted to think there was some magic wand that could be waved to fix my problems like one had just fixed hers.

      “Where? Where did you come from. I wondered about your claim to be Sudanese. You look like no one I’ve ever met from Sudan.”

      “Malawi.” It was the first time I’d said it out loud in many, many months.

      “What about all that talk about Sudan?” she asked in a whisper.

      “I need to stay here. I need to get Yeni out of Malawi.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “My mom is dead. My dad went to…he went to the city to look for work, then he stayed with a new wife and her kids. I stayed with my aunt and uncle.”

      “Where’s the father? He a punter?”

      “No, no. I wouldn’t…sorry, I’m not—” I did, I had, but I wanted to forget all about those last months before I’d arrived in England.

      “Don’t be sorry. If we were allowed to work, don’t you think I’d work in a shop or scrape gum off bus seats?”

      “Of course. Sure.”

      “The dad?” Dinha asked again.

      “My uncle.”

      “Oh—”

      “He said it was my job to—”

      “They always say that. Every girl I know has an uncle like that. The smart ones figure out how to outwit them.”

      I was unable to stop my face from falling in on itself once again. There were so many nights I’d found ways to avoid him until I couldn’t. Maybe my father and brothers were right that I didn’t deserve school. “I wasn’t smart, I guess.”

      “No. I’m not saying this the right way. I mean the lucky ones get away. Not all of us are so lucky.”

      I tried to accept her apology, but she was saying exactly what I’d always known, what my uncle had said, it was my fault for smiling and not always keeping my clothes together after I washed. He couldn’t keep himself from my temptation. I shook my head. I couldn’t do anything to fix that part of my past. I could only do what was necessary to save Yeni’s future.

      “What time is it?” I asked Dinha.

      “Three. Can you watch—”

      “No, I have to go. I have to figure out something.” I turned from Dinha and little Eligu and ran upstairs. I’d pretended too long that they were like my family. It was time to figure out how to save my own.

      One hour and twenty minutes and one very long walk later, I turned up at Raha.

      “Is Emma Graham here?” I asked the woman at the front desk.

      “She’s got someone in. We’re about to close.”

      “I have to speak with her.” I leaned against the little reception counter hoping this woman could see how important it was. “I need to see her today.”

      “She’ll finish up in about ten minutes or so.”

      I stood at the desk fiddling with the pamphlets until the woman cleared her throat and looked pointedly at the tattered chairs behind me. I took the hint and sat tucking my skirt modestly under my legs.

      “Alile, right?” Emma said coming out, her hand extended. I hesitated a moment, then took it in mine.

      “Yes. I wanted to talk to you about the babysitter thing.”

      “Perfect timing. I was just meeting with our partner at the au pair program. There are always families looking and not enough girls available. Those that speak English anyway. Right now there’s a huge demand.”

      “I want to apply. I want to go.” My voice had been too loud. She stepped back at my insistence. Normally I tried to be quiet and small for the English, but it was important that I get her attention.

      “Wow. Okay. Come in to my office.”

      I sat in a small room. The grimy window looked out on a carpark. For a country so wealthy, I hadn’t seen much of it. Maybe the king and queen kept it all to themselves.

      “Let me tell you about the process.”

      For twenty minutes she talked about applications and references and interviews over the computer. My hopes sank deeper than the deepest part of Lake Malawi. I didn’t have references. I didn’t even have a valid passport. I didn’t know where I’d be next week. In war-torn Sudan or worse thrown into some other nation rife with tribal conflict. Of course I’d need papers. I’d just spent a year trying to get them. How did I think the rest of Europe would be any different.

      Emma stopped speaking. I’m not sure if it was because she knew I wasn’t listening or because she had come to the end of her speech. She pushed a thick stack of papers in my direction. I pushed them back toward her.

      “I’m sorry. I made a mistake coming here. My asylum claim was not granted. I thought that perhaps I could find a place in another country, but I can not complete any of this.” I tapped the thick stack of paper. “I have no references, except other refugees without status. I can not apply. I…I…”

      Emma stood so quickly, her chair rolled toward the wall and hit the window sill with a thud. “Come with me.”

      “What?” I asked. I was confused. Was she showing me the door this very moment. I lifted my bag from the floor and stood nearly as quickly as she had.

      “I don’t normally do this. Just come with me before I get in trouble,” she pleaded.

      Desperation made me follow her like a well-fed dog. We left through Raha’s entrance and walked down a street filled with wood and stone buildings. Old ladies going about their day looked, but didn’t look at the odd pairing we made. At a small door, wood framing glass, without any kind of sign, Emma knocked, then jiggled the knob. I walked behind her through what looked like a book and map store to a small area in the corner. An older woman stood at a large flat wood counter, a large map rolled to the very tip.

      “Rita, this is Alile. She’s interested in au pair work abroad.”

      The woman lifted glasses from her hair and put them on her nose. The glasses made her light eyes overlarge. “But you don’t have all the necessary papers, yeah?” Rita got right to the point. I could tell there would be little beating around the bush with her.

      “Unfortuantely…” I started ready to launch into a list of suitable excuses.

      “No need for explanation. I’ve already heard enough for a lifetime. I got one question: you ever care for kids?” Rita’s face was no-nonsense. She didn’t look like the type to be swayed by lies and half-truths, so I didn’t bother.

      “My daughter, Yeni, as well as my nieces and nephews.” I didn’t mention the care was involuntary or how old any of them had been. I’d practically been a child caring for children. It wasn’t the kind of thing they understood here what with day care, schools for two- and-three-year-olds, nannies and au pairs.

      “You have experience then. There’s an agency we work with in Paris. Often there are parents who adopt African babies who are looking for help from a native that doesn’t cost what a local would. Let me make a few calls. Would you be willing to go to France or Switzerland or Sweden? That’s where the demand is nowadays.”

      I nodded vigorously. I’d had my heart set on brining up Yeni in the UK, but she was young, she could learn French or Swedish or whatever they spoke in Switzerland. Apparently, there were blacks there as well. The world was so much bigger than my uncle’s house and my mother’s village.

      “Yes,” I said loud and clear.

      “Come back tomorrow. About this time. I’ll make some calls. Young pretty girl like you should have no problem getting placed informally.”

      She picked up a small camera from the desk, pointed it at me, and snapped photos. After that I followed Emma out the door. She went back to Raha and I started the long walk to the house that wouldn’t be home for much longer.

      

      June 29, 2006

      I’d probably counted every minute in the twenty-four hours before I was back at the bookstore. Rita was sitting exactly where I’d left her among stacks of dusty books. If she weren’t wearing a yellow shirt instead of white, I’d have thought she’d never gone home.

      “Well, you’re punctual,” she said by way of greeting. “That’ll be an asset in your placement.”

      “You found something? Where?” I took a deep breath to slow the speeding of my heart. Then I did all I could to hold back a sneeze from the dust I’d taken in. “I was thinking about Sweden last night,” I said. “I hear its cold all year round. So different from Africa.” When everyone had gone to sleep I watched a show about Scandinavia on the telly. Even though I’d had to prop my eyes open, I saw it through to the end assuming fate was on my side.

      “Right. Sweden. I mentioned that, did I? Well, Europe isn’t available right now. But there’s a family in America that needs help.”

      “America. That’s far.” My heart sped up again. How many thousands of kilometers would that put between me and Yeni? If I couldn’t afford to bring her to Europe, how would I afford America?

      “It is far, but they have a greater need for girls. They don’t have any kind of leave for mums there.”

      “Where in America? California? New York?” They were the only two places I’d really heard of.

      She lifted a small white card from her dark wood table. “Ohio. Cleveland. It’s a city in the middle of the country. Kind of like we are here in Wolverhampton. It’s like Birmingham, I think.”

      “When would I go?”

      “Saturday. You’d take a train to London. Fly to Detroit. It’s where they make the cars and music. Then onward to Cleveland.”

      “Saturday?”

      “Can you be ready by then?”

      “How many children?”

      “It’s perfect for you actually. It’s a little baby girl from Africa. The mum’s a doctor. I think she’s single, so probably not sleeping much just by herself. You’d work about forty hours.

      “How much will it pay?”

      “Oh, pay. Did Emma tell you? It’s the same no matter the job. In America it’s about two hundred dollars.”

      “A month?”

      “No…no. A week.

      “Also, you would have access to school and it’s a city with public transport, so that should work. Is it a go? I have to give an answer to put the tickets in your name, or we’ll have to call up another girl.”

      Two hundred…a week. I could save up enough to get to Yeni in a few weeks, and enough to bring her to the US in a month, maybe two. I was sure I could find someone in the village to fly to bring her to me. Not Daddy or Umi, but someone from the school. A teacher probably. They had the smarts to figure out how to bring my baby to me. I could pay them enough to give money to the right officials to get her the right papers. What had seemed so bleak just yesterday was now very bright. I’d all but stopped believing in God, but he was great. He had come through for me. My silent prayers had been answered.

      “It’s a yes. Definitely a yes.” It was two days from today. I didn’t exactly have much to pack. The clothes I’d brought, a few I’d bought, soap, and one new pair of shoes.

      “Alrighty then. Be here at five Saturday morning for the early train.”

      The streets were supposed to be paved with gold in America. Surely I could figure out how to bring Yeni there before time ran out.
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      “She’s sleeping,” I said as I opened the door to let Merrill Barrera in. I glanced at the doorbell meaningfully trying to send my displeasure via telepathy. Once Merrill was gone, I’d tape a note over it threating the next person who pressed it with certain death, except maybe the UPS lorry driver who made bulk deliveries of diapers.

      I made a mental note to talk to him separately about leaving boxes at the back door. The doorbell back there hadn’t worked since we’d moved in, so he could press that one to his hearts content without disturbing Charlotte, then leave the packages on the back step.

      “How’s it going? You’ve been a mother for one whole week!” Merrill nearly clapped with glee. Americans needed to dial it back a bit. Someone needed to tell them life wasn’t a quiz show.

      “Fine. Hold on.” Without excusing myself I stalked to the kitchen and took the pad I used for shopping lists from the drawer. The top page was half filled with things I still needed but couldn’t remember or didn’t have the time to pick up. I tore it off, laid it to one side then made a note about the doorbell and UPS guy. Those I didn’t want to forget. Even though Charlotte wasn’t an infant, sleep for her seemed to be in short supply.

      “Mommy brain?” Merrill was leaning against the doorframe, her face pulled into sympathy.

      “What’s that?” My brain felt fine, a little foggy, but fine, operational at least. I’d worked for hours on little or no rest off and on for years since I’d graduated medical school.

      “It’s what happens after sleep deprivation or maybe it’s from having no one to talk to over the age of two. Whatever the cause, most women can’t seem remember their names, much less full grocery lists.”

      “I’ll get to the shopping later today,” I promised. I did not want to in any way appear incompetent. There could be no reason for Merrill or anyone to think my daughter couldn’t stay with me. “Charlotte hasn’t much liked the car,” I offered in explanation. “I’m not sure if the seat is uncomfortable or if it was the sun beaming in through the back window when we drove to Heinen’s the other day.” I could feel my face crumple as I nearly gave in to an overwhelming urge to cry. “How can I be so bad at this?” I wailed. “I’m a doctor. I’ve sewn people back together after hours on my feet. The care of one small human being shouldn’t be this hard.”

      Merrill put a firm arm around my shoulders and guided me to one of the two charity shop iron stools that stood on either side of the glass-topped table where Paul and I had shared morning tea dozens of times. The memory of Paul and the realization that I was alone came crashing down upon me all at once. I laid my head on the table and cried. I wanted to be strong, stiff upper lip and all that, but caring for Charlotte all alone had brought home the fact that I wasn’t superwoman.

      “Fiona,” she said, her voice at once both gentle and sharp. It was the kind of voice I’d always expected from my mother. I’d only gotten the sharp.

      “I don’t know if I can do this.” I whispered the truth I’d bottled up over the last couple of nights.

      “Of course you can,” she pronounced. “Charlotte’s sleeping now?”

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. “Another forty-five minutes probably.”

      “Great.” Her voice was all brisk efficiency now. She laid her palms on the table. “First, you need help.”

      “Paul was supposed to—”

      “By all accounts Paul is long gone. It happens, Fiona. Men leave during pregnancy. They leave on day one. They leave on day one thousand and one. Women handle it. You’re not the first single mother in the world. It’s a little harder for you because you’re in an unfamiliar city without lots of family and friends around, but that will change in time. Right now, we need to find a solution to the immediate problem. Can we agree on that?”

      “Yes.” My sniffle was loud. “Okay.”

      “You’re going to hire a nanny.”

      “A nanny. I don’t want Charlotte to be one of those posh wankers who isn’t raised by her parents.”

      “I didn’t say hand the child over and run away to the Caymans. I’m talking help. Another pair of hands to throw baby clothes in the laundry. To change a diaper. To sing her a song while you cook yourself dinner.”

      “Maybe a babysitter would work. I can book someone a couple of days a week if I put an advert—”

      “Part-time help is not really a thing, Fiona. A mother’s helper is not for you. Once you go back to work, you’re going to need someone full time anyway. How about an au pair?”

      “One of those young girls from Europe?” I flipped through my memories of British collegues talking about hiring girls from Germany or central Europe to help out.

      “Yes. You’d have to give her a room in your house and she’d have to enroll in school, but the cost is far cheaper than floating a kid through a traditional four-year school, and since they’re usually young, they don’t tend to step into the mother role.”

      I looked at the clock. Forty-five minutes had turned to thirty-five while we were talking. “How would I go about finding someone? It’s hard to get anything going when she’s awake.”

      “Hudson will handle it. We have some connections with agencies here and abroad. Let me take that one off your hands.”

      I’d not let many people take much off my hands. And with Paul I’d had to be in charge of paperwork if I wanted assurance that things were done right and on time. But Merrill hadn’t disappointed me yet. She was a full-fledged adult who got things done. There had to be a special place in heaven for women like her.

      I nodded willing to accept help I so desperately needed. “If that’s not too much trouble.”

      “No trouble at all. My official title is social worker. It’s in our job description to provide you the resources to make your life easier. Period. I’m not one hundred percent sure of the current numbers, but au pairs are paid about eight hundred fifty dollars a month plus expenses. Is that something you can handle?”

      “Of course. That’s legal, that low pay? What are the other expenses?”

      “The upfront cost is about ten thousand. That’s the agency cost, airfare, and administration which means you don’t have to do any visa or immigration applications. You’re to provide room and board which should really cost you nothing extra. You have the huge attic room and bathroom already furnished.”

      I’d bought a bed and laid out towels with the hope that my mother would visit, but like she’d always been, she was too busy managing the life of all of her siblings to help me with mine. Except for a visit from one of Paul’s friends, the room had remained empty.

      “Use of a car or a transit pass,” she was saying. “I think that’s about thirty a month for RTA and the last expense would be for any educational programs. We usually recommend you help them enroll in community college. There are a couple of Tri-C campuses on the east side which don’t cost much. That’s about it. You’re free to pay more, of course. But you should see if you like her first before committing to that.”

      “How long would it take to find someone.” I was warming to the idea of a full night’s sleep or a nap or a bath or even the chance to buy groceries without a ticking time bomb of baby need hovering.

      “Like adopting babies, it’s unpredictable, but I’d let you know in a few days what the status—”

      Merrill’s last words were interrupted by babbling that was quickly ratcheting up to alarm coming through the baby monitor I’d clipped to my waistband.

      “I’ve got to—”

      “I’ll be in the living room.”

      I ran upstairs only noticing when I got to the top that I had to pee like a bloke after too many down at the pub. But so did Charlotte probably. Slowing down to keep my bladder from explosion, I walked into the baby’s room.

      There she was, my little one. She was standing in the crib. As soon as she saw me, she raised her arms high. Everything else in the world gave way to this one little moment where my daughter wanted only me. I studied her thin cheeks, inquisitive brown eyes, the little curls that covered her entire head. She bounced on her pudgy little feet not the least bit patient with my parental scrutiny.

      I gave in and gathered her up in one quick move and went over to the changing table. From how swollen it looked, I knew her diaper was full. I ripped open the tape and tossed the princess-covered plastic into the designated bin.

      I plucked a few wipes from the warmer and cleaned her up. Then I got a new nappy from below and taped it closed. I marveled at my own efficiency. Just a few days before, this whole process had taken nearly twenty minutes and Charlotte and I were both nearly in tears toward the end.

      I picked a short-sleeved onesie and matching pull-on pants from the drawer. Even with the infernal snaps, I was able to get it on in a few minutes.

      As she promised, Merrill was down in the lounge casually flipping through a folder that had my name in big block letters on the front.

      “Is this Charlotte?” she cooed, her voice pitched higher than a kite. I handed over my daughter as Merrill’s hands were outstretched like she were going to take off in flight and I didn’t think she’d take no for an answer. “You’re so darling,” she said turning the full force of her attention on the baby. “I love this sparkly pink dinosaur on your shirt. Do you love dinosaurs?”

      Of course Charlotte didn’t answer. She just stared her big-eyed stare at the woman.

      “Can you hold her while I get a bottle ready?” I asked unnecessarily.

      “Absolutely. I’ll keep you company, right, Charlotte. We can talk all about your big airplane trip and your new and improved life in America.”

      I left Charlotte in her hands. After I disappeared into the WC to relieve myself, I went on through to the kitchen. Carefully I measured out formula and added it to a plastic shaker. I poured in distilled water from a jug on the counter. I shook it, then poured the mixture into a sippy cup, careful to screw the top down tight. I’d already made the mistake of not checking that. Had to wash two blankets and the chubby couch pillow in super hot water to get out the awful smell of soured milk.

      “Here you go,” I said coming back into the lounge. Charlotte let go of Merrill’s black pearl necklace and held out her hands for the cup I handed to her. She turned it up and drank like a starving person. I tried to block the images that rushed to my mind of those distressed Romanian orphans who were on every channel when I was a kid as one NGO or another asked for money to ease their plight. It broke my heart to think that Charlotte could have been lonely, abandoned, rattling the side of a metal cot like jail bars.

      “Do you have any more information on her birthdate?” I asked Merrill as Charlotte sucked and swallowed.

      “I did put in an inquiry to the orphanage. But it’s not like calling down the street to contact people in these countries in Africa.”

      “She’s thin, but the pediatrician puts her age at closer to a year and a half and not the year on the paperwork. She’s the height of an eighteen month old, but the weight of a twelve month old.”

      “What about the other milestones?” Merrill’s face screwed up in concern.

      “She’s behind on some. Her walking is still wobbly, but she’s improving quickly. The doctor says taking her to some ‘mommy and me’ groups would help as kids copy each other.”

      “That’s true. I’ll ask about the age like I told you, but I don’t know if you’ll ever have a precise answer. A few months wont make a huge difference in school. In America the policy favors holding kids back from school anyway.”

      “And she’s from Zimbabwe, right? Do you know her first language by any chance?” I asked. I only spoke English, but wish I could speak a few words of her native tribal language. At least for milk and food and sleep and nappy. Those things that I spoke of daily that seemed to dumfound her.

      “That’s our best guess. Information from these orphanages isn’t perfect. Sometimes the babies are from neighboring countries. Famine, war, and migration make it hard to pinpoint. The AIDS crisis doesn’t help either. So many babies are orphaned.” She shook her head then bowed it in mournful prayer.

      “Her initial HIV tests came back clear,” I offered, my focus on the good news I’d had from her last doctor visit. “We’ll have to check in three months and in six months, though.”

      “You being a doctor will make this transition so much easier.”

      “I hope so. I really do.”

      Unlike Paul, I wasn’t one who didn’t face the hard things. The meeting with Casey Cort had been as much the source of sleepless nights as Charlotte’s cries. I hadn’t had a moment to do any research on my own, but the idea that there was a chance this could all fall through, that Charlotte could be ripped from me was making what should have been a joyous time a bit hellish.

      “Can I ask you about the citizenship adoption issue? That solicitor, Casey Cort, mentioned that this could be a huge problem. I had no idea that noncitizens couldn’t adopt in this country. I don’t want to lose her. I guess I could take her back to the UK if that’s what’s necessary, but I don’t have a job, or anywhere to live in London right now.”

      “Casey’s new to working with our agency, so you’ll have to excuse her. Hudson has contacts in the state department to smooth over these kinds of…procedural…bumps. There are exceptions for everything in the US. Don’t worry. Charlotte is yours. Such a beautiful name, by the way.”

      Just hearing her say those words was a huge relief. I’d tried not to panic, but Casey’s words had set me on edge. I hadn’t exactly had time to dwell on it what with Charlotte arriving a couple of weeks ago and my mad dash to get everything I needed, clothes, toys, a bath insert, and so on. Next on my agenda was to get a pram and maybe one of those cloth carriers that other mums used to tote their babies.

      “Thank you. It was my grandmother’s name. I loved her dearly. She passed recently in Belfast.” She’d been my rock when my mother couldn’t be.

      “I’m so sorry to hear that.” Merrill’s face was sympathy again. I wondered if she’d taken one of those empathetic-listener classes as she always had the right face at the right time. I closed my eyes for a moment to rid it of the uncharitable thoughts. Mommy brain had made me a bit judgmental at a time when I was hardly in a position to judge.

      “I’d have loved for her to have met my Charlotte,” I said, my thoughts ping-ponging between legal matters and Merrill’s faces and my grandmother’s love. This confusion in my head was nothing a good night’s sleep wouldn’t cure.

      “She will be your new family,” Merrill soothed grasping my cold hand in her warm one.

      “And it didn’t even take nine months…” I whispered more grateful than ever that Charlotte had come into my life before I could talk myself out of motherhood without Paul.

      “Waiting to become a parent is not all it’s cracked up to be.”
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      “Can I float something by you?” I asked as Miles took the dishes from my dining room to the kitchen. I stood from the table ready to carry the water glasses. The goblets would have to wait. I was saving the wine for later when I would really need it.

      Towel thrown over his shoulder, he came back in empty-handed ready to get the rest. “Isn’t that how we ended up back together? You coming to me for legal advice.” Miles came around the table and hugged me from behind. Below my waist, I could feel that his mind wasn’t on the intricacies of federal law.

      “I’m one hundred percent serious,” I said feeling uncomfortable in his grasp. We’d spent most of dinner talking about his job. Whenever I brought up mine, he’d changed the subject back to his boss, Chas Fitzgerald, or his least favorite colleague Rebecca Shaefer. But I really needed a sounding board and unfortunately after that last awkward and sad meeting, Justin McPhee was out as was Lulu.

      “So am I.” He did a little wiggle with his hips which emphasized his new agenda.

      I took a deep enough breath that he released me from his arms.

      “I’m serious and Lulu is coming over in a few.” So we can’t just disappear to the bedroom was the unspoken part of that sentence.

      He stepped back shaking out his limbs like he’d just run five miles. “What’s up?”

      “It’s an adoption case,” I said hedging around the issue of confidentiality. “Hypothetically.” If we were married it would be easier to talk about things like this. Spousal privilege had to trump attorney-client privilege any day.

      “How many federal issues could there be in your garden-variety adoption?” I thought I heard condescension in his question, but shook it off as me being too sensitive. I soldiered on.

      “With the popularity of international adoptions, you’d be surprised. The babies have to get visas before they can come in the country.” A fact that had both shocked me and didn’t at the same time.

      “Seems simple enough,” he said like babies and bureaucracy were a natural fit.

      “I wish it were that easy. Here’s my dilemma. I have a mom here on an H1B visa, so she’s obviously a highly trained professional. She wants to adopt a baby from abroad, but there’s no provision in the law I can find for it.”

      “Really, no provision? Did you look at all the relevant statutes? I thought everybody wanted to save babies? ‘Family first’ and ‘family values’ and ‘middle-class families’ have to be the three most used phrases by politicians.”

      “I did the research,” I defended. Just because I wasn’t Ivy League or big firm didn’t mean I couldn’t read a statute. “What I found was that noncitizens can adopt babies from the US. And US citizens can adopt babies from abroad. But not that third option of noncitizen visa holders and noncitizen babies.”

      He shrugged and went back to clearing the table of regular-size forks and the salad forks he’d insisted I buy.  “So tell your clients, they can’t have what they want.”

      “It’s a single mom and she already has the baby,” I said. Saying “no” would have been much easier months ago. Now that she’d fallen in love with little Charlotte, how could any of us go back?

      “How did she get a baby without a visa. Did she smuggle her through customs in a carry-on?” He was paying attention now. Miles had a kind of spidey sense about people breaking federal laws. A shiver of regret passed through me and launched a worry that he’d seize upon this as the next wrong he had to right. The next case he and his FBI sidekick, that buzz-cut guy Valdespino, could use as a career maker.

      “The little girl wasn’t in anybody’s luggage.” I shrugged hoping he’d forget about what I’d just revealed. “The agency handled it. A nurse or something brought her here. We all met at the airport.”

      His brown-eyed laser focus didn’t let up. That next question came to me like he was at the podium and I were on the stand in federal court. “What was the entry point?”

      “Chicago, I’m pretty sure.”

      He nodded like he was flipping through a mental rolodex of customs and clearance procedures. I didn’t point out that I’d never been outside the country. Tom and I had planned that bar trip that never came to fruition and after that I hadn’t had the time nor money to do a bunch of international travel. Miles, on the other hand, had been to probably two dozen countries.

      “So what’s your plan to finalize the adoption? You’ll take your chances going to court? Will the judge toss the case? Take the baby? Deport the baby? The mom?” He’d listed all the nightmarish scenarios that I’d mulled over instead of sleeping for the past couple of nights.

      I couldn’t see much of a way that the whole thing didn’t end up another legal disaster with my name attached. It’s why I was grasping at straws with him. I hoped he’d wade in with some obscure technicality I hadn’t thought of. Wasn’t looking like he was coming through, though.

      “They’ll probably make them both leave,” I said. Fiona would lose her high-power surgeon job. Maybe England would take the baby if she went back home. Maybe there was some third-EU country where it could all work. All that was well beyond my research abilities and the scope of the matter I’d been hired to work on.

      “Are they going to send her to central America or something?”

      “No, Europe.”

      “So the worst-case scenario is that your client has to go back to Europe? If she’s not some kind of political pariah, seems like she’s made her choice by keeping the baby.”

      “She hasn’t made any choices yet except adopt a baby. She filled out an application, did some home visits, and a baby from Africa was placed with her. Until I said something, she was none the wiser. The mom says the agency can get some special kind of dispensation.”

      “Loophole?”

      “I guess. What I wanted to ask you was whether there was some kind of obscure law I might have missed?”

      He shrugged again as if I was worried about nothing. “So they probably have some in with a congressman who inserted some kind of line of text in a bill giving them rights no one else has. Wouldn’t be the first time that’s happened.”

      “How would I go about finding that?”

      “Ask the agency?”

      “They’re not my client,” I said. The truth was that I didn’t want to look completely incompetent. It was the same reason I hadn’t called anyone at Dalton Lacey with the question. People were hesitant to give you more work when you were stumped by what they’d already given you. And turning down paying work wasn’t something I wanted to do. I’d already spent the Charlotte Rose money a dozen times in my mind. New car, new clothes, or more new furniture were choices I’d cycled through a dozen times.

      “Didn’t you get the referral from them?”

      “I think it would be a big conflict of interest to go to them.”

      “Maybe they’d appreciate a brushup on the law.”

      “Dalton Lacey’s their corporate counsel. They do not need any pointers from me.”

      “And Lulu is your best friend.”

      “So I need a fix for all of this.”

      “Maybe you can’t fix it.”

      “That’s what people hire lawyers for: to fix their problems, not create them.”

      “Maybe you should talk to Lulu.”

      “Talk to me about what?”

      For the thousandth time I kicked myself for not remembering to lock my damned front door. One day it was going to get me in trouble. Bigger trouble than my best friend walking in on me talking about her. At least I hadn’t been slagging on Richard Sinclair.

      “You didn’t buzz.”

      “Greg and Jason were heading out. I said hi and they held the door for me.”

      “Glad you could stop by,” I said. Lulu didn’t look so glad to be here.

      “What did you have to tell me that was so important I’m skipping drinks with a senior partner.”

      “I didn’t tell you to skip drinks. It’s not like I have a day to live. We could have talked tomorrow.” And right now tomorrow was looking like it would have kicked the can down the road a good bit. I wasn’t relishing what I had to share with her.

      “Well, you made it sound like you were on the verge of death.”

      It wasn’t me on the verge of death, but her relationship with Professor Sinclair. I’d made a date to shatter her illusions.

      “Do you want some wine?” Miles asked coming into my living room with a wine bottle, corkscrew, and three glasses between his fingers. I’d told him about Lulu and Sinclair and now Dr. Bloom. He’d been the one to advise the application of copious amounts of wine.

      “I have to work in the morning,” Lulu said. She waved away the glass.

      “Take the wine.” I grabbed the bottle from Miles as he set down three glasses on my steamer trunk. All of a sudden, I could see it then, that I was way too old to be living like I was a student. I promised myself a trip to the mall. There was nothing I could do about it now. Carefully I removed the foil and cork. I poured Lulu a generous amount, way more than any restaurant would serve.

      She peeled off her age-appropriate belted gray wool coat, draping it over the back of my futon. I shook my head. That would have to go next. Adult furniture was best for a woman my age. Fiona Rose aside, this new Hudson relationship could prove to yield great money and further referrals.

      This case alone would give me what I needed for a couch. Watching Lulu brush the cat hair from her skirt, I moved couch acquisition to the top of my list and pushed the car down a few more notches. The decade-old Honda wasn’t pretty with its dings, dents, and scratches, but the engine still ran strong.

      “Hey, Simba,” I said when the cat slunk his way into the room.

      “How old is he again?” she asked like always. Lulu wasn’t an animal fan. Part of me suspected she asked the question while ticking off the years to his demise in her head.

      “Eight.” In my own head, pampered housecat that he was, he had another dozen, at least.

      Perfunctorily, she rubbed her fingers through the cat’s fur a couple of times before shooing him away.

      “So?” Her eyebrows shot up over the tops of her round tortoise shells. The glasses were cute, stylish even, just not her.

      “There’s no easy way for me to say this.”

      Miles poured wine for both of us women. I took a healthy gulp before I laid into my story.

      “I have this new adoption client.” I was easing into what I didn’t want to say.

      “From Hudson?” Lulu nodded, smiling to herself. I knew she was proud to have added to my bottom line without having to write a check herself.

      “Yeah. My first referral.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re in trouble on this case already. That you’ve uncovered some crazy baby-brokering conspiracy. That would so be you.”

      I laughed uncomfortably, then took another large gulp. From the corner of my eye, I could see Miles’ eyebrows shoot up and nearly meet his hairline. Until I got to the bottom of the noncitizen visa issue, I wasn’t going to touch that comment with a ten-foot pole.

      “Anyway, I bought a gift certificate from Babies ‘R’ Us to take to the happy mom.”

      Kidnapping, baby brokering, and conspiracies carefully pushed aside, Lulu visibly relaxed. I kind of felt like I was leading her on.

      “Totally makes you smile, right. So much of what we all do is so cynical, but helping someone complete their family. How great is that?”

      “So great,” I agreed. Except for it being a work night, my best friend in a pencil skirt, and Miles standing at the ready with a full bottle of wine, it was going like any normal night together. At least that’s what I told myself to assuage the guilt of what I was about to say. “Anyway, I’m standing in her living room giving her the card and getting her to sign some paperwork when one of her colleagues came over.”

      “That’s nice. What did she get for your client?”

      “Some great two-year-old toys. Not, old. I mean age appropriate.”

      “I knew what you meant, Casey.” She smiled over the rim of her wineglass toward me like she was indulging someone for whom English was their second language.

      “They were all super bright objects. Stuff I think the baby will appreciate in a few months.”

      “Not a newborn adoption?”

      “Nope. My client was totally open to all races and ages.”

      “Cool.”

      “So my client’s visitor introduces herself. Doctor Deborah Bloom.”

      A wrinkle furrowed my best friend’s brow. “Why does that name sound familiar?”

      “So this Doctor Bloom shakes my hand and mentions that her husband used to be a full-time law professor and was now adjunct at Cleveland Marshall. He gave up full time because he’s doing death penalty work at Dalton Lacey as a partner in their pro bono practice.”

      I know Miles and Lulu were used to treating me as their dumb friend who they gave advice to and patted on the head. For once it wasn’t me working through some startling revelation. Instead I watched all the emotions flit across Lulu’s face as she put two and two together. It added up to five, or more like one and one and one was three. “Oh, God, you’re not saying…”

      “I am absolutely saying that her husband is none other than Richard Sinclair.”

      “Was she in a wheelchair?”

      “No. She was absolutely one hundred percent ambulatory. As a matter of fact I asked her just that stupid question. I think my exact words were, ‘are you okay, I’d heard you were sick, terminal?’ After that I further embarrassed myself asking whether she’d been the recipient of some miracle medicine. Talk about undermining any credibility I may have had with my client.”

      “Are you sure she said Sinclair was her husband?”

      “How many people do you think have husbands who taught Criminal Law and Procedure, work at Dalton Lacey, and have daughters at Vanderbilt?”

      “You’re just jumping to conclusions,” she said. With logic like that, I wanted to point out, she’d have failed the law school admissions test. Which, she hadn’t of course.

      “A rational, reasonable conclusion. There are fewer than half a million people in this city, Lulu. We’d be hard-pressed to drum up another Richard Sinclair with exactly the same bio.”

      “You don’t like Richard and are poking around for any evidence that he isn’t right for me.” My friend may as well have stuck her index fingers in her ears and said, “la, la, la, I can’t hear you,” like your average seven-year-old. I bet Deborah Bloom could pull out the perfect gift for that age of child as well. She seemed like that kind of woman.

      “Poking? I’m not poking anyone or anything. She said she was his wife. Her only aches and pains come from her standing any number of hours and performing life-saving surgery on her patients. I mean she even sounded proud of him.”

      “Did you tell her about me?”

      “I haven’t lost my mind. I wanted to come to you first. Let you know that he’s a lying, cheating ass. That he’s a coward who hasn’t changed one damned bit from the guy who stood on the sidelines while I got railroaded.”

      “Maybe I misunderstood her being sick.”

      “Yeah, it’s every day someone confuses terminally ill and still married for insurance purposes with head of orthopedic surgery at Cleveland Clinic. That’s an easy one to mistake.” My voice was dripping with as much sarcasm as I could stuff in.

      Lulu’s gaze was riveted to the bottom of her wineglass which she got to after she drained the contents.

      “Either way,” I said, “he’s married. You may be unconventional in a lot of ways, but I never thought you were the kind of person who’d break up a marriage.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then you know what you have to do.” I may flounder at my own moral quandaries, but I for sure knew that home wrecker wasn’t something Lulu should ever do.

      “I’ll talk to him,” she said with conviction. “I’m sure there’s a rational, reasonable explanation for all that.”

      “Explanation?”

      “Maybe he was embarrassed because she wanted the separation. There are a hundred reasons he may have wanted to hide the truth.”

      “Like say, getting into your pants, for one.”

      “Don’t be crude.” Lulu plunked her glass on the table, then rose. I was silent for only a moment while she gathered her coat.

      “Are you leaving?”

      “You delivered your message. It was received. I have work tomorrow.”

      “Don’t you want to talk about it?”

      “Do I want you to talk me out of the best relationship of my life. Nope. I’ll get through work tomorrow, then I’ll get to the bottom of this. No sooner.” With Miles’ help, she eased her arms into her coat. “Don’t you dare talk to Richard about any of this.”

      “Except for that drink a few Sundays ago, I most certainly haven’t talked to Richard and I’m not looking to. That is your monkey and your circus. I didn’t think I’d be doing my job as your best friend if I didn’t tell you about Bloom. That’s all.”

      Lulu jammed a cloche hat on her head. It wasn’t fire-engine red, but it was still a pretty cool mustard yellow. That hat said not all of my best friend’s personality had been stomped out.

      Usually effusive, she let herself into the hall without so much as a hug, a kiss, or a backward glance.

      Miles leaned forward in my papasan chair, the rattan creaking under his weight. “That went well.”

      “Do you have a better way I could have told her? ‘Cause I can’t figure out how that could have gone any worse. I’ve read the magazines. The women always think the man is going to leave. He’s almost always lying. Eventually someone…or everyone gets hurt.”

      He lifted a single shoulder in a shrug that said to me, everyone was an adult here.

      “Did you say where that baby was from?”

      “No, I didn’t say. It’s in Africa. I’ll have to have a close look at the documentation. I’ll make a swing by Hudson for that next week.”

      “Africa?”

      “Yes, as in that big continent south of Europe.”

      “Is it a transracial adoption?”

      “Sure. The baby is black and the mom is white.”

      “How do you feel about that?”

      “Why do I feel like this is a trick question?”

      “It’s not. I wanted your opinion.”

      “There was a baby who was probably abandoned in some orphanage. I hear that between AIDS and all the wars there, children are often the casualties. This woman, now mom, I guess wanted a baby. She was willing to open her home and heart to anyone, so it seems like a match made in heaven.”

      I kind of wanted to ask if I’d answered correctly, struck a balance between what was true and what was politically correct, but I didn’t say a thing.

      “Lulu was right. It’s a work night. Let’s turn in early,” Miles said, his tone suggestive. I walked down the hall, not altogether sure if I’d passed the test.
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      “Are you tired?” the woman who’d introduced herself as Mrs. Barrera asked.

      “Yes.” It was a simple answer that didn’t begin to touch upon my emotions. I was tired, yes. In the UK, it was well into the middle of the night. Whatever Dinha had gotten up to, she was most likely home, tucked into bed with Eligu. My own bed there was probably already taken by someone new. I’d never seen one vacant for more than a few days.

      Despite all the mess and overcrowding, I missed Wolverhampton. I’d even started getting used to the milky bitter tea and odd-tasting foods there. I’d have to do it all over again here.

      “How was your flight?”

      I looked out on the road. We were on the right side again. I wondered why some countries drove on one side, some on the other. I was glad that at least in this way America was a little bit like home.

      I could feel the woman’s eyes on me. She wanted a bit of a chat. These social workers were the same the world over. I tucked away my sigh and made to please her. “Long. But it was okay.”

      “The traffic isn’t too bad for a Saturday night. We should be at the house in half an hour or so. I’m not sure how much information you got before the flight.”

      “Please tell me about the family.” I didn’t know anything more than the baby was African. I was coming into this situation completely blind. That didn’t bother me exactly, I’d been moving from place to place for more than a year. It took a lot to shake me nowadays.

      “It’s not a family, so much as a single mom. She adopted a baby from Africa. You’re from there, right? Was it Sudan?”

      I didn’t lie so much as nod.

      “Right. Mozambique…no, that wasn’t it. Something with a ‘Z’ Zimbabwe. That was it. The girl, the baby is a girl, is about a year old. She’s a little bit delayed, having been in an orphanage for much of her life, but Fiona, that’s the mom, is pretty sure Charlotte, that’s the name she picked, isn’t it beautiful? She’s sure Charlotte will catch up quickly.

      “And the mom has had the best advice. She’s a doctor. Did I mention that? She’s not a pediatrician or anything. She’s a surgeon. But she works at the clinic and has access to the best doctors in the world. She took Charlotte to a pediatric developmental specialist who’s pretty sure the girl will hit the right targets pretty soon.”

      “Targets?” It was the only thing I could think to question that wouldn’t make me sound too dumb. I’d not understood much of what she’d said though it had been in English.

      “Maybe you don’t use those words where you’re from. Milestones may be better. I’m sure you know that babies say their first word by a certain age, walk by another, can pick up small objects with their hands by yet another. She’s mostly behind on walking, talking, and some other motor skill development.”

      I tried to not let myself worry that Yeni was falling behind in the same way. I could only pray that Umi didn’t take out her hatred of me on Yeni. That my aunt was treating my little one like she was one of her own children. That Umi and the girls would cuddle her and hug her and read to her at night.

      None of that mattered, though. Even if she was behind, I’d figure out how to teach her what she didn’t know like my mom had done when my dad and brothers were away.

      These same doctors that this mum had seen could see me too. That’s how it was supposed to work in these countries. The rich and poor had access to the same services.

      We swerved across a couple of lanes and exited the highway onto a wide street. Even though it was nearly seven in the evening, it was light outside. America looked big and empty. I looked out the window and there were a few buildings, but lots of unoccupied space. Nothing like England, its buildings jammed together cheek to jowl.

      “This your first trip to the United States?”

      “Yes. America seems big.”

      “Africa is bigger.”

      “Yes, but many different countries and many different cities.”

      “Cleveland is a city on the smaller side. It once had millions of people. But now, maybe, half million or so.”

      The road changed from something that looked like an abandoned industrial area to lots of houses very far apart, lots of grass and trees in between. There were so many electric lines everywhere. They must have had them in England. They must have been underground or something. Here everything was a wire. The lights swung gently on the wires they were attached to. And every light worked.

      “Despite the size, I don’t want you to think we aren’t a world-class city. We have top-of-the-line medical care, museums, the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, live music and plays. And you’ll be able to attend college.”

      My heart sped up at the mention of school. Part of me had assumed that was only a pipe dream, something Emma and Rita had mentioned to get girls like me here, but that would be abandoned in the face of full-time child care.

      “School?”

      “I’m not sure if you’re in time for summer session. We’ll look into that and get back to you. If so, you can take one class during the summer, and maybe enroll in at least two in the fall. Usually one of them is English. You seem to get my English just fine, don’t you, hon?”

      “Yes, it’s not my native language, but we learnt it in school from the beginning.”

      “Well then. That’s great. You’ll have no problem communicating with your mom.”

      The car slowed and pulled to a stop in front of a white house, it’s wood boards straight across and its paint fresh. The grass was green and the shrubs trimmed. I couldn’t believe I’d be living here. If I could send a picture to the girls in my village I would. They would think I’d become rich. Maybe the streets weren’t paved with gold. I hadn’t really believed that, but it was lovely nonetheless.

      There was money everywhere. In the cars that were all new. In the grass that was all the same height. In the front doors that were locked tight. In this car that was so cold that gooseflesh raised on my arm. It wasn’t even that warm outside that we needed air conditioning. On the ride here, I’d wanted nothing more than to open the window and take in the warm breeze. But the fact that not only were the windows closed tightly on this car, but every other, meant that open windows weren’t something Americans did. So I didn’t either.

      A loud click sounded and I jumped. I’d heard there were guns everywhere in America. I didn’t want to get shot before we could even get into the house. No one else was ducking or running so I pulled my shoulders down from around my ears.

      “You okay? Oh, I forget things we’re so used to here. Those were the door locks. Kind of loud, huh?”

      I nodded and reached for the handle while the social worker got out of the car on her side. I fumbled a couple of times before I could figure out that I needed to pull the slick silver metal. I stepped out on the grass and took the deep breath I’d wanted to take for half an hour. Clean air tickled my nostrils and filled my belly. It smelled different. Drier than England, more antiseptic than home.

      Before I could get my foot across the sidewalk to the path in front, a black woman came out from the house next door.

      “Hello, I’m Mrs. Watson. Are you the nanny coming to live?”

      I tried to swallow my shock. Yes, of course I knew there were black people in America, like there were black people in England. In the UK, though, they looked African. This woman could have been a mix of everything. The baby she was holding was kind of Asian and kind of black. Her accent like many in the UK was from the Caribbean, though. My brain couldn’t quite take it all in.

      Politely, I held out my hand to shake hers. “I’m Alile. Yes, I’m coming to work here.”

      “Alile. Nice name. You’re from the mother country, huh? Welcome. Welcome. I can’t wait to get a chance to talk to you about what it’s like in Africa nowadays. We don’t get much news here about anything that goes on over there—other than war and famine, I guess. It’s the same where I’m from.”

      “There is that, yes. But there is so much more. Where are you from?”

      “Trinidad. I live here with my son and his wife. She’s from Korea. Melting pot, huh.”

      Even though she hadn’t invited me, I reached out and smoothed my hand over the baby’s curly hair. Different from Yeni’s, reminded me a little of Eligu’s.

      “This is my grandbaby Dylan. He’s sixteen months old.”

      Younger than my Yeni. If she were here, they could play together. She would have an American accent. Wear new clothes. I leaned down a bit looking into his big brown eyes.

      “Hi, Dylan. I’m Alile. I’m going to be taking care of the little girl next door. Do you play together?”

      “Oh, no.” Mrs. Watson shook her head hard. “Doctor Fiona keeps to herself.”

      “Alile, let’s get inside before it’s too late,” Mrs. Barrera called from the path.

      “Sorry. It was nice to meet you. I hope to see you soon.”

      “I’m sure we’ll see each other, baby. You’re practically a baby yourself caring for another baby. Mm hm.”

      For the first moment since landing in this country, did I feel a bit of panic. Well, not the first time. The first was when a man and woman, guns strapped to their sides, pushed me to a line for what they called foreign nationals. My Sudanese passport hadn’t been returned, so I used the one from Malawi I’d had to spend hard-earned kwacha on I hadn’t had to spare.

      After asking a lot of questions about my intentions, and I answered with believable statements about summer travel, I was able to go past one line and into baggage reclaim to go through a security again and onto my connecting flight to Cleveland. Rita had said that my immigration stuff would normally have been arranged, but there’d been no time before I took flight. So I was to tell them I was a visitor. For a country that probably had a lot of visitors, they’d acted like I’d come to raid the larder.

      My heart was beating because I worried that I was cracking from too many lies. About my real reason for being in this country or even the UK or about my daughter or my true age. While I was in the UK, I learned that most white people couldn’t tell my age or where I was from. I was just another black. I’d have to watch Mrs. Watson, though. There was something about her that made me think she could see right through me.

      I nearly tripped over my feet as I tried to keep up with the social worker’s brisk steps.

      “You seem very nice.” She patted my arm like nice meant feeble minded. “Africa is probably very different from the US with your tribes and villages that can help you raise your children and all that. Be careful of who you talk to, okay?”

      “Yes, I understand.” I nodded and pulled my pack a little closer to me. Mrs. Barrera rang the doorbell. It was a long couple of minutes before I heard footsteps approaching the door.

      A thin woman, her mouth in a seriously straight line, answered the door. She was very pale and her stick-straight hair was very short. I wondered if she never got out in the sun, or if having a new baby had kept her inside and made her lose all her color.

      Her “hello” sounded annoyed. “Oh, Merrill, it’s you. I’m sorry to ask, but can you please ring me on my mobile or knock. The bell has a way of waking Charlotte up and it’s a good hour and a half before I can get her back down.”

      “Oh, yes. I do tend to forget that.” Mrs. Barrera looked back toward me. “This is Alile, your au pair.”

      “Right. I thought you were coming on Saturday.” The woman’s face was screwed up in dismay.

      I didn’t have a calendar, but I was pretty sure it was Saturday.

      Mrs. Barrera corrected the woman. “It’s Saturday night. Poor thing. Without sleep, you’re losing your days.”

      “Without work, I’m losing my days. I love Charlotte, don’t get me wrong, but one day of making food and diaper changes blends into the next.”

      As if on cue, the large plastic gadget the woman was holding in her hands lit up. With cries from a baby, the lights went from green to orange to red as the child’s volume increased.

      “There’s no time like the present to meet her, I guess.”

      The woman disappeared up a set of stairs taking the wailing plastic speaker with her.

      I lay my pack on the floor in a corner where it wouldn’t interfere with walking. “What was that thing she was carrying. Is that a radio just for babies?”

      Mrs. Barrera smiled. “It’s a baby monitor. You will carry it around with you so that you can hear the baby crying.”

      “Can people here not hear their babies crying without it?”

      “This house isn’t huge, but some are. If a mom is cooking in the kitchen or watching TV, it can be the only indicator that the baby is awake, or hungry, or in distress. I suggest you take that from Fiona and keep it with you at all times you’re on the clock. It’ll be a big help for her.”

      I made a mental note that this big house was considered small and that I’d have to carry that plastic radio around with me.

      A second later the baby monitor or where I would sleep were the furthest things from my mind. Fiona had the baby in her arms and was bringing her downstairs. The girl was in pajamas that covered her whole body. I think she was supposed to look like a little giraffe. Compelled by some force I couldn’t name, I went to her. She smiled and stretched out her arms. I took her in mine.

      Underneath the sweet chemical smell of soap and lotion and powder, she smelled like Yeni. She smelled like home. I knew then I’d lost my mind. I too was suffering the effects of little to no sleep.

      “Yeni,” I whispered into her hair. I walked her to the window where the remains of daylight streamed through. All the words I’d put away for so long tripped off my tongue in Yao. “My daughter, my darling, my love, how I’ve missed you. How I can’t believe you’ve come here to America to be with me. How I’ve vowed to keep you safe from harm and give you a life of streets paved with gold.”

      “Alile? Alile!” My name on a foreign tongue got my attention.

      “Yes. Sorry. Yes.”

      “Can you please make sure you speak with her in English,” Mrs. Barrera said, her tone clipped. “French is usually permitted, but you’ve agreed to only use English.”

      I thought back to the papers I’d signed in a rush at Rita’s shop. I hadn’t read a single one, not that I could have done in so few minutes. My one focus had been leaving the country without being forced to trek back through Africa.

      “Of course. I understand. They were just words I’d used with my nieces and nephews when they were young. I won’t do it again.”

      The mom didn’t say a word about that. Instead she took the baby from me and gave her to the social worker.

      “Merrill, can you hold Charlotte for a moment. I should show Alile to her room. It’s one in the morning in the UK. I imagine she’d like a nap.”

      Silently, I followed the woman up first one flight of stairs, then another narrower flight.

      “When I bought the house, it came with this finished third floor. There’s a bedroom up here. You’ll have your own bathroom as well. Please make yourself comfortable. I can handle Charlotte tonight. She’ll have another feeding, then be down for at least eight hours. Don’t mind Merrill. I want my daughter to be a citizen of the world. She is already, so please feel free to use your tribal language around her. Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      The blue eyes that met mine were kind and warm if not tired. “Call me Fiona. Fiona Rose. She’s Charlotte. It was my grandmum’s name.”

      “Thank you…Fiona.”

      My heart skipped about, beating fast, then slowed when I realized that at least the mum here seemed kind.

      I dropped my pack in the doorway of a big yellow room, the ceiling sloped on the sides and walked down the middle where I could stand and into my future.
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      “Casey Cort, nice to meet you in person.” Paola Hudson shook my hand and turned. I took that as my cue to follow her through the door behind reception.

      My low-heeled leather slides didn’t make a peep on the floor. Plush carpet alternated with glossy wood floors, neither making a sound. I’d love it if my apartment looked like this. Kind of made me wish I could afford a decorator.

      If I continued getting referrals from Hudson, I would be able to hire someone to make my living space nice. Probably I could even afford a new space once my loans were paid off. Maybe not a west side Victorian like this one, but something small in the CHALK area. I was starting to think I’d picked the right specialty this time around. Obviously money was no object for these clients.

      “Lovely office,” I said once we were in Hudson’s space and she’d closed the door behind me.

      “Take a seat, please.”

      Gingerly I placed my butt in the linen-covered oval-backed chair. I wasn’t an auto mechanic or anything, but even with my office job, I worried about somehow getting a speck of dirt in the flawless space.

      “It’s good to meet your in person, Ms. Hudson,” I started.

      “Call me Paola. Ron said you were happy to handle our parents. Of course we’ll be looking for a backup attorney should any of our families have a conflict with you. It’s happened with divorce and custody being what it is these days.”

      “I understand.” I used my best adult inside voice to try to match the surroundings which called for modulated tones and subtle movements. I wondered if a space could transform a person. Maybe I’d be more like Paola, well dressed, confident.

      Pulling my mind back from the brink of distraction, I leaned forward, closer to the desk to exude what little poise I had. “I’ve been doing adoption for a while now. I’d hoped to meet you earlier to perhaps work with your families. Ron referring me was actually quite fortuitous.” After that speech I leaned back a little and crossed my legs. I felt a little like an awkward Hillary Clinton in my silk gray pantsuit, water stains lurking around the ankles, but I kept my legs like they were nevertheless.

      “Certainly is great timing, Ms. Cort.” She paused for a moment assessing me. I didn’t know if I made the grade, but she went on anyway. “Can I tell you a bit about Hudson?”

      “Sure. I’d love to hear it.” I scooted back finally feeling for the first time in a long time that I was in the right place. My job finally felt like a career and that I was no longer grasping at straws of what could have been.

      “I founded the agency about twenty years ago,” Hudson started. “These guys.” She gestured to the poster-size color photos that graced the wall behind her whitewashed French desk, a companion to the chair I was in. “They’re brother and sister. I adopted them from Guatemala. Unfortunately my husband and I weren’t able to conceive on our own. We had waited for three years for a baby with nothing on the horizon when someone suggested international adoption.”

      “Do you specialize in that arena?” I asked. Domestic adoptions were like vanilla ice cream, a predictable mix of ingredients, parents, home study, babies. International, as I was learning from research in the Rose case, added a whole new dimension of complications. Each country did things a little differently. I wasn’t afraid of the challenge of these cases, per se. It was more like I’d have to step up my game.

      “Yes, and no. As I was saying I’m from Belize. I knew that there were plenty of children in Central America looking for homes, so I made some inquiries. This was all before the internet of course. In a few months, I was a mom of two toddlers from just over the border.”

      “They’re lucky to have you.”

      “I’m lucky to have them. I really wanted to help people complete their families like they completed ours.”

      “Are they mostly couples with infertility issues?” I asked. International was one thing, but the personalities of the couples would be another entirely. I wanted to know where their heads would be when I came into the picture.

      Although I kind of hoped that having a baby in their arms would replace the yearning and resentment with a new and overwhelming love—kind of how Fiona Rose was transformed the moment Charlotte was in her arms.

      “Not always,” Hudson said. Her answer surprised me. I shifted forward again keeping my eyes and ears open to the flood of information. “Some people believe they have a moral obligation to adopt rather than create more children in an overcrowded world. Then there are gay couples and moms like Fiona who are single.”

      “Yeah, right. I see.”

      “We complete about fifty adoptions per year. I anticipate that we’ll be able to refer about forty of those to you. Ron mentioned that you’re solo, will you be able to handle that caseload?”

      I hoped there weren’t dollar signs in my eyes as my head went through the rapid calculations. I could be loan-free in six months.

      Six months.

      Not another fifteen years. The house I’d envisioned buying when I walked into Hudson doubled in size.

      “I can more than handle it,” I promised. “I have an assistant, that’s Leticia Vilagran. She handles all the administrative tasks so I can focus on the legal side of things.” I didn’t mention that Letty was part time. The moment I walked out of this office, I’d have to make her full time.

      “Good help is worth its weight in gold.”

      “I was there when Fiona Rose picked up her baby. She was in my office for her consultation when your social worker called.”

      “Amazing to watch that, isn’t it? She was willing to consider all races and ages up to three. With that wide-open field, she was at the top of the list when a baby became available.”

      “Right,” I said. “Charlotte, that’s her name now. Charlotte was from Zimbabwe the nurse said.” In addition to handing over the baby, the nurse had given us a thumbnail sketch of Charlotte’s background. She’d come from an orphanage in Malawi, but was from neighboring Zimbabwe.

      The best estimate was that she was a year old. Her parents had perished, the dad to AIDS, the mom in an accident. The relatives had been overburdened with another mouth to feed, so had reluctantly turned her over months prior. The story itself had broken my heart. Made me want to promise my future children with Miles that nothing would ever happen to me.

      “Yes the AIDS crisis has orphaned so many children in Africa.”

      “Do you bring children from China as well?” Seemed like every time I flipped past the news, there was some story about Chinese adoptions.

      “Unfortunately, no. There’s a certain demand for Chinese babies that’s made it a bit…shall we say…unethical to deal with orphanages over there.”

      “I hadn’t heard that,” I said shocked—but not—by how money could quickly change the nature of the adoption equation.

      “At first there were many, many babies available, all girls who were given up when the Chinese implemented the one-child policy. Unfortunately party officials have been accused of pulling babies from families and splitting the adoption fee with corrupt agency heads.”

      Even though I didn’t have a baby of my own, the betrayal of that fundamental public trust hit me in the gut. “That’s awful,” I said trying not to think too hard about the Cuyahoga County public officials who did the same here in a different way.

      “I couldn’t sleep at night if anything like that were going on and our agency was involved. Our reputation for finding great parents and working aboveboard is what gives us access to available children in need of loving homes.”

      “You’re doing a good thing then.” I was more assured than I’d been in the days before I requested this meeting. Miles was right, I was looking to find fault where there was none. Maybe I needed a little of Lulu’s faith that things were going my way, that everything would work out just fine for me.

      “Absolutely. How’s the Rose case going.” She lifted her hands toward me palms face forward before I could speak. “I know you can’t talk about the particulars. Will it be your first international adoption?”

      “Yes, I’ve only tackled domestic so far. But I’ve done the research on the additional steps necessary to complete it. Not too difficult. Also, I had a chance to talk to Justin McPhee.”

      Her expression at the mention of Justin was inscrutable. “You know Mr. McPhee?”

      “We met years ago at a juvenile court function. He said that Hudson would be a good fit for me.”

      “Yes, well. It was a shame to lose Justin. He didn’t like the fast pace we move at around here.”

      “He was saying something about that,” I acknowledged while leaving out the part about him crying in his second beer.

      “We like to keep things moving forward. Give our families  certainty. If you’ve been in Juvy, then you know how awful it can be for parents to wait and see how their case is going to turn out.”

      “It can be unpleasant, that wait.”

      “Don’t I know it. I was explaining to Justin our philosophy, but I think he was too used to the pace of Twenty-second Street.”

      “He’s a very traditional guy.” Old-fashioned was more like it. I could see, though, with his upbringing how he could have such black-and-white thinking.

      “That’s honorable. Don’t get me wrong. I admired his painstaking attention to detail. I need to keep up with how things are done now, though, if I want to remain the preeminent agency in Cleveland.”

      “I understand and agree. Completely.”

      Hudson stood signaling she was all done with chitchat. “It was great meeting you, but I do have families to meet with and birth mothers to call. Someone is always on the verge of labor. Do you have any questions for me?”

      Her half step from the back to the side of her desk certainly didn’t invite more back and forth. I took a deep breath and launched into my real reason for the meeting even though I’d couched it as a meet and greet.

      I lifted my messenger bag and slipped the strap on my shoulder. “Just a quick one about the Rose case. I did some research and it seems noncitizens can’t adopt internationally.”

      “Hmmm.” Hudson’s right hip leaned against the desk. “That’s interesting. We’ve never had any issues before. Are you sure you have your facts correct?”

      “There may be some exception…that I’m unaware…”

      She snapped her fingers. The sound was muted by textured wallpaper and carpet. “Of course. That must be it. This is a country of immigrants. A country that’s welcomed immigrants like me. I can’t imagine that the government would make such a huge oversight…”

      “Let me check again. I could have missed something.” As sure of myself as I’d been going in, my mind started turning in cartwheels of contrition.

      “Yes. Please do that. Does that mean that the paperwork hasn’t been filed?”

      “No. Yes. No, I haven’t made the petition with the probate court yet. I’m waiting on the FBI check as well as the African birth and death certificates. I only have the final decree from Zimbabwe and I wanted to talk to you about those missing documents.”

      “It’s your first case, so I’ll…I understand your hesitation. One of the things we pride ourselves on here at Hudson is our expediency. Not only do we like to help our clients complete their families without excessive waits that other agencies impose, we like to finalize the adoptions quickly. Sure, the court gives us months to get the paperwork in, but you have to understand the parents’ position.”

      “I can relate. The one thing about juvenile Court that drove the families nuts was the lack of resolution on the cases.”

      “So you do understand. I’m so glad. One of the parents’ greatest fears is that they’re going to lose their child. No matter what we tell them, they tend to lose sleep and fret until they have that final adoption order in their hands. From there it’s a six-month countdown before the appeals time limit tolls. So in total, maybe we’re looking at nine months, maybe a year. Let’s do the parents a favor and keep that to a minimum if we can. Are you on board? Do you think you can do that. Fit these in with your other caseload?”

      “Of course. I completely understand. First-case jitters and all that. Just wanted to dot my ‘i’s and cross my ‘t’s.”

      “Attention to detail is a great asset, but remember not to let it hamstring you like it did for Mr. McPhee. So many professionals these days are more interested in fees than serving the clients. We’re not like that here. As long as you understand our philosophy, you’ll be a great asset to our team.”

      “Thank you for your time. I look forward to working with you going forward.”

      “Great. I’ll have Merrill Barrera speak with you before you leave then about those papers you’ve requested. She’ll let you know an ETA on those. Also I’ll instruct her to give you a rundown of the adoptions that we have coming down the pike so you can be prepared. Maybe get any research done and questions answered before you meet with the client next time.”

      The rebuke was subtle, but I heard it nonetheless. Given the fees legal and otherwise the parents were paying, I would make sure not to mention any issues with the client present. I’d gotten into sloppy client management with my appointed clients who, because they weren’t paying my fees directly, were okay with uncertainty. I’d have to step up my game. If I wanted to play with the big boys…

      “Thank you again for the opportunity to work with your parents.” I took my leave and found Merrill Barrera waiting for me in the hall ready to lead me to her office, my next cases, and a surefire way out of debt once and for all.

      I had arrived.

      I tried not to be too resentful that it was where I was supposed to have been all along.
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      “Fiona Matthews Rose. I love you!” A voice that sounded like Paul’s warbled from some distant part of my mind. I turned over in the too-warm bed trying to banish the image of my missing ex-partner. Kicking off the duvet, I stuck a foot out and tried to shake off the dream. I’d had one similar off and on for the last couple of months.

      While my logical waking brain knew Paul wasn’t coming back—much less declaring his love while climbing the trellis like so many American movies—in the dead of night, in my not-so-logical lizard brain, I still had hope and dependency on a dream that was never going to be fulfilled. That hope scared me. I closed my eyes ready to drift off for a few more minutes at least. Have a bit of quiet time so I could banish Paul, so I could move on to what was my life now: Charlotte.

      The sound of something rustling got my attention and woke me fully, banishing any dreamy thoughts. In the dusky light of dawn everything came to me. Paul’s absence. Charlotte’s presence. The fact that the new au pair, her dark eyes ever watchful, had moved in a week ago and I couldn’t wallow in my pity and tears. For the first weeks that Charlotte was with me, I didn’t have a moment to think of Paul. Exhaustion was the cure for grief. With Alile here, I was getting some of my time back. I wasn’t sure I wanted it if that time only ended in tears and thoughts of my ex.

      This time when the voice came, it was more insistent. “Fi! Let me in. I’m so sorry.”

      I shook my head again trying to shake off the “Paul comes back” dream. I’d gotten a lot of sleep since Alile had come. Auditory hallucinations should not be happening to me. Motherhood could not drive me to the madhouse.

      “Dear God. It’s five o’clock in the morning. Use your key. My grandbabies are sleeping. I’m sure yours is too.” That was Dolores Watson speaking.

      One voice was a hallucination, two was a conversation. I kicked off the duvet once and for all and went to my window. Paul, rucksack at his feet, was looking over toward the neighbor’s house. Dolores Watson stood in her doorway, bathrobe clutched tightly at her neck, face creased deeply in a frown.

      My annoyance at having my sleep disturbed was quickly replaced by elation. I banged on the wood until it loosened, little flakes of paint floating to the floor. Shoving up the sash, I leaned my head out into the soft warm air.

      “Paul!” I shouted.

      “Fi!” His head was tipped up. There he was. My Paul.

      Barefoot I ran down the stairs and toward the door. It took me a good half minute to undo the locks and throw the doors open. Paul stood, looking a bit worse for wear.

      Not caring a whit what Dolores Watson or any other nosy neighbors about at that hour thought, I ran down the walkway and threw myself into Paul’s arms.

      For a long minute I felt like the star of that American romantic comedy I’d despised a few moments before as he spun me in his arms. A second later the sprinklers went on drenching us in warm water. I wanted to peek to see if we were indeed being filmed. That scene from Dancing in the Rain quickly went out the door when the water turned from warm to icy cold.

      “Gah!”

      Paul pulled back, fire in his eyes.

      “What?” I fiddled with my short hair plastered to my head. Following Paul’s gaze I saw that it wasn’t the only thing skimming my body. My white-and-gray-striped sleep shirt was clinging to me like a second skin. My nipples stiffened as I pulled back. Looking down I could see that nothing was left to the imagination.

      “Looking good, Fiona,” he said before he leaned in and kissed me again. I’d missed him so much. His familiar taste and smell were like a homecoming. It could have been England. It could have been ten years ago.

      “Let’s get inside,” I urged. I cast a look toward my neighbor’s house. Mrs. Watson was outside looking down her nose at the two of us as if we’d done the deed on the middle of the driveway that separated our two properties.

      “We can do a proper welcome home then.” Paul’s smile was wolfish.

      Clutching at each other’s waists, we stepped toward the house in unison. My body was at once blisteringly cold and achingly hot. I counted the seconds until we could strip and run up to the bedroom.

      After I pushed through the front door, the sight of Alile in her simple cotton dress, Charlotte on her hip, their brown skin a near perfect match, stopped me in my tracks.

      “Am I at the right house?” Paul asked dropping his rucksack to the floor.

      Looking back and forth from the toys and dolls on the floor, to the playpen in the corner, then back to Alile and Charlotte, I could see that I had a lot to explain. It was as if Paul had been gone two years instead of three months. My life had changed that much during that short time he’d been away. Alile’s accusatory stare had me crossing my arms across my breasts.

      “Paul. Meet my daughter, Charlotte Rose. This is my au pair Alile. She’s been a godsend, Alile that is. Charlotte is a miracle.” I stopped sounding foolishly sentimental to my own ears. Motherhood had, in a very short time, changed me.

      “Daughter?” He looked between me and Alile and Charlotte. I could practically see his brain ticking away at all of the possibilities.

      “Ali, do you have it? You okay for a few minutes?”

      “Yes, we’ll be fine.”

      “Paul, come upstairs. I need to talk to you.” I wanted to have that talk in private without watchful eyes.

      I’d never been that girl. The one who stood at a party rubbing her guy’s shoulders in a semi hug, or the one to sit next to him and possessively pat his leg at the dinner table. Today, though, I wanted to be a different sort of girl for him this time ‘round. So I grabbed his hand and held on for dear life as we climbed the stairs in unison.

      I made sure the bedroom door was firmly closed before I sat on the unmade bed. Paul took a seat on a wingback chair I’d picked up from a secondhand shop in Shaker Square.

      “You have a daughter? I don’t understand.” Confusion marred the features I’d known so well for so long. I wanted to reach out and smooth the wrinkles from his forehead. Instead I took a deep breath and spoke.

      “I’m not fertile, Paul.” I took a deep breath. “I can’t have a baby, naturally.”

      His frown deepened. “We hadn’t even been trying that long. You didn’t have to rush to judgement. You’re still young...maybe...”

      “Paul. Listen to me. I hear what you’re trying to say. I’m okay with it. I think you know that I wanted a baby. With or without you, I wanted the family we’d talked about so often. I was going to do it the natural way…with insemination, but…”

      “Natural?” The creases of worry were so deep in Paul’s face I wanted to warn him about it all freezing that way the way my mam would have done. I took it as a sign that he cared. It was a one-hundred-eighty-degree turn from the impassive face I’d had to look at across the table at the hotel where we’d had the bad tea before he’d left for good.

      “As natural as I could get without a penis. I wanted to have my baby. Carry it to term. I wanted to have your baby, Paul. But before they shoot you up with hormones or even sperm, they needed to test me for fertility.

      “I thought the tests were just a way to get cash or fulfill some insurance protocol. So much of America seems to be about testing, and testing, and billing. I’m getting off track, sorry.” That happened to me when my brain wanted to avoid something hard. It veered. “So, I went in for insemination and they told me I probably couldn’t ever have a baby naturally.”

      “Why not? We’re young. We’re not sixteen, but we’re not sixty either.”

      I didn’t want to blame him. I was past the blame. Having Charlotte come into my life had put me on a path to forgiveness that had swept up both my parents and Paul. They’d all loved me the best they could. The path I’d been on, the treadmill I’d hated had all led to Charlotte. That I would never regret.

      I ran my fingers through my fringe, letting it cover my eyes a little. This was going to be the hardest bit.

      “An infection gone wrong,” I whispered.

      For a moment his eyes roamed the walls as he worked out what could have gone wrong. The part of me who wanted to be that girl, took a back seat to the old me who’d been mad as hell. I waited while he filled in the blanks. In a sudden movement, his head jerked up.

      “Bollocks. Bloody hell. Was it the clam?”

      My nod was slight.

      “I’m so sorry. Me mates were drinking. It was Johnny’s stag do—”

      “I’m as responsible as you were,” I said, mentally bashing myself all over again for being so cavilier with my own health like the cobbler was with his own children.  “I’m a doctor—”

      He sat forward until we were inches apart. His large, roughened hands bracketed my face between them. His eyes met and held mine.

      “Don’t do that. Don’t take on everything. I’m an adult, Fiona. I know that I haven’t always acted like it, but I have to be responsible for all the decisions I’ve made.”

      “It’s done. Whatever it is. It’s done. Charlotte’s here and she’s perfect. You’re here. You are here, right?” I’d been so busy making my own confession that I hadn’t thought to ask whether his stay was permanent or if he were here for one last goodbye.

      I took a breath to steel myself for whatever was coming. If I’d learnt anything in these past months, it was that none of this was going to kill me. Hurt yes. Kill me no. I had to live for Charlotte anyway.

      Paul’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “Hold on…”

      He let me go and stepped back. In an abrupt about-face Paul turned and ran from the room. I could hear his leather boots pounding on the stairs. He shared some words with Ali. Then in a few minutes he came back into the room, giant rucksack in hand.

      “Paul?”

      “Your girl, Ali, did you call her. She said that she’s going to take Charlotte to the park. I told her that was okay. She wanted, I think, for us to have some time together.”

      I could only nod and wait for what was to come.

      “Anyway, this isn’t perfect, Fiona. I wish I could do something for you worthy of something you’d see on one of those Sky shows on the telly, but here we go.”

      He knelt down and held out his hands. I took his. Gathering up all my mental strength, I finally looked Paul straight in the eye. His were shiny with unshed tears. I had to swallow about ten times to keep my own crying at bay.

      “What…”

      “Fiona. I love you. Always have. From the day you bumped into me at the fish and chip stand and called me all kinds of an idiot for spilling malt vinegar all over your clothes.”

      “I smelled like a chip shop for days.”

      “I love that you’re smart and ambitious. That you support me in my artwork. I realized that you’ve been to every show that I ever had. Even that one in the lorry garage in Shoreditch. No matter what you were doing, if you had a big exam or even a surgery coming up, you put it on hold to be with me. I’ve been such an idiot, Fiona.

      “I know now that I want to spend the rest of my life with you, if you’ll have me. I’m going to do this right this time.” He sat on his haunches and fiddled with some zippers. From a pocket in the army-green canvas, he extracted a box. It was navy, and square, and couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than what it was, an engagement ring.

      “Paul, you didn’t have to—”

      “But I did, Fiona. We did this all wrong before. Making it about citizenship and practicality. You deserve romance. We deserve it all.” He held out his hands palms up. “Fiona Matthews Rose, will you marry me?”

      I fell to my knees so that we were eye to eye.

      “Of course, Paul. I missed you. Yes.”

      We were both sniffling as he fiddled the box open and slipped the ring on the third finger of my left hand. It wasn’t big or flashy. The oval diamond, surrounded by a bunch of tiny diamonds in a simple gold band was something I’d be proud to wear every day. Even if I did have to hang it on a chain around my neck so it didn’t interfere with surgery.

      “It fits,” he pronounced.

      “You were always good with spacial relationships,” I complimented.

      He stood pulling me up with him. At six foot, Paul was comfortably taller than me. Despite my height and practical haircut, he had a way of making me feel feminine.

      “Will you go away with me?” he asked.

      “Where…”

      “If we leave today, we can be in Niagra Falls by tea time. There’s a little log cabin where we can get married. Just the two of us with pictures and bubbly. They can take us on Monday. Will you do it? Come away with me?”

      “There are three of us, now.”

      “Right, of course. I can’t wait to be a dad, be a family. But for right now, can this be just about us, Fi. We can be parents in two days, but let’s be a couple for one last time.”

      I hesitated for only a single second. He was right. I needed to be with Paul, resolve the past before we could begin our future together.

      “Yes, let’s do what you’ve planned! Should I pack? What should I bring?”

      Paul gestured to the rucksack that he planned to carry.

      “For you? A toothbrush? Just you, Fi, is all I need. All I ever needed.”
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      The white plastic monitor lit up like Lilongwe at Christmas. First green, then yellow, then red. I watched the little squares of light pulse for a full minute before I threw my legs over the side of the couch where I must have fallen asleep.

      I had only a single thought. Yeni needed me. I wasn’t dressed. But the baby wouldn’t care.

      Barefoot, I ran up the stairs to the second floor. For a full moment I stood outside Fiona’s closed door trying to decide whether to knock or not. I had my hand ready to hit the wood, when I remembered two very important things. It wasn’t Yeni waiting for me, it was Charlotte. And I was alone with the little girl for two more long days.

      That man, who’d made Fiona cry night after night had marched back in after being gone who in the hell knows how long and she’d taken off with him, just like that, leaving me and her new child behind. They were going to be getting married in some place I’d never heard of. Some kind of falls.

      Guilt that Fiona should have been feeling hung over me like a cloud. At once I hated her for running out on her own child without so much as a backward thought. I also hated myself for running out on my own daughter, for letting Umi intimidate me, for not fighting harder for my own flesh and blood, for leaving me with this child while I ached so much for the girl I’d left behind.

      When I’d finally come back from the park, Fiona and Paul, he said his name was, were downstairs drinking tea. He shook my hand with two of his and smiled a crooked-toothed smile as he said words about family and being friends.

      I put Charlotte into her high chair and got her some breakfast. Neither moved to help. Neither Fiona nor Paul moved from the stools they’d taken across from each other at the tall table. They couldn’t stop smiling at each other.

      I was invisible to them. I’d been planning that morning to ask Miss Fiona about going to school. I didn’t have the phone number of the social worker who’d dropped me off. Without her help, I didn’t have the least clue as to how I would find a school to attend or register or even get there. Or what papers I’d need to bring or how much the fees would be.

      For this first week, I’d basically been catching up on my own sleep, caring for Charlotte, and visiting with that black woman neighbor in the afternoon. She was always cooking something good and it was less work for both of us when all three kids played together.

      Yesterday, though, Fiona and her man didn’t ask about my sleep or where I was taking Charlotte. They were out the door, having thrust a wad of green paper bills in my hand with promises of lots of time off before I could so much as work out what was happening.

      I lifted Charlotte out of her crib, changed her diaper, and carried her downstairs with me.

      It was lunchtime, but for a moment, I lay on the sofa with her plopped on my belly.

      Like I’d done every day since I’d come here, I ran my eyes and hands over every inch of her skin. I wanted my own daughter so bad that I knew I’d been crazy to convince myself this one was mine, when she couldn’t be. Even though she seemed to understand almost everything I said when I spoke Yao. I closed my eyes and opened them again trying to separate fantasy from reality. That just wasn’t possible.

      She certainly didn’t smell like Yeni with all these perfumed soaps and lotions that Miss Fiona kept next to the bathtub and on Charlotte’s dresser.

      From the corner of my eye, though, she could have been my little girl. From her tiny toes that looked like tiny grapes the way Yeni’s had, to the ear shaped like Uncle Onani’s. Maybe Africans looked more alike than I’d always been told. Our tribe had one kind of genes. The neighboring tribes had something altogether different in looks, in language in customs. But Charlotte looked as if she could have come from my own family. While I was thinking like this though, I wasn’t working on the biggest problem I needed to fix. My problem was still in Africa.

      All the worry over what was going on thousands of kilometers away was going to make me crazier than my aunt thought I was. I lifted Charlotte and stood ready to get some kind of meal together in the kitchen.

      “Alile?” The screen door rattled. “It’s Dolores. Come on over. I have some macaroni pie. Made a little pan for you and Charlotte to take home with you.”

      With that announcement, it fell silent. Dolores did that a lot, knocked, announced, then walked back to her own house before I could so much as work the lock open and stick my head out to say yes or no. Maybe she did that so I would always say yes. It worked. I shrugged Charlotte up higher on my hip and made to leave.

      With something hot and done next door, I abandoned the idea of heating up one of the dinners Miss Fiona had left. I slipped my feet in my sandals by the couch and was out the door in a few seconds.

      “Where’s the family?” I asked. It was more quiet than usual in her house. Normally her granddaughter, the half-Asian-looking one was running around like a chicken with its head off. The dad was grumbling about his daughter and hugging her at the same time. The momma didn’t say much. I’m not sure she spoke English.

      “Ain’t no one but me tonight. Min-ji took the kids to see that man of hers while he’s out of jail. My boy and his wife took themselves out to Charley’s Crab.”

      Jail. That one surprised me every time it came out of Dolores’ mouth. I don’t think I’d ever known anyone in my village to go to jail. She’d made it seem like this boyfriend was in and out all the time. Maybe Americans shared more. Maybe we didn’t talk about personal things back home because everyone already knew all your secrets. There wasn’t much you could hide there.

      “That’s nice.”

      “Have you been to a restaurant?”

      I shook my head. I hadn’t had any extra money for that. Except for Dinha and others who did some kind of illegal work, none of the other women had eaten on the high street either. I may never be rich enough to eat out, but I hoped one day Yeni would be.

      “Charley’s serves seafood. Min-ji’s mom, she grew up in the south part of Korea. Her dad was a fisherman. She really misses a fresh catch here in the middle of the country. So my son takes her out every so often to keep her happy.”

      “We were landlocked too,” I offered in a rare candid moment. “There’s a big lake though where people fish.”

      “What countries are around you?”

      “Mozambique. Zimbabwe. Zambia. Tanzania,” I answered. I may not have gone to school like the other girls in uniform, but my mother had tried to teach me all she knew before she had died. I remembered nearly everything she’d ever taught me.

      “I wish to go there one day. Sounds like home a bit. A place where most people are black. I miss that here.”

      “So Trinidad is black?”

      “You know about slavery, right?”

      I nodded. But I didn’t know much. Mama had told me that black Africans had been put in ships and sent to Europe and America to work. Then they got their freedom. Not a lot more than that. My ignorance was starting to embarrass me so I didn’t add anything out loud.

      “The islands were different from America,” Mrs. Watson started. “The slaves had a much harder time there. Many died. But also we got our freedom earlier. After that many Chinese and Indians were brought over.”

      “So there are other kids who look like your grandson and granddaughter?” I asked. I’d wanted so much to ask about them with their folded eyelids but black coarse curly hair. Even though Europeans had been in Africa for hundreds of years, there hadn’t been much mixing. It had been mostly illegal everywhere. Also, I think we’d outnumbered them greatly.

      “You know, now that you say it, there are a lot like them. No one would look twice. It was Dutch and French too. A lot of mixing. Also a lot of people keeping to themselves.”

      “Doesn’t sound much different from anywhere.”

      I took the food and cut it up into small pieces. Yeni…Charlotte stuck some in her mouth on her own. From the six-tooth smile, I was guessing she liked it a lot. It would take her a long time to feed herself which was fine. I could have a moment to take a breath.

      It was full on without any help. With me and Fiona it had been totally doable. But with Paul back and Fiona probably going back to her job as a doctor, it might be like this all the time. Except school and weekends, those were supposed to be mine.

      I helped myself to a good chunk of the food and sat at the kitchen table. I pinched off a piece with my fingers and tasted it. Foreign but good. It was macaroni and cheese with some kind of stewed meat on the top. My mom would have loved this. When we had meat, she’d stew it and we’d have it on top of foufou or nsima. For a moment my heart squeezed with missing Mama.

      That hurt must have showed on my face, because Charlotte’s face turned down in a frown at the same time. Quickly I placed a smile on my lips. Seeing that all was okay in her world, she went back to pulling noodles and meat from her bowl and sticking about half of it in her mouth and the rest on her cheeks and in her hair. Bath time was going to be longer than usual. Cheese was a challenge I hadn’t encountered in my life before now.

      “What happened to you, Alile? You left us for a moment.”

      “Sorry. I was thinking about my mother.”

      “Where is she?”

      “She died about three years ago.”

      “How old were you, poor thing, to have lost your mother so young.”

      “Thirteen,” I said. Then I threw both hands across my mouth. I’d gotten too comfortable and said too much.

      “Child. How old does that make you now?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be at least eighteen to do the job you’re doing?”

      “Please don’t tell Miss Fiona,” I pleaded. “I’m sure it’s not legal, what I’ve done. But I can’t go home now. I’m so close to saving enough money to send for my daughter.”

      “Your daughter? You’re just a child yourself.”

      “When my mother died, there was no one to protect me.” I didn’t need to say the rest. She seemed like the kind of woman who understood the way of the world.

      “I’m so sorry, dear girl.” She hung her head for a long minute of silence. “Where’s your daughter now? What about the rest of your people. How did they let such a young girl go off alone?”

      I looked at Charlotte, tried to keep it in, but I couldn’t keep my thoughts to myself any longer.

      “I think this is my daughter.”

      Dolores Watson who’d been kind, and inviting, and caring, looked at me like she was ready to call someone and have me shut up in a hospital for people who’d parted ways with their sane mind.

      “I know. I know it’s crazy. My Yeni can’t be this Charlotte. But in my head I’m not so sure. She looks just like my girl—”

      “How old was your daughter when you left?”

      “Only a month old.”

      “They look so different from babies to toddlers. Are you sure you aren’t filling in what you see with what you hope?”

      “I know. I know. It’s just she has my uncle’s ear.” I should know. I had watched that ear rather than the eyes that raked my body or the mouth that hung open like a horse’s. “My mouth. I mean Fiona and that social worker don’t seem too sure of where she came from. And I left Malawi because my aunt threatened to put her in an orphanage if I didn’t pay her. I will finally have the money in a few weeks’ time. But what if she turned Yeni over to the orphanage as soon as I left. And what if that orphanage offered Yeni for adoption. And what if she came to this place, this Cleveland. And what if I came to this same place.”

      It was the unlikely string of events I’d put together in my head during the week. It’s what had made it okay for me to close my eyes and sleep. If Yeni was in the room below me, much of the fear and worry was gone. Or I’d traded a harder problem for an easier one.

      “Dear, that’s about a thousand coincidences that would have to happen all at the same time. It’s so rare for even two things in life to match up.”

      “But it could be true. Watch.” I spoke to Yeni then. Asking her to put down her food and lift up her arms.

      “You spoke to her in your…tribal…language?”

      “I did.”

      “It was like she understood you.” Dolores shook her head in wonder. Do you think she could have learned all that in a week? Kids are very quick to pick up a second or third language.”

      “But she’s been here a few weeks and she doesn’t understand the same things in English.” I demonstrated by asking her to repeat the actions, but this time in the English that we all used and understood and all I got for my troubles was a look of confusion on little Charlotte’s face before she went back to smearing the food that was left all over the high chair tray.

      Realizing she was done, I lifted her from the chair and pulled some paper from the hanger under the sink. I wet it and wiped at Yeni’s…Charlotte’s hands and face. I took aim at the tray next, wiping away any stray cheese sauce before it hardened.

      Cheese was a new thing. But Dolores made a lot of foods with it. Kids ate it at the park. Fiona stuck it in the microwave. I thought it tasted okay, but getting hard, dried cheese off was terribly difficult. Having tasted it a few times, I wasn’t thinking it was worth all the trouble.

      “What if she’s your daughter? What would you do?”

      She asked the question in the same way the refugees in our house in England had asked what would happen if you won the lottery after we’d pooled our meager funds together and bought a strip of tickets.

      “Take her…”

      “Where? You’re a child yourself. Legally, you can’t do anything for yourself. Take it from me, at your age without a house or a job or any kind of education, the county would come take your kid and put them right in foster care. After the year we had with McKenna in and out of the system. Trust me that’s no place to be.”

      I slumped in the chair. Deflated, I hauled myself up and lifted Charlotte from the floor where I’d put her. With a washcloth I carried with me in a big bag Fiona had, I wiped Charlotte’s face and hands one more time making sure she was clean. Then I plopped her in a playpen where Dylan usually sat. Restless, I paced the room. Once I’d said it aloud, my belief that my daughter was a precious few feet away solidified.

      “How could I find out if she was my daughter. Surely in America you have a way to do that.”

      Without saying a word, Dolores placed both hands on the table and pushed herself up. She walked out of the room and came back with a huge folder bursting with official-looking documents. She pushed a small plastic container with a lid toward me.

      More food.

      I tucked it in the baby bag in a little insulated pocket. I hadn’t much liked cooking at aunt Umi’s house. This I could reheat and give to Charlotte later or even save it for me.

      Next, Dolores upended the beige folder and the papers spilled across the table. Her brown hand starting its journey to claw, which for the first time I noticed was in the early stages of arthritis, shuffled through the papers. I could see in her raised eyebrows when she came upon what she was looking for. Plucking it from the stack, she slipped it toward me. While she gathered up the other documents, I looked at what she’d given me.

      At the top in big black letters were the words “DNA Diagnostics.” The rest was in English, but I didn’t understand it. Min-ji’s name was there as was that of her sometimes boyfriend. Then the words north American black population came next to a ninety-nine and a symbol. I shook my head feeling momentarily sorry for myself. I needed to go to school and study so I could read things like this.

      “What does dunna mean?”

      “Dunna? Oh, DNA. It stands for…it stands for the test that labs do from people’s blood to tell if they’re related or if they’ve done a crime. Like OJ.”

      “‘O’ what?”

      “Skip all that. If you can get a sample from the girl and one from yourself and send it to this place, they’ll tell you if she’s your daughter.”

      “I’d have to take her blood?” I didn’t want her to have to be poked with a needle or see her cry because I had a question that was at best a long shot of being true.

      “No, it’s a lot easier than that. They swab the cheeks with something that looks like a giant Q-tip.”

      “Can I go to this DNA place?”

      “Of course. They’re a cash business like every other one.”

      “So you have to pay?”

      “Nothing is free. Not a single damn thing. Gimme a second.” Dolores shuffled through the papers again and pulled out a second document. She pushed that toward me as well. “Here. It’s six hundred dollars.”

      “That’s a lot of money.” I thought of the two hundred I’d gotten paid before Fiona had left. Inspired, I stood up so quickly the chair behind me nearly fell. Startled, Charlotte dropped the blocks she’d been putting in her mouth and trained her eyes on me. Retrieving the diaper bag from the floor where I’d placed it after dropping the food in, I searched for and found the envelope Fiona had slipped me before she’d run out the door. I took out the crisp green bills and counted them out. It was five hundred dollars. That meant I could go and have two hundred left to give back to her.

      “Can I go there today?”

      “They’ll be closed. Only stores are open on the weekends. Offices are closed Saturday and Sunday.”

      “Tomorrow?”

      “I guess. Are you this sure that you want to spend that much money based on a couple of coincidences in your mind?”

      Resolved, I said, “I’m sure. If it’s not her, at least I can stop my mind from being crazy. I can devote myself to getting the real Yeni from Malawi.”

      “I’ll drive you, then.” Dolores had her own car separate from the other three in the driveway.

      “Will you?”

      “If you take the bus, you won’t be back before they get home from their one-night honeymoon. It’s best you don’t involve them in this. The test will be painless. Noninvasive.”

      “Thank you.” I nearly fainted with relief that I could have an answer to the question that had plagued me every night for the last five. “Will they be able to tell me right there?”

      “No. I don’t know how long the results take, but it’s not instant. Maybe a month, maybe more.”

      “I’m going to go take this baby for a nap. But tomorrow. What time should I be ready?”

      “Eight should be early enough.”

      “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.”

      “It’s just a ride. I’m probably wasting your hard-earned money.”

      I shook my head fervently. “Yeni would want me to do this. She’s worth more than all the money in the world.” I lifted the baby I thought was mine and hefted her on my hip. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for my baby. Not a single thing. I’d come this far. What was one little detour as long as it got me closer to the truth.
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      “Thank you, Ms. Cort. This is amazing. I can’t believe Hailey will be ours.”

      Happy people in my office was a huge change for the better. I still had a box of tissues on my desk, but instead of mothers breaking down over the loss of family, new moms were crying happy tears over finally completing theirs. Mrs. Turner was no different. Through the tears falling down her checks a big smile beamed.

      “Again you have my congratulations,” I offered. “Letty will call you when your hearing date is set.”

      “Do we really have to bring the baby?” she asked. It was an oddity of the adoption process. In juvenile court, even though it was about the kids, they were never in the building. That was verboten. I’d asked about it during one of my first weeks there. From the response, you’d have thought I’d farted in the courtroom.

      Somehow children’s best interests were served with only a guardian ad litem being their voice. With adoptions, the judge liked to eyeball the kids. My cynical side thought it was a bid to win votes in upcoming elections. My criminal defense clients, the few who voted, probably never cast a ballot for those judges who pronounced their guilt. I could see these parents happily punch a chad or two for those who left them with the warm fuzzies.

      “Yep. It’s required.” I shrugged. “Don’t worry. The younger the children, the faster your hearing gets called. They’re used to kids down there. There aren’t the long waits like with other courts.”

      The Turners, husband and wife, rose to leave, but each gripped my hands again like they had when they’d arrived. I was kind of afraid they wouldn’t let me go. Fortunately Letty knocked and chose that moment to open my door.

      “Your eleven o’clock is here.”

      I glanced at the clock on the credenza behind me. “Right. Thank you.”

      While Letty showed the Turners through reception to the door to the suite, I did some quick mental calculations. Paola Hudson had been right in her prediction that I’d have a boatload of cases. After the meeting, no less than six referrals had come through the door. I couldn’t help but do the mental math. They’d gross me at least sixty thousand dollars. That plus Charlotte Rose’s matter and I had nearly enough to pay off my loans. Or at least half of the money was mine. The rest belonged to the IRS. I knew I’d probably owe a crap ton of taxes on this cash. A good problem to have.

      While I straightened my desk, filing the notes from the last meeting, and sharpening my pencil for the next, I called myself all kinds of a fool for not having pulled out of juvenile earlier. I’d slaved away there for eight long years barely making a living while my fellow graduates had been filling their bank accounts with money, buying cars and condos. Law was full of cash cows and I was milking one—finally.

      Before I could get caught up in all the things I’d denied myself that I could all of a sudden buy now, Letty was showing in the next couple. I was surprised to see my neighbors from across the hall. People out of context were always startling.

      “Jason? Greg? What are you doing downtown? I’d love to chat, but I have a consultation at eleven. Maybe we can go to lunch in an hour if you don’t mind waiting around…”

      Jason laughed. “I’ll take you up on the lunch offer if you’re buying, but we’re your eleven o’clock.”

      I glanced down at the printed schedule Letty had left on my blotter first thing in the morning. Indeed the last names in the third hour-long slot were Corry and Salazar. How had I not noticed that?

      “You want to adopt a child? When did you decide this?”

      “It’s been something we’ve been talking about off and on for a while now.”

      “You could have just knocked on my door. I’m only across the hall.”

      “You’ve never asked me for medical advice at dinner, right?” Jason asked. He cocked his head in such a way that Greg and I both found hard to resist.

      My smile at him was automatic. “Of course not. Boundaries, as in I have them.” I was not a fan of friends, relatives or church parishioners asking for advice. For Greg and Jason, though, I would have bent my self-imposed rule. “I appreciate your consideration, though.”

      “So we thought we’d come see you in your office when we got the attorney referral. Merrill Barrera spoke highly of you.”

      “Oh my God, that’s so weird, a third person telling you about me. Did you tell her that we share a hallway?”

      “No. That seemed weirder.” Greg’s laughter made me laugh too. He continued, “I mentioned that we knew you, though. Told her that she was right about you being the greatest lawyer ever.”

      “I kind of love you for that. I just hope she doesn’t think you have a checkered criminal background or some kind of child abuse record. So what’s the story with the baby?”

      “As you know, we’ve been together for seven years. Sure that we’re past the itch, we’re ready to commit, be parents.” I remembered their seven-year-itch blowout celebrating the fact that they’d made it past the first couple of hurdles of being a couple. The four-year party had been pretty great as well. “Jason will continue to work full time and I’ll work around the baby.”

      “Which one of you will adopt? I assume Paola or Merrill told you that Ohio doesn’t…yet…recognize same-sex couple adoption,” I said stumbling over the inequity. Made me wonder if Miles’ parents had faced this kind of discrimination when they wanted to marry. I had to hope that gay rights would be the civil rights of the next generation. “Sorry.”

      “It’s just one of a list of rights we don’t have. You’re not telling us something we don’t know. Don’t worry.”

      “So…one of you will be the parent, though they won’t discriminate against you in the home study process at least.”

      “We both applied. I think it’ll be Jason, though,” Greg said. “Everyone loves a doctor. Freelance magazine writers, not as much.”

      “I love you both equally.”

      I leaned toward the drawer and pulled out my new folders. Gone were the generic red pocket folders replaced by slick white folders with my name emblazoned on the front. Seemed pretentious, but Leticia insisted that it was part of the stepping-up-my-game project that she’d voluntarily initiated.

      “Are you hoping to adopt a baby?” I’d found the seemingly innocuous question turned out to be a loaded gun. It turned out to be common knowledge that non-white babies, older children, and those with special needs were the easiest to adopt while white babies were the most rare.

      Turned out people thought of themselves as liberal until faced with a choice that challenged their beliefs. Because the court’s requirements were different with each kind of adoption, I needed to know what I should expect and whether or not I’d need to get parental consent, or something from the county, or like Charlotte Rose’s case where extensive international documentation was needed.

      The question triggered people though. Half the time I spent at least ten minutes listening to justifications for why they weren’t willing to take the most adoptable and vulnerable kids.

      “I think we’d prefer a baby,” Greg said.

      “But we’re open,” Jason interjected. “Paola said it was better that way. Plus if I’ve learned nothing else as a doctor, it’s that people’s personalities are pretty fixed. The only difference is that a baby gives you a bit more leeway to figure it out.”

      “I’ll leave that as an open question then. I hope you guys are ready. I’m learning that once home studies are done, Hudson can move pretty fast.”

      “That’s why we went to her. She’s known for working with people in the gay community and with people of color, the kinds of clients a lot of traditional agencies turn away.”

      “If you’re ready and are okay working with a friend and neighbor, I am.”

      They both nodded, so I uncrossed my legs to keep the blood flowing and launched into my spiel.

      For the next fifty-five minutes I walked them through the ins and outs of adoption. The explanations were almost longer than the hearing process itself.

      “So that’s it?”

      “Yep. If you have questions, you can always come across the hall. My door is always open.”

      “Except when Miles is there,” Greg added.

      Another knock came. I swear I hadn’t been so popular in my life.

      “I thought it was probably okay that he come in if you’re done,” Letty said. I frowned at the total breach of protocol.

      “Who—” Letty didn’t get the opportunity to answer before my boyfriend poked his head in the door. Speak of the devil.

      “Miles? What are you doing here?”

      “Came to take you to lunch.”

      “Okay. Great. Jason, Greg, you want to join us?” I said like my neighbors had been here on a social call.

      “Don’t need to be a third and fourth wheel,” Greg said. They stood. Jason stuck the folder in his ever-present black messenger bag. I’d once joked that it was like a modern doctor’s bag.

      “Are we a bicycle?” I joked.

      “Go to lunch. We’re going to go home and figure out where to put Greg’s office.”

      “My office?” Greg looked affronted.

      “What? a baby needs a room.”

      They both made their way across my office and bickered all the way out the suite door. I closed my office door again seeking a bit of privacy.

      “It’s weird seeing you here. It’s not every day that you drop by my office.” I was always the one going to Miles for advice, for comfort, for companionship. In a flash of insight our relationship looked decidedly one-sided. I tucked that one away for another day and smiled in a way I hope was endearing instead.

      “Do I need an excuse to see my girl?” he asked. A half smile played around his own lips.

      “No, of course not. What are you thinking for lunch?” Miles shifted and I heard the crinkle of bags. For the first time I noticed the delicious smell wafting from them. Sometimes when I was with him I forgot all about food. He was a diet all by himself.

      Maybe I should rent him out, I thought, then thanked God and all that was holy that I hadn’t said it out loud. Damn, I was offensive when I didn’t mean to be. I decided right then that maybe I should forgive my parents since it was easy to see how what they said could have been meant in the kindest way.

      The crinkle of bags and more good-food smell transported me back to the present. “I brought you something. Leticia said that you had back-to-back appointments. So, I have Thai.”

      “Thai as in Thailand? Where did you get Thai food in Cleveland?” I’d grown up with lots of local old-world restaurants—Italian, Polish, Hungarian, German. But Asian restaurants beyond Chinese in Cleveland were a new phenomenon that I hadn’t really indulged in. Without lots of disposable income I hadn’t had time to be adventurous. The future was looking so bright, I’d need shades.

      “Have you had it before?” The way Miles asked the question told me he knew the answer.

      “Not really. Maybe across the hall. Greg went through an Asian food phase, but that covered a whole continent and I don’t remember all the specifics. What is it like?”

      He hefted the bag on my desk. Quickly, I cleared everything off the blotter. The squeak of styrofoam made my mouth water. Or it was the smell of spices. Either way, I couldn’t wait.

      Two plates came from another bag along with napkins and real silverware. I hadn’t thought his formality extended beyond his house where paper plates, paper napkins, and plastic cups were verboten.

      “How did you do this?”

      “I have magical powers.” He set out the usual cardboard Asian food containers, though these were red instead of white. Wielding chopsticks like a pro, he heaped noodles onto my plate. I tucked a napkin into my shirt. The last thing I needed was a spot on the new suit I’d acquired courtesy of Filene’s Basement.

      It was a pale periwinkle blue and reminded me of Paola Hudson. In it I had her confidence. Not necessarily the pastel office or the beautiful desk not marred by something so pedestrian as a computer or paper and pen, but when I put it on this morning, I just knew I’d moved to the next level. The checks deposited in my escrow account confirmed it.

      “It’s good,” I said twirling noodles, shrimp and vegetable on my fork.

      “Pad thai is always a crowd pleaser.” He hadn’t gotten whatever was on the exotic menu. No doubt it’s what he’d order if alone. We’d had more than one discussion about my plebeian palate. I don’t think I’d ever be ready to give up potatoes, though.

      “Is it better in Thailand?” I jabbed my chopsticks in his general direction.

      “Did I mention I’d been to Thailand?” A crease formed between his brows as he tried to remember what he’d sanitized for my benefit.

      “You don’t have to censor yourself for me, Miles. You grew up rich. People with money travel.” He winced. I pretended I hadn’t seen it. “You’ve been everywhere. It was an educated guess.”

      “I haven’t been everywhere. There are something like a hundred ninety-five countries.”

      “So you haven’t been to the Middle East or Tibet,” I said naming the most obscure places I thought few Americans had visited.

      Miles lowered his eyes, then dropped his head to focus on the food he was picking up with his chopsticks. “Those I’ve been to. Not Iraq or Iran, but UAE, Kuwait, and Israel. Oh, and Lebanon. Beirut is great. Nothing like it was when it was on the nightly news when we were kids.”

      Sometimes Miles made my point without me having to speak. “Like I said, everywhere.”

      Done with denial he launched into his next salvo.

      “You can travel too. We could go to Thailand. Maybe next month when the rain stops.”

      Because of course he knew the weather patterns of foreign lands. I don’t know why that intimidated me, but it did.

      “I’ve never taken time off.” Panic squeezed my heart. A vacation was a foreign concept in more ways than one. If I didn’t work, I didn’t eat. Not to mention the courts’ unforgiving schedule. Without a bevy of associates at my disposal, I had to take the dates mailed to me from the courts via postcard. Postponement for clients worried about regaining custody of their kids or whether they would go to jail seemed both capricious and cruel. “You have colleagues who can work in your absence,” I said by way of excuse.

      “Seems like your current practice is completely different. I’m sure you could set hearings before and after you leave.” Miles’ was the reasonable tone of someone who knew where work stopped and leisure began.

      “That’s true.” Although everything in my tone said it wasn’t. “What’s up with the spontaneous travel?” Except for his stint in Toledo, I hadn’t known him to go anywhere not since he got to Cleveland at least. Although who knows what had happened in our months apart.

      “Life is short. Watching my parents go through a divorce only proves that. Now that you have the money, we can finally enjoy some of the fun things in life together.”

      Even though I vowed not to stuff down my feelings with food, I took a big bite of noodles. Every last word Miles had said was true, but somehow it didn’t feel good. I swallowed and spoke anyway.

      “Are you saying you couldn’t travel with me until I got money?”

      “No. Casey, you are way too sensitive about this money thing. If you didn’t have it now, I’d have been happy to pay.” The, “I guess,” that followed was so low that I was half convinced I’d made it up.

      Now I was feeling unworthy of free vacations from rich boyfriends. I changed the subject.

      “Do you think I should represent Greg and Jason?”

      “Why wouldn’t you?”

      “Seems weird to represent my friends. Have you ever done that? Represent someone you know?”

      “I’ve never been in private practice. My client is the United States of America.”

      He represented three hundred million people. How could I forget he had the country’s biggest client. I was operating on a much smaller scale. “Right. It’s just that if things went south somehow I wouldn’t want them blaming me.”

      “You said yourself that adoption is one area of the law that’s practically bulletproof and definitely appellate proof after only a couple of months. It honestly has to be the shortest statute of limitations ever. I think you should do it. Maybe give them some kind of friends and family discount or something. But what better way to be a part of your friends’ big moment. You’re such a worrywart. What could go wrong?”
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      “Do you trust her?” Paul had been lying on his back. He lifted the duvet, took a glance under it, then turned toward me. I tried to guess what was in his eyes. He was unreadable. “I’m not sure I do. There’s something weird about her.” He waved fingers like a fake hypnotist.

      “Who? Alile?” She was the only other person in the house besides Charlotte. And the baby, despite her lousy sleep schedule, wasn’t out to get us. Well, except in the usual way I was starting to think all kids were out to steal their parents’ sleep.

      “I feel like she’s watching us,” he whispered. With him lowering his voice, I flicked my eyes right and left. We were alone in the room. Alile was a full floor above. With the plaster walls and wood floors, I hardly ever heard her. I doubt she could hear us either. Or I liked to believe that.

      I turned and rested my own head on my hand, my elbow on the pillow. For what felt like the twentieth time, I endeavored to explain the decisions I’d made after he left. I could kind of see how it looked like I’d gone crazy. I liked to think it was me finally resolving to do what was important for me.

      “I know I’m not the posh ‘nanny’ type who leaves the raising of her children to someone else. You were to stay home, work in the studio whilst caring for the baby. That’s all shot to hell, as they say here.

      “Merrill warned me what it would be like having an older child. More separation anxiety, more of a need for adjustment. So she suggested Alile. I know I’m not one who trusts easily, but Hudson fulfilled my dream. They haven’t pointed me down the wrong road. So I took their advice and hired the girl. I know she’s a little awkward. But she’s young. One thing for sure is that she loves Charlotte. She cares for my daughter like she’s her own. I couldn’t ask for anything better.”

      “How will that shake out when she leaves in a year for her or for Charlotte if Alile loves her so much?”

      “I don’t know, Paul. Maybe I’ll extend her contract. Merrill said I could do that. Please cut her a little slack. Don’t you remember what it’s like to be eighteen? You thought you knew everything until something new stared you in the face.”

      For Paul, I think his moment had been years later when he realized that his raw talent wasn’t enough to set the modern art world on fire. For me it was in medical school, coming upon the fact that being a doctor was a glorified service job with customer service requirements and a review component like I was a clerk on the high street and not a full-blown doctor.

      Turns out the NHS had a lot of angry patients even though they were nearly the only game in town. Youth was both powerful and humbling. It was the reason I was willing to give Alile some space to find her footing, grow into herself a little.

      “It’s a new job in a new country. She’s got a lot coming at her at once. Foreign travel. Looking into schools. Getting used to a new job. I can’t imagine what it’s like for her, living in like she does. First, she thought she was going to be living with a single mum, to now working for a newly married couple. Even I kind of feel like I pulled a bit of a rug out from under.”

      “I’m not going to let you do that, Fi. Feel bad about us or the way we came together. Everything was meant to happen exactly as it was supposed to.” This new and improved Paul was so self-assured. I feel like someone had replaced my perpetual Peter Pan with this bloke. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure I liked the switch.

      “Was it? I worry. I foisted Charlotte on you.” It wasn’t that I regretted the decision to adopt exactly. If I’d known Paul were truly coming back, I may have waited. We could have faced Dr. Ivanova and the whole infertility thing together. I couldn’t help to wonder if we’d have done it a different way…as a couple. I closed my eyes blocking him out. I refused to let my mind go down that road.

      “Not at all,” Paul said breaking into my thoughts. “I’ve come back and I accept the situation as it is. Do I wish I were part of the decision-making process—yes, of course I do, but I understand that you’d thought I’d gone—for good. Plus I know you wouldn’t be—”

      “Can you accept Charlotte?” I got straight to the point. There was no need in beating around the bush. If I had to choose between the two, my choice was easy. Realizing how us versus him I sounded, I almost backtracked…almost.

      “I know it’s been a rough go,” Paul offered. “She’s a prickly one. Only seems to want to take a bottle or sippy cup from you and food from Alile. Plus it’s like Alile has her under some kind of spell or something. She whispers to her in that weird tribal language and it’s like she’s the dog whisperer for babies. The little girl is obedient to a fault.”

      “Give it time, Paul. It all needs a little time to shake out. You’ve only been back for three weeks. Let’s get your visa fixed, get her adoption final and then we’ll have the time and brain capacity to move things forward—as a family.” With time, I knew, he’d love her as much as I and even Alile did. Charlotte could have melted Margaret Thatcher’s heart.

      “Are you still going back to work next week?” he asked. I listened closely for the telltale whine that went with discussions of me and work. Either I couldn’t hear every dagger sent my way, or it wasn’t there any longer.

      I sat up, letting the duvet fall away from my breasts. Paul gave me a lingering glance, but that was all.  Relief fought with guilt. We’d finally exhausted ourselves last night.

      “It’s only six weeks at partial pay.” I explained America’s backward rules concerning maternity leave—the fact that there were none. I’d heard my hospital was generous. I don’t think I agreed, but it was the job I’d vied for and accepted. “I can take more time, but it’s with no pay. The fees for this adoption and this house hoovered up my savings. And now I’ve added a mouth to feed and another salary and expenses to pay. I really have to work. I’m not even through my full probation period not to mention the visa issue. I think we’re all better all around if I get back to work.”

      “I could care for Charlotte. We can send the au pair back to wherever it is she’s from. I mean the situation has truly changed. We shouldn’t have to be on the hook for decisions that were made before things settled.”

      “Shhh. She’s coming down to get Charlotte up. I don’t want her to hear us talking about her like this.”

      I nearly jumped from my skin when I heard a hesitant knock at the door.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me. Alile. Can I talk to you, Fiona?”

      Paul looked at me as if her intrusion was evidence of his earlier assertion about her weirdness. I patted his arm, my silent reassurance that Alile was on our side—that there were no sides.

      “Hold on a second. Let us get presentable.” I picked my shirt up from the floor and fiddled around until I could find fresh knickers. Paul did the same. Smoothing the duvet, I sat on the bed, cross-legged. There really was no position of authority for a boss in their own home that I could figure out on short notice. “Come in.”

      “I wanted to talk to you before Charlotte woke up,” she said. No greeting. No preamble.

      “She’s sleeping better since you came. I was just telling Paul that you loved her like your own and that I couldn’t be happier that you came here to help us out.” I hoped the words were a start—a way to smooth a path of understanding between Alile and Paul.

      “A matter of routine, I think. She’d always slept well as a baby.”

      The dead calm of that last sentence sent a shiver down my spine for a reason I couldn’t put my finger on. I reached over and grabbed Paul’s wrist. My fingers tightened around him like birds’ talons in search of purchase.

      “What? Did Merrill…Mrs. Barrera tell you that?”

      “No. I haven’t spoken with her. I remember. I was the only one who cared for her even though my aunt surely told the people at the orphanage that Yeni was abandoned.”

      At this point, I was starting to think that University Heights was some kind of alternate universe. Either that or I’d entered some kind of horror movie where the au pair went crazy. Either way I wanted out.

      I must have been silent for some moments, because the next voice I heard, as if from a thousand miles away, was Paul’s.

      “Alile. I’m not exactly sure what you’re talking about, but the little girl sleeping in the next room is Charlotte Rose. She’s our baby. We’re adopting her.”

      “But, Mr. Cooke, she’s not your baby.” A paper I’d only noticed in the periphery of my vision was being waved in front of me.

      Paul took it. For a long moment there was not a single sound except for my heart beating a rapid pulse between my ears.

      “I took a test at a center somewhere not too far from here. These are the results that came in the mail. They told me because I paid the extra four hundred dollars that I could use these in court.”

      “What does it say?” I turned to Paul who could only shake his head. He flicked the paper and thrust it at me. Far more familiar with test results than Paul, I gave it a quick read. In black and white it was there. It was a ninety-nine percent chance that Alile was Charlotte’s mother. This wasn’t a dream or a movie, this was a living, breathing nightmare.

      “When did you have this done?”

      “Mrs. Watson took me while you were away in the Niagara Falls.” She pronounced it as if the indigenous name were four syllables instead of three.

      “Why did you do this?” Why would some crazy girl come to my house and claim a link to my daughter. None of this made sense. There was no statistical way this made any sense. The probabilities were against this. Six and a half billion people in the world and mother and daughter both in my house from Africa. It couldn’t happen, shouldn’t happen, but it was happening right here in Ohio.

      “Because she is my daughter. Because I left her at my aunt’s house. She threatened to turn her over to the orphanage if I didn’t pay. When I couldn’t, she sold Yeni. I don’t know how much you paid, but it’s not enough. I want my daughter back.”
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      As of this morning I was done stewing in my apartment. I’d searched my mind for clues that would somehow explain how at every turn I made the wrong choice. I’d sworn that this adoption thing would be my way out of chaos. There was no way this should have gone as wrong as it had.

      Embarrassed, I hadn’t said anything to Miles. Not that he’d noticed any change in me. He’d been caught up in a big political corruption case this summer—taking down a family that had been associated with the Brodys—to their detriment. I think he was gunning hard for them because he’d been hamstrung with Eamon.

      My fault, natch.

      As was his lack of success with the container case. Between work and his worrying himself to death over his parents’ breakup, he didn’t have the bandwidth for my problems, nor should he. I was happy to keep it all to myself. The label of “screwup” girlfriend wasn’t one I was eager to pile on top of all the others.

      Resolved to get to the truth, I shook off thoughts of my domestic life, straightened my fitted black and white gabardine dress and strode past reception on the seventh floor of seventy-five Public Square. In seconds, after reading the variety of name plates engraved upon the doors, I came across Justin McPhee, Esquire. He’d paid extra for those four additional letters of the alphabet. Without knocking I twisted the handle and pushed the door open.

      I’d called the receptionist ten minutes ago and knew he was in his office. He looked surprised to see me which is how I wanted it.

      “What are you doing here? You don’t have an appointment.” Justin stood, his chair rolling back toward the window. I never knew why people didn’t want to be able to see outside, though if my view was of the Justice Center, maybe I’d have my back to it as well.

      “You need to level with me,” I demanded walking right up to the desk and laying my hands on the wood.

      “Casey. What time is it? I have to be in court at eleven.”

      The clock behind him said it was ten fifteen.

      “Justin, I don’t care about that. Well, I do, but I kind of don’t. You’re beating around the bush.”

      Justin looked at me like I had few marbles left.

      “I’m beating around the bush?” His question was a near shout.

      “You rush in my office when we haven’t seen each other for weeks, and before that, who knows how many months. Now you’re demanding an explanation.”

      I must have looked apoplectic because Justin finally stood from his chair, came from behind his own desk and took my arm. Like a dog, I followed him. Mostly because we were attached. When we got to the other side of the room, I sunk into his denim couch. It smelled like musky cologne and Justin. It was a strangely comforting smell.

      I lifted my bag and extracted a white security envelope. Inside it was a single blue striped business check for one hundred dollars. Since I was stumbling over my words far too much to be effective, I merely handed the envelope over to Justin and waited.

      He flipped it back and forth like it was a foreign object. “What’s this?”

      My shrug was resigned. “Open it.”

      Justin tore the paper. Read it. Looked at me like my few remaining marbles were all over the floor. He stated the obvious, “A check written to me.”

      “Retainer.”

      He dropped the little bit of commercial paper and steepled his fingers. “Well, this just got interesting. Casey Cort needs a lawyer.”

      After years of serving my clientele, I’d never wanted to need a lawyer. It seemed painful from the other end. “I don’t quite think of my life as interesting so much as a walking disaster.”

      “As long as it’s not a capital crime, I’ll accept this. What do you need?”

      “Advice. Information. A place to confess. I don’t know.” I didn’t really know why I was here. He’d got out of his representation of Hudson and he looked unscathed. I wanted him to turn back the clock, but in place of that, I’d take an answer on how to fix the Charlotte Rose problem without court-ordered sanctions.

      He got right to the point. “Hudson.”

      “How did you know?”

      His headshake was slow and pronounced. “I tried to warn you, Casey.”

      “What are you talking about?” I’d been going over everything everyone had said in my head for the last few days. Except for my father’s dire warnings, no one else had said a thing.

      His eyes bored into mine. Something about his frank gaze made me shiver.

      “Drinks,” he said. “Amazing and sad drinks.”

      “We talked about growing up first generation and stealth nuns.” I’d thought about that conversation quite a bit. Both because Justin was amazingly funny and because he sort of made me long for a relationship that was easier; where my boyfriend was a lot more like me.

      “What happened? How many cases have you closed so far?” he peppered me.

      “Seven. I have a final hearing on an eighth tomorrow.” Up until a few days ago I’d been proud of my growing practice. Now everything about Hudson was making me think twice.

      “Sounds like you’re in the black.” He reclined a bit in his chair like he was some wise man from whom I’d come to seek counsel. Because I was desperate, I played along.

      “In the black. Very much.  I’m about three cases from paying off my loans.”

      “But...”

      “You have to know that I normally don’t break confidences. I’m not one of those lawyers who’ll spill all their clients’ secrets for a drink.”

      “I know what a retainer is for.”

      “Fine. Sorry. This all makes me really uncomfortable. That’s all. I’m used to handling all my problems, question, I don’t know, issues myself.”

      “Maybe you should ask for help more often.” The cryptic way Justin said that unsettled me the tiniest bit, but I pressed on anyway. Because I really did need to get to the bottom of things and I didn’t want Miles to know how much I’d potentially fucked this up.

      I took a deep breath and launched in. “There’s something highly wrong with the Rose adoption.”

      Justin’s equanimity was not what I was hoping for.

      I continued, “The mom or well, soon-to-be adoptive mom, called me a few weeks ago. First, it was that she was getting married and wanted to amend her petition. That kind of thing I didn’t really expect in an adoption case, but,” I shrugged, “I’m used to it. You know how it goes in Juvenile—families are fluid. Anyway, it was the second call that freaked me out. The mom, Fiona, calls me, frantic. She’s saying now that the au pair she hired has some paper that proves she’s the genetic mother of the girl.”

      Justin sat forward in his chair, equanimity gone, instantly attentive. “Run that by me again.”

      “The au pair is the biological mother of the girl my client wants to adopt.”

      “What in the hell?”

      I raised my hands in an “you’re telling me” gesture.

      “Merrill has some papers verifying the baby girl’s background, but they don’t match up with the au pair’s story.” The adoption would have been long done had those papers arrived with the girl. It had taken longer than Merrill had predicted to get the final adoption papers from Zimbabwe.

      None of what she was saying in this case had matched up with the research that I’d done on how international adoptions were conducted. But I’d tamped down my suspicions assuming like everything else in life, money eased the way. That what Hudson offered was a certain baby concierge service as it were, for those well-heeled enough to afford it.

      “And the au pair?” Justin asked.

      I hung my head for a moment, then lifted and shook it simultaneously. “Another suspicious one. According to her, Alile is her name, she was in the UK illegally and got some lead from an NGO that she could apply for this job without papers.”

      “And now you’re worried that if you go forward with this case, that you’re on shaky ethical ground. Maybe shaky legal ground.”

      I nodded.

      “I know how this played out,” he said.  “Let’s see. You went to Hudson about the irregularities in the case, because the client was in a baby haze and was no help. Hudson wasn’t your client, but you figure after all their years in the business, they could give you some explanation for the hinky paperwork.”

      “It’s like you read my mind.”

      “When you get there it’s all cappuccinos and herbal tea in their somehow soundproof Victorian mansion. After you spend ten minutes touring the place, sinking your feet into the deep pile, they gave you the snow job and a bunch more referrals. So maybe you forget about the paperwork because you’re so busy with the new cases. Before you know it, you’ve raked in a ton of cash, more than you’ve ever earned in such a short time, don’t want the gravy train to stop, but don’t know what to do about this one case. Is that about right.”

      “Exactly right.” It was eerie how right he was. “How did you know?”

      “It’s why I left Hudson.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this that night? If you had said, Casey, run like your hair is on fire. I wouldn’t have signed on.”

      Justin’s eyebrows slowly rose toward his hairline, which was kind of far.

      “Well, okay, maybe I wouldn’t have taken your word for it immediately, but I’d have done some more digging and if what you’d told me turned out to be true, I’d have politely declined. I’d have walked the other way. I’d have used any one of those euphemisms.”

      For a long moment we were both silent. Justin and I sat with that. I felt like I was vibrating with uncertainty.

      Finally, he lifted his arms and thrust them outward. “Look around.”

      I followed the arrows his arms created. For the first time since I’d walked into his office, I had a closer look at everything. It was a big office. Like “successful lawyer” big with paneled walls and actual hardback case reporters lining the bookshelves. His desk was wood and about six feet wide. The chairs were newly upholstered in blue and gold. He had a couch. I was sitting on it. It was nice. His three-piece suit fit like it was made for him, not like he’d bought it off the rack from Men’s Warehouse, a look Common Pleas lawyers favored.

      “I thought maybe you’d inherited money when you sent those change of address cards.” I remember the cream-colored notice on impossibly thick card stock. Since he’d never, to my knowledge, left Juvy, I assumed he’d inherited a pile from somewhere.

      “First generation. Polish mom who escaped Communism and Irish dad from a family that had more mouths than they could feed. There’s no money there.”

      I could see how I’d done it. Made him into something else so that I could justify his success in the face of my own failure.

      Into the silence, he spoke again. “It was about forty cases before I got one or two hinky ones. A girl from China who was two. The mother had studied Mandarin and swore the girl was having nightmares about being stolen from her family. Another from Bulgaria with a lot of paper problems. The adoption certificate from the country said one thing. The birth certificate, another. Bulgaria wasn’t China, so I did a little research and according to my contact there, the papers were likely forged.

      “Poor country, a little money goes a long way. Probably only took a couple thousand to get the papers and grease the necessary wheels. The baby was probably from Romania or Ukraine would be my guess, but those adoptions, especially the Romanian ones are more well-known here. So they picked a random third country, got some papers, and had the baby brought over.”

      “Are any of the adoptions at Hudson legit?” The thought of opening all those files, going to probate court hat in hand wasn’t something I relished.

      “Probably eighty-five to ninety percent.”

      I tried not to sigh my relief out loud. “And the rest?”

      “Sneak in. It’s like taxes. Use a whole bunch of legitimate deductions to cover over the one you’re trying to slip past the IRS. Probably works ninety-nine percent of the time in that case.”

      “You still haven’t answered my question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me any of this ahead of time?” I gave him a half smile. “Remember I have a hundred euphemisms for turning Hudson down.”

      “Because I didn’t think you really wanted to turn Hudson down. You came to me looking for a way to take those cases. Everything I’ve read about you in the years since I met you says to me that you walk a fine line.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked. His implication got my back up. “Are you saying that you think I’m bent or crooked?”

      “The first case I heard about with you involves Judge Grant. She flees the jurisdiction and you claimed in the paper that you didn’t know anything about it.”

      “I didn’t.” My teeth were clenched when I’d bit off that last bit.

      He lifted his fingers like he was ticking off enhancements to a criminal sentence.

      “Then you’re mixed up with the Brodys. If you look up the word corruption in the dictionary, Liam’s picture would be there.”

      Despite my promise to myself that I wouldn’t do it, I found myself explaining away my relationship.

      “Tom Brody  was my boyfriend a bajillion years back. I got out when it was clear that there was a cover-up of Eamon’s activities on the bench.”

      “Lastly, the news on the street was that you were somehow representing the guy behind the biggest sex trafficking ring to ever be busted in the Midwest. And that guy was never found or put on trial.”

      I didn’t say anything about that. What could I say?

      “It’s not how it looks.”

      “I figured maybe Hudson was right up your alley.”

      “Did you report either of those two cases you mentioned to anyone? Whomever licenses adoption agencies. The probate court. Ohio BCI or even the FBI?”

      “On a hunch from one mom who studied Chinese a few weekends before adopting a baby. From a friend who thought the Bulgarian papers weren’t legit? I’d have been laughed out of court. I decided after talking with Paola that it was better if we mutually agreed to go our separate ways.”

      I wanted to ask, but didn’t, if he had closed those cases—holding his nose the entire time or if there was yet another attorney involved in the deception.

      “What are you doing for money now?” I asked instead.

      “I paid off my loans. But, I didn’t move to a nicer apartment. I didn’t get a newer car. I still share a secretary with five other guys. I’m diving into some plaintiff’s work right now. Bigger payoff even with some upfront investment of the rest of the money. It’s going there for my future.”

      When I got a cramp in my right hand I looked down to see it was balled in a fist. As my fingers unfurled my anger came alive as well.

      “I can’t believe you thought I was the kind of person to play fast and loose with ethics. I’m the total opposite of that person. It’s me being a rule follower that put me here right now.” I was indignant. “I’ll tell you that story over drinks some other day. I need to figure out what I’m going to do now.”

      “You have to get out of the Rose case at least. Whether you continue with Hudson is up to you.” I guess he didn’t believe me about the nature of my ethics. I let the slight roll off.

      “Do I have an obligation to tell Ronaldo Pinheiro?”

      “My classmate? What’s he got to do with this?” he asked as if everyone but me were on the moral high ground.

      “He’s the associate working on the Hudson matter. I think he’s even one of the client contacts. My best friend works at Dalton Lacey. Lulu Mueller.”

      “I hear she’s well on the wrong side of right and wrong as well.” Justin sat back again like a judge on the bench who’d heard all that he needed to here to condemn the accused.

      I bowed my head. It didn’t take rocket science to figure out what he was talking about. At least that’s what I hoped he was talking about. Moral failings somehow seemed better than legal or ethical ones. That was somehow my exclusive domain.

      “What have you heard?” It was kind of a pleasure to take the heat off me for a second.

      “Pinhiero says she’s seeing a married partner.”

      I shrugged. “Not my business. I got my own shit to deal with—apparently.”

      “Do you seriously need more advice?”

      “I know what I have to do. It’s not necessarily what I want to do.”

      “Why not?”

      I spoke the absolute truth because it was something a person like Justin would understand, even if Miles wouldn’t.

      “Having money looked like it was going to be amazing. Don’t you think I had visions of a house. My boyfriend was planning a vacation for the first time ever.”

      “Why can’t you go on vacation any other time?”

      “He’s rich and I’m not and before I got these cases, he never mentioned it.”

      “That sounds like a boyfriend problem not a money problem.” Bull’s-eye. His comments hit like a dagger, but I stuffed it down somewhere deep where I’d deal with it later—much later.

      “No more Hudson,” I said grudgingly. “I’ll call Paola. And as for Charlotte Rose…what?”

      “Do what you’d do in any other case where there were no nefarious doings.”

      “Did you just use the word nefarious?” I had to smile at that. I wish I’d talked to him anytime in the last six years. He’d have been fun to hang out with. In this context, it was just amazing and sad.

      “I did.”

      “So I’m going to have to play let’s make a deal?” I’d done it before even if I hated the Solomonesque nature of the brokering.

      Justin nodded Monty Hall style. “Have the two mothers pick a door.”
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      I couldn’t believe how much at peace I was after finding out Yeni was mine. No more worry about Umi or Onani. The way I saw it, I’d never have to go back to Malawi. I was free of everything bad that had ever happened to me. No one here would ever believe I was trash or was here to be their servant.

      “I want to be clear, Alile; I can’t represent you.”

      That voice with its strong accent brought me back to the room. This morning, I’d been told to drop Yeni off with Mrs. Watson, who’d been so kind as to take her even though I couldn’t say when I’d return.

      Then Fiona had stayed home from work and driven the three of us to this lawyer’s office in the downtown of Cleveland. Fiona and Paul hadn’t said exactly where we were going. If I’d known, I had have worn my best dress rather than the thin cotton one I had on right now.

      “Represent me?” I asked. The woman, Casey Cort was her name. She looked kind. Her eyes had that look that told me she wasn’t cruel or out to exploit me or out for herself. She held herself like a woman who was fair even when it wasn’t to her benefit. So I sat forward, expectantly awaiting her explanation.

      Paul hovered behind us, Fiona having taken the only other seat that was on this side of the lawyer’s desk.

      “Mr. Cooke? Paul. Let me have Letty bring you a chair from reception.”

      “I’m fine,” he said pushing aside her offer then shifting from foot to foot, noisy even on this rug.

      She ignored him and pressed a button on her phone. In a few seconds, the door opened and a green chair appeared in front of a woman with dark hair and eyes in complete contrast to the lawyer and Fiona. America surprised me so much with all sorts of different-looking people living and working together. Africa had whites, of course, and Indians and Chinese, but mostly everyone kept to themselves.

      I could breathe a little easier when Paul took the chair to the other side of Fiona closest to the window.

      “Anyway, Alile, as I was saying, I can’t represent you if you choose to pursue custody or seek to declare parental rights to your daughter. Please understand you are well within your rights to do that. She’s your daughter. Obviously obtained under some kind of false pretenses. Under Ohio law, there’s no reason she couldn’t live with you, and Fiona and Paul here would have no rights to see her again.”

      I kept my face a mask, like I had when my uncle came to visit me in the night. But underneath that mask was stark disappointment. I may not have been as old as Paul and Fiona or even as old as the lawyer, but I knew what she said was only the beginning. Everything that came after it would be bad for me.

      “I understand.”

      “That’s the good news for you, I guess. The bad news is that you’re under eighteen years old.”

      I nodded wishing that I’d never shared my true age with anyone. That I’d kept that secret as close to my heart as I’d kept all the others about what I’d had to do to get from my village all the way to London. But when the DNA place had asked for ID, I’d handed over my Malawian passport without a second thought. They’d carefully copied my real age onto a new form asking for a test. Fiona and Paul had confronted me about it later when there was nothing to be done about sending me back.

      “What does that mean for me?”

      “That if you file something in court asking for you and your daughter to live alone, that while the court may be sympathetic, they’d probably place you both in foster care.”

      “Foster care?” Those were the same words Mrs. Watson had used. Her mouth had pulled together in a tight line though. Somehow I knew by Casey’s tone as well that it would not be good for me or Yeni.

      “It’s where children under eighteen live with families other than their parents or relatives because they are dependent—unable to care for themselves.”

      “And where would Yeni go?”

      “To another foster family. Or possibly to live with Paul and Fiona as they’ve already had a home study. I could see a judge moving you out so you can go to school and live a ‘normal’ teenage life while your daughter would be cared for by someone else.”

      “I do not want that,” I said. I swallowed back my tears. It could not be that I had done all this—sold my body, traveled nearly all the way around the world and then actually found my daughter—only to be separated from her once again.

      “I couldn’t imagine you would. I’ve worked with kids and parents with kids in foster care for the last eight years and I assure you it’s not pretty. The system is rife with abuse and neglect of children in the county’s care.”

      “Why can’t we just adopt?” Paul asked, his voice tight with frustration.

      “Paul, I’ve gone over this with Fiona. You don’t have valid papers. While the documents you received from Africa look authentic, a challenge from Alile would show their falsehood. And even if the judge thought Allie had given the child up legally, or at least voluntarily, the DNA test calls all of that into question. And it’s not a question I can see any judge in Cuyahoga County eager to work out.”

      “What do you think a judge would do?” Fiona asked.

      I hadn’t imagined her to be any kind of woman who chewed pencils or bit her nails, but she turned out to be a hair fiddler. In the last couple of weeks, I’d seen her twist and untwist the same forelock about a thousand times.

      “It’s a complete tossup. It isn’t like there’s a ton of precedent—cases like yours—for them to go on. Their legal remedies would be to put mother and child in foster care together if there’s a family that would take both. Put them in foster care apart. Or even possibly refer both of them to Homeland Security for immediate detention and deportation.”

      “If you still represent me,” Fiona pressed, her voice sharp, “then why are all three of us here?”

      “You’re all here because courts can agree with one thing. Cases resolved by the parties are their preference. Keeps the judge from having to make a decision. Despite their title, they don’t much like making decisions. Also if the three of you agree on something you’ll have certainty. You won’t leave your fate, or more importantly Kantayeni slash Charlotte’s fate, up to one person who may not have had a good night’s sleep or breakfast.”

      For the first time, I felt some hope. In a way, I was equal to Fiona and Paul. We all wanted Yeni and we all stood to lose her unless we could come to some kind of agreement.

      I glanced at Paul who looked more upset by the second, then at Fiona who was as teary-eyed as she’d been since I’d taken my papers to their bedroom. Then I looked at the lawyer who didn’t look happy, but looked like she was ready to do what she could to fix this.

      “You have an answer, miss?” I asked.

      “Yes and no.” She lifted her hands in a bit of a shrug.

      “Why are we here?” Fiona moaned. Because you can’t keep my baby, I wanted to say, but I did not.

      “I have a number of ideas, which I’ll outline for you in a second. But no matter what I come up with, I don’t have to live with it. So I’m going to give you a few weeks to consider if one of these ideas is something the three of you could live with. Then I’ll take it to the court and get it memorialized.”

      The lawyer looked at us and we all nodded.

      “Good. One thought is that you all go to the United Kingdom. I talked to a solicitor there and she says Fiona and Paul, you could get a Certificate of Sponsorship for Alile. You’d employ her as you are now and she could live in or out, but she’d be able to work for you and see her daughter as often as you could all agree on.”

      My heart slowed as the lawyer talked. She was saying things that wouldn’t be perfect, but wouldn’t cut me out of my daughter’s life completely. She didn’t have me back in Malawi under my uncle’s thumb. Almost anything had to be better than that.

      I looked at Paul and Fiona, sad that there was no magic solution to be had. We were not much better off than we’d been when we’d come in the door. I had Yeni and I didn’t have her, all at the same time.
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      Even though I knew it was coming, I jumped at the knock on the door. I uncurled my legs from the couch and walked to the door. The Rose adoption still plaguing me, I’d taken a long bath with salts and bubbles and probably enough chemicals and carcinogens to cause cancer. But I smelled good and the two glasses of wine had gone a long way to calm me down.

      It had been one week since I’d seen Alile, Fiona, and Paul in my office. I was thrilled that I didn’t have to be in a house with them. Seemed like a hellish landscape to navigate for all of them. I just wanted it done and off my caseload. The guilt of the whole mess was weighing me down.

      Before I pulled open the door, I hesitated a long moment. I was expecting Miles, but quickly realized it could have been Greg and Jason instead. Especially as Miles would have to have been buzzed in if he hadn’t walked in behind someone.

      I wasn’t nearly ready to see my neighbors. Every day they made a point of telling me about what plans they’d made for a kid as well as giving me hugs and pats on the back for the part I was playing in making their family complete.

      I knew that I had to share my suspicions about Hudson with them. There was a huge likelihood that everything would be okay. They’d get a baby that was available to adopt and everyone would have a happy ending. For that slim chance something could go wrong, I didn’t want to be responsible even if by omission. I took a deep breath heavily fortified by cheap wine and reminded myself to pester the super for a peephole.

      I puffed out my breath when Miles was inside the door. He had at least three bags with him.

      “Did you just come from the airport?”

      “I didn’t want to waste any more of my Labor Day weekend going to Coventry then coming back. Okay if I stay over and change for work here?”

      Ushering him in, I took one of the bags and swiftly pushed the door closed behind him. I still wasn’t interested in seeing my neighbors just yet.

      Doing the silent dance I imagine any wife did when her husband came home, I took his duffle and walked it to the bedroom. While he undressed, I turned on the shower, filling my little bathroom with steam. While he was in I threw vodka, Kailua, Bailey’s, cream, and ice into my new blender. I’d sent a bunch of money to Sallie Mae, but I’d splurged on a couple of items. One was a blender. I’d made quite a few margaritas and mudslides like the one I was about to make.

      The other was a sofa from Arhaus. I’d always loved walking through the expensive furniture store. A month ago for the first time, I’d actually gone in there with the express intention of making a purchase. A couple thousand dollars of my hard-earned money went to them and last week a truck with two burly drivers had carried my new curved-back sofa and matching table because of course I realized while a near-antique steamer trunk was cute for a student, it didn’t fit how I’d felt when I’d bought it—like a successful lawyer on her way up.

      I finished moving the drinks to tall glasses and in honor of my slimmer hips, skipped the whipped cream. I took them to the metal-topped table in the living room, and sat and sipped.

      “New furniture. Wow! It came. I thought you’d have a futon and trunk in here forever.”

      “Girl’s gotta grow up some time,” I said airily, though I was feeling anything but. I hadn’t quite told Miles about the disaster I’d made of Hudson. I wasn’t quite ready for him to go down the “sympathy for walking-disaster-Casey  road.”

      “Speaking of growing up, I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “Oh, gosh. How was it with your parents?”

      “That’s not—”

      “What did they say about your impromptu visit?”

      Miles sighed. “My mother’s hired a lawyer. Served my dad with papers last week. She’s found a rental in the building she wants to buy in. I…I helped her move in a bit.”

      “That must have been hard.”

      “It’s just that she moved so fast. One minute she was talking about it, the next she was moving out.”

      “I read somewhere—probably in a magazine at the dentist or something—that by the time a woman files for divorce, she’s been thinking about it for at least a year.” I pushed the mudslide toward him. Sugar and alcohol could probably make almost everyone feel better.

      He took a sip. “You went heavy on the vodka.”

      “Thought you might need it.”

      Miles took another sip and pushed it away. “I don’t want to talk about my parents.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to stick my nose where it didn’t belong.”

      “It’s not that it doesn’t belong…It’s that…this is more awkward than I thought. Give me a minute.”

      Miles stood and disappeared from the room. I sipped at the drink while wiping condensation from the glass. I didn’t worry about the table as I mentally patted myself on the back for going with the hammered zinc. I needed something indestructible and metal fit the bill.

      Of course the minute I had that thought, Simba wandered in and did a big stretch on the floor. In a moment, he was glancing at me, and when I pretended to look away, his front claws sunk into the couch. Carefully, I extracted them, then planned a trip to the library or at least on the internet. I had to figure out how to keep the sofa from looking like a cat post. Or maybe I’d drag Miles to the pet store with me to buy a cat post, once we’d both sobered up, of course.

      Simba scooted once Miles came back in. For the first time today, I took my boyfriend in. He’d changed from his weekend Ivy League sweats combo into well-worn black jeans and a maroon top. He was the only man who I know who could carry off sandals. Today’s were soft-looking leather flats.

      I was almost jealous at his effortless style. I didn’t know if it was something about me or my body or maybe too many years in Catholic school, but getting dressed was an everyday struggle that never got much easier.

      I lifted my legs ready to surrender at least part of the new couch, but Miles sat close and draped my thighs and calves back over his.

      “What’s up?”

      “Remember how we talked about traveling together?”

      “Sure. Thailand was on the table last I checked.”

      “How about either Bangkok or Gibraltar?”

      “As in the rock of? Where is that? Europe or North Africa?”

      “Off the coast of Spain. These two locations have something in common, though.”

      I looked at the melting drinks, out the window through the trees, watching them sway as a bus rolled down North Moreland. This was a quiz I was unprepared to take. “I give up.”

      Miles pulled it out then, a little velvet box and the world narrowed to a very thin shaft of light and reality. It was happening again. I’d wanted the first proposal, but it had come seven years too late. I wanted this one too, I’d thought until just this moment when nerves overtook me.

      “Casey,” he started as he turned toward me. My feet plunked noisily to the floor. “I’ve been a fool these past couple of years. I love you and want to spend the rest of my days getting to know every single thing about you. Will you elope with me?”

      “Elope?” I asked as the velvet box hinge creaked and he extracted a beautiful ring with diamonds in between multicolored stones.

      Miles held the ring up between us. “The platinum is a symbol of true love, purity, rarity, and strength. The pink is rose quartz and is for trust, amethyst is for protection, and aquamarine for communication. And of course diamonds are forever. Will you wear this ring. Will you marry me?”

      I wanted to say yes. I wanted to want to say yes. “I gave up proposals for Lent,” is what I said instead.

      Miles tilted his head as if he didn’t get the joke. Even I wasn’t sure I got the joke.

      “I…uh…if you’d proposed before Easter. That’s what I was going to say.”

      “So I proposed on the wrong holiday?”

      “Yes…no…I knew what I was going to say if you proposed at Easter dinner with my parents. I had that all worked out in my head. Now, I don’t have any idea what to say…”

      “The appropriate answer is yes if you want us to have a future together.”

      As well as I could from the side, I threw my arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. Fruity cologne greeted me. For a flash I thought about Justin McPhee’s musky scent and how much I’d liked that. I untangled myself from Miles, and hit the side of my head V-8 style.

      “Then yes, of course, I’ll marry you. But what were you talking about with Gibraltar or Thailand?”

      I watched as Miles slipped the ring on the third finger of my left hand. The heaviness Hudson and the Rose case had laid on me lifted. Buoyancy filled my chest. I leaned forward and this time kissed him square on the mouth.

      That kiss was like coming home. It reminded me of all that Miles and I had together. Before we got carried away, I pulled back. One time more I admired the ring and wondered what my mother would think or even what Lulu would think.

      “The situation with my parents is a mess. The same goes for Lulu. That’s all temporary, but I thought maybe we’d elope and take that trip we’ve been talking about. We can do a reception later with friends and family. But this. This could be just about us.”

      Lulu would dump Professor Sinclair sooner or later. My parents would come around. His parents would reach some kind of equilibrium. Did I want to wait to start my life until all that happened? The resounding answer was no.

      “I love that idea. When would we do it?” I started mentally flipping through the strong box in my bedroom closet. The one with my birth certificate.

      “The middle of October? We don’t have anything going on in the office that Rachel or Chas can’t handle.”

      “I don’t have a passport.” Miles’ head snapped up as I threw a wrench into his plans.

      “Really?”

      “I didn’t take the bar trip I’d planned.” God knows I didn’t want to go down the Brody road with him again. How I’d planned to go to Ireland and Germany on our bar trip before we moved in together. But Tom had dumped me before I’d ever gotten down to the post office.

      “I’ll get the tickets. Then we’ll pop on over to one of those overnight passport services.”

      “Overnight? That’s amazing.”

      “There’s always a service for those who wait.”

      “So which? Gibraltar or Thailand?”

      “I vote for Gibraltar with a honeymoon in Spain. You’ll love Spain. The seafood is amazing. We can dine on wine and tapas. They eat late and keep it amazing. I can’t wait to show you around.”

      Spain with Justin McPhee would have been both amazing and sad. I was glad that with Miles it would just be amazing. “I think we should celebrate,” I announced.

      “On a Monday?”

      “I wasn’t talking about going out…” Letting that lie right there, I sashayed as best I could given my non-hip-swinging European background. I was going to be Mrs. Miles Siegel. Everything else would have to work itself out.
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      The voice mails from Casey made it feel like there was a dragon breathing down my neck. I had fantasies of never calling her back. I’d been dodging calls from Hudson too. I just knew that their solution would be to take Charlotte back. Substitute in some other baby like a high street shop when you made a return. I wasn’t sure how much Paola or Merrill knew about Alile and Charlotte. I was mad as hell at them, but couldn’t see the benefit of confrontation.

      I’d even dreamt of calling the local news. But all I could see is all three of us sitting on a couch, crying on Oprah or the like, while state and federal officials suited up with guns, pulled Charlotte from my arms and repatriated her to Malawi.

      I’d seen those Elian Gonzalez pictures. I didn’t want that to happen to us. I opened my eyes and turned. Paul was awake. Returned my stare. His eyes were as grim as I imagined mine were.

      “We could take her, you know,” I whispered. “Just fly to England and disappear somewhere in the midlands or even the Scottish highlands. We’d have our little family and be done with all of this.”

      “Fiona, Charlotte doesn’t even have a passport. I’m not sure how Hudson got her into the country, but you have no way of getting her out. What are you going to do, run downtown and find some kind of shady document forgers who are going to give you a passport? You don’t even have a birth certificate from the United States or even England for that matter.”

      “I know. Paul. I know. It was magical thinking on my part. I just want things to go back the way they were when I knew that Charlotte was mine. That she was going to be mine forever.”

      “I want to go back to the day before I got the clap and passed it on to you. If we’d had our own daughter, our own biological girl, then none of this would have happened. Responsibility for this rests squarely on my shoulders. I don’t know what I can ever do to make it up to you. Ever, Fiona.”

      “Let’s not do this. No ‘What if?’ No ‘What could have been?’ Or the blame game. The question is what do we do now?”

      “What do you think the girl wants?”

      “The same thing I want, Paul. My baby.”

      “Do you think the best thing would be to give up Charlotte—”

      “Paul, she’s my daughter—”

      “Hear me out, Fiona. I know you love Charlotte. I know that you bonded with her the instant that nurse or midwife or whatever placed her in your arms. But it’s been only a few months. We can go back to England. Maybe even Scotland. I’ve done some research. There are tons of children and even babies up for adoption all throughout England. And if we do it through the state, at least we know it’s on the up-and-up. We can begin again. I’m here now for you one hundred percent. You won’t have to go it alone this time.”

      “I’m not ready to make that decision. I need more time.”

      “There is no more time, Fiona. Our time ran out weeks ago. You heard what the lawyer said. You know that this situation can’t go on as it is. We can’t take her anywhere. Register her in school. Even the health insurance company is sending notices demanding a social security number. We have none of these things that normal parents have.”

      “You don’t love Charlotte.”

      “I do love her, Fi.”

      “Then how can you suggest giving her up?”

      “I love her, Fi. Not like you. I’ll admit that. I walked into a situation that wasn’t right from the beginning. Where I would be bonding with her, I’ve been accosted by her biological mum and a noose slowly tightening around our necks. Don’t tell me you don’t feel the stress too. You’ve come back from work looking like you’ve been in Her Majesty’s coal mines instead of in the surgical theater. You haven’t even had your period since you’ve gotten back.”

      “I haven’t had my period?” The minute I asked the question, I knew something was different. Everything about me was different. I’d thought it was stress. But there was another equally valid possibility.

      “Not once. Fiona.”

      In a flash I ran from the bedroom and into our bathroom down the hall. I threw open the medicine chest and tossed out everything until I could find what I was looking for. There in the back were two or three of the tests I’d pilfered from the hospital’s supply.

      “What are you doing, Fi?” Paul had come down the hall and was standing at the jamb. “Are you going to be sick?”

      “Close the door,” I hissed.

      He looked down the hall and hustled into the room, firmly shutting the wood door behind him.

      “What is that thing? Are you doing some kind of pH test of the water?”

      I almost laughed at the craziness of that. Is that how he saw modern mums these days, running around testing water safety from the bathroom tap? Suddenly deflated, I wanted to be that mum. The one for whom bio versus conventional or peeled fruit versus whole were the biggest decisions of my day.

      “It’s a pregnancy test.”

      “I thought you couldn’t. I thought I’d ruined…”

      “I don’t know anything,” I insisted, though in my heart the truth was already there. “Can you back up so I can do this.”

      Paul threw up his hands, then promptly shoved them in his robe’s pockets, pacing back and forth over the small space on the tile floor. I squatted awkwardly and placed the stick in my urine stream. I put it on the side of the sink, flushed, then waited.

      First the control line came up bright blue. Then, slowly faintly the other line darkened, turning as blue and bright as the first. I wanted to faint, but I’d learned better from gross anatomy that hitting a hard floor from nearly six feet wasn’t a good idea. Instead, I closed the toilet lid and used it as a brace as I slid to the floor.

      “I’m in the pudding club.”

      “Pregnant? How can that be?”

      “You know how it works. We haven’t used any birth control in years.”

      “Why now? You told me that you couldn’t and that’s why Charlotte.”

      “There are lots of anecdotes about women getting pregnant after they adopt.” It was supposed to be something about their bodies relaxing, I’d read somewhere. Probably utter nonscientific crap, but maybe true this time. “Maybe having a baby made my body realize it wasn’t hostile to new life.” It was the kind of hippy explanation that should make him happy.

      Paul squinted at me. “Are you going to keep the baby?”

      “How can you even ask that?”

      “Are you going to tell—”

      Either we hadn’t heard the knock or Alile had abandoned all rules of decorum. With Charlotte on her hip, she pushed open the door and looked between the two of us. We probably looked as guilty as sin.

      “Yeni—”

      As if drawn by world’s strongest magnet, her eyes snapped to the thin stick lying on the sink. I had no idea Alile’s experience, but any woman my age, at least, knew exactly what that tiny strip represented.

      Our eyes met and we shared a moment of deep understanding. We had a single thing in common that forged a bond where no other would flourish. We were mothers. Soon I’d join her in the group of women who’d carried babies and pushed them out of their own bodies.

      “You said you couldn’t have a baby. That’s why you needed my Yeni. Now, you’ll have a baby of your own coming. We each get one baby. That seems fair.”

      She murmured something to the baby in their own language and disappeared from the bathroom.

      I watched the girl, too young really for a baby, walk away and I knew then that I’d waited too long. Casey Cort was right. We needed to come to a decision. The time was now.

      “Go,” I said to Paul. “Get dressed. Make some kind of breakfast. I’ll be down in a bit.”

      I took the longest shower I’d ever taken. Working through everything in my head. Fifteen minutes later dressed in jeans and a simple navy flowered wrap top and Jerusalem Sandals, clothes that I thought made me much more approachable than scrubs, I came downstairs.

      We ate Paul’s muesli and yogurt in silence. Even Charlotte who liked to make nonsense sounds and flap her arms was relatively quiet for once.

      I put down my spoon and looked directly at the girl who’d brought me both my greatest joy and greatest sadness.

      “What are we going to do about this, Alile?”

      She put down her own spoon. She hadn’t eaten much of Paul’s breakfast. She seemed to like Mrs. Watson’s food much better. She turned her intelligent brown eyes on me. They held sadness over a short life filled with tragedy. Despite that, I soldiered on.

      “What we’re doing can’t work long term. I need…we all need some kind of certainty. I need to know what’s going to happen going forward for me, for Paul, and even for the baby to come.”

      “When I was thirteen years old, I lost my own mother. If I could change anything about my life, it would be that I could save her. I didn’t know that she’d protected me from the world until she wasn’t there anymore to do it.”

      “I’m sorry about your mum. I never really got along with mine.”

      “Maybe you want my Yeni to fix your problems. I want her because she’s the only link I have to my family and my homeland.”

      “What happened to your father. Did he leave?”

      “Leave? He gave my mother HIV, then blamed her for it. So when she died, he married a new woman. Moved to Lilongwe. But his new wife, she didn’t want me to come with them. They took my brothers, but not me. So my father offered me to my aunt and uncle. I was to cook for them, clean for them, and take care of their little ones.”

      “What about school?”

      “No one thought I was smart enough for school. No matter. At least I had a roof over my head.”

      “And Charlotte?”

      “My mother used to forbid me from going to my uncle’s house alone. And when he married aunt Umi, she still forbade it. We could all visit as a family, but I was never to go by myself. I thought she didn’t like Daddy’s brother because he was loud or sometimes drank too much or spent his money foolishly. That wasn’t it. Not long after I moved in, I became pregnant.”

      I’d heard these stories before. Who hadn’t? Every other documentary talked about babies being raped as a way to cure men from AIDS in remote African villages. The whole thing was a huge tragedy that I could do little about except save Charlotte from the same fate.

      “You were so young.”

      “Not too young for my uncle. If my mother had lived, this never would have happened. My father shunned me. His wife called me a…bad word for women who sell their bodies for money. My aunt spread the story that I was a prostitute. Everyone believed her. Just as the orphanage probably believed her when she turned over my baby.”

      “I’m so sorry all this happened to you.”

      “I know that you people in England don’t think much of how we live, our customs, that we’re all barbaric.”

      “I don’t think that, Alile. I’ve never thought that. I didn’t adopt Charlotte to save her. I wanted to adopt a baby because I had so much love to give. I love you like that as well.” And I did. Pity and anger had given way to grudging respect, then a kind of love for this girl. My heart hurt with what she’d gone through. If I could make it all better I would.

      “I will not be able to rest if I can’t protect Yeni from the things I should have been protected from. I thought I could go to your country, live there, go to school, and raise my daughter to be a proper girl with education. But no one in England believed I deserved to be there. Either way, my daughter deserves better.”

      “I can give her that life. I’m a doctor. Paul is an artist. He can stay home during the day. Take her to museums. Teach her about the arts. She can go to the best schools, go to college. Get that education that you want for her.”

      “Will you want her once you have a daughter of your blood. One with white skin like you. Who you know from birth?”

      My experience with my own mum caused me to doubt myself for a long second. She had loved her kids from her second husband more than she’d ever loved me. I wouldn’t do that to Charlotte. There had to be enough love for both her and the new one to come.

      Thank goodness Paul jumped into the silence that was spreading through the room like a fast-growing cancer. “We’ll love him or her just the same as Charlotte. Alile, I can guarantee you that. I’m from a big family and there’s always more than enough love to go around,” he said.

      “They can be raised together,” I ehoed Paul. “They can be sisters. Or even sister and brother. Kids do better when they have someone to play with. A sibling they can share secrets with. I promise you, we will treat your daughter like our own. Please don’t oppose the adoption. That’s all I’m asking.”

      “You’re asking me to give you my daughter.”

      “It’s the best thing you could do for her.”

      “What about what’s best for me?”

      That question kicked me in the gut. Alile was right. I was asking her to make the ultimate sacrifice because I couldn’t.
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      I sat in my apartment, gazing at my engagement ring—alone.

      I wanted to call Lulu, but we’d hardly spoken in the last few weeks. The final straw had come when she’d gone away with Sinclair for the weekend.

      She’d said she was going on the weekend trip to Montreal to make him choose once and for all. But they’d had French Canadian food. Stayed in a boutique hotel, and walked hand in hand along the water and still he hadn’t chosen her.

      Instead he’d smeared a lot of bullshit about needing time. And my best friend had lapped it up like she’d lost every brain cell she’d ever had. I’d always thought she was smarter than me. Not more intelligent, but smart as in good schools, good parents, good head on her shoulders. It seemed, though, all I’d ever thought had been wrong somehow.

      I wanted her take on Miles and our future marriage. Her advice regarding Tom a few years back had been priceless. Now, though, the price of her counsel was too high. I couldn’t condone her relationship with our former professor. Not because he’d hurt me, or maybe had never really cared about me. But because he didn’t care for her.

      And she didn’t care enough about herself to not be with a man who could give to her fully, not divide his time and attention between a fully healthy and functional wife, a daughter in college, then my friend as a third or maybe even fourth after his dog or cat or something.

      As if sticking up for cat kind, Simba meowed woefully and I picked her up. Snuggling my head into her fur was a kind of balm that soothed the soul. She didn’t care if I were fat or thin, single or married, ethical or not. The cat was happy to be fed, be pet and sink an occasional claw into the new furniture.

      Moving her off me, I picked up the phone wedged in the new couch cushions and started pressing in my first phone number, the seven digits so familiar to me. When I got to the last “5” I hit end instead of send. Mothers were a tricky bit of business. A phone call would never do. I tossed the phone back to where it had been and mentally reverted to my earlier plans.

      It was best if I waited to talk to my mother and father until I could see them in person. Bring Miles around with me. Maybe spend the day with them helping them learn how much they would love him without his own mother hovering about looking for any opportunity to jump on any comment that could be misconstrued.

      With Miles working weekends lately, I’d kicked the can down the road. I almost stood and gripped the knob, ready to talk to Greg and Jason. It was another conversation I’d put off. But before I could make that mistake, I stepped back.

      I nearly fell to the carpet in fright when a loud knock came at the door as if I’d manifested a visitor straight from my thoughts.

      Before I could think better of it, I turned the knob and pulled at the door. I’d never been a chain girl, and goodness knows I often didn’t remember to lock.

      There was Jason smelling of yeast and sugar.

      “Yes,” left my mouth before an invitation had been issued.

      Jason threw his head back in laughter. “Greg had decided that he’s going to tame yeast before the baby…or little kid comes. Cinnamon buns, vanilla glaze, and cappuccino await.”

      Pulling my door closed behind me I followed my nose directly across the hall in to my neighbors’ warm and cozy space. As it always did, the beautifully stained oak, excellent decor, and smell of great food beckoned.

      And as I always did I promised myself to talk to my landlord about pulling up the horrible industrial carpet I struggled to keep free of cat hair, and ditch the so-called art posters that screamed college dorm. Those changes wouldn’t cost nearly as much as the Arhaus furniture I’d already bought. I could do that even if…no when…when I gave up the Hudson cases.

      I wandered into the mirror image of my own apartment through the dining room to the kitchen where Greg was making magic happen.

      He thrust a small glass bowl toward me. “Taste.”

      I obliged and was not disappointed. Creamy vanilla sweetness coated my tongue.

      “What’s in this? It’s like a thousand times better than what you get at the mall.

      “Shut your mouth,” Greg said. “What they sell at the mall isn’t food. That’s diabetes in a cardboard box. This is the real deal.”

      Greg always said that when I reacted to his Asian food, or Mexican fare. And now it was baking. Sometimes I imagined, would never say out loud ever, but imagined, that if he and my mother teamed up, we’d all fall into a food coma. He had a way of adding just a little bit of zing or something extra special to whatever cuisine he attempted.

      “Why is it you don’t work at a restaurant, again?”

      “I actually considered it. Culinary school, that is. I’d seriously thought of turning my passion into a career. One summer, though, in college, I got a job in a kitchen.”

      “Is this true?” I looked to Jason for confirmation and he nodded then went back to fiddling with drinks. Probably a mimosa with a thousand yummy fresh fruit ingredients. I wasn’t disappointed when Jason handed me exactly that.

      “I don’t tell this to everyone. That summer was filled with a lot of stupidity otherwise. I’d just come out to my parents. Instead of facing them head on. I ran and took my newly out gay self to P-town…Provincetown, Massachusetts for the summer.”

      “Sounds good so far.” Sounded ideal actually. I’d never thought of running away from my reality, even for a moment.

      “Got a job in the kitchen of a place called the Clam Shack. Fried clam strips. Fried oysters. French fries. I think the lobster roll and coleslaw were the only two things that didn’t go into a deep fryer.”

      “I thought you wanted to cook.”

      Greg lifted his eyebrows and looked at Jason over my head. “This one’s a genius. Figured out in five seconds what I didn’t.” He looked down, brushed something, butter maybe on a second set of buns. “So I had this grand idea of coming in to this fry shack. Getting knives from some magical place where real chefs got knives. Then prepping my way to chef. I was going to be so brilliant at chopping cabbage that I’d be chef, or at least cooking alongside him in a matter of weeks after he was awed by my brilliance. I’d have a fabulous menu and people would be lining up on the sidewalk waiting for a table.”

      “Did you cut cabbage?”

      “Came preshredded in a bag with carrots already added. I poured it in a bowl. Got a five-gallon-sized jug of coleslaw sauce, and applied a humongous metal spoon.”

      “Sounds killer. If you’d added lemon zest, called it Salazar Slaw, probably could have upped the price a dollar or two.”

      Both men burst out laughing.

      “Come sit in the dining room,” Jason offered pinching my flute from my fingers and settling it on the table next to a plate he must have set for me.

      Greg was in with a flourish moments later, a platter in his hands brimming with a fabulous-looking frittata, bacon, and sausage. I’d known these two for years, and they’d fed me many times. More times than I could count, but most meals were impromptu. Something about this was different.

      When we’d all sat, Jason’s hand hovered above the platter.

      “Casey. I know we went a bit overboard without formally inviting you. But this is just our way of saying thank you. Thank you for guiding us through the process of creating our little nuclear family.”

      As if he’d used the spoon and punched me in the gut with it, my appetite was gone. I put down the drink. No boozy brunch for me. I needed to fess up before this thing went any further. I’d buried my head in the sand. Wanting to pretend that I could push forward with the adoptions already assigned to me.

      The chances, I’d convinced myself, that they’d have a problem like the Rose family were one in ten, one in a thousand, one in a million. No matter how I did the math, I couldn’t play the odds and still be their lawyer, or their friend, or their neighbor or even a guest at their table.

      “Oh, my, God,” Greg yelled. I nearly jumped out of my chair convinced he could read my thoughts. Jason looked at him cockeyed, but started dishing out food anyway.

      “What?” I asked.

      “You have a ring on the third finger of your left hand. Did you forget to tell us something. Jason, I think we’re going to need more champagne.”

      “It’s not official yet,” I demurred. “Miles gave it to me last weekend. We haven’t told anyone because we’re going to elope.”

      “Wow. Congratulations! Elope? What does your mom have to say about that? There’s a woman built for a wedding if there ever was one.”

      Jason saved me from having to answer. He said, “The definition of elope is secret wedding. No one brings their mother to Vegas. Are you doing that?”

      “I think we’re going to Gibraltar.”

      “The Spanish Mediterranean? Fun. No offense, but I didn’t think you’d be the kind of person to run off. You have friends and family here,” Jason added.

      “Miles’ parents are separated. His mom filed for divorce about a month ago,” I explained, my sigh heavy.

      “Jesus. Well, that changes the complexion of things,” Greg said.

      “You could wait six months to a year. By then his parents should have their shit together enough to show up to an event,” Jason added.

      The stone of truth that filled my gut was too much to bear.

      “I…uh…need to talk to you about something else. About Hudson,” I blurted out.

      “Hudson?”

      “I’m sorry, I know this is completely out of the blue. But I can’t handle your adoption. I’m withdrawing from my remaining cases there. I won’t be taking on any new ones. I was going to have you into the office to tell you, but I might as well tell you now.”

      “I’m confused.” Greg shot a look at Jason who shook is head. “Why not?”

      I chose my language carefully. Picked among all the English words I knew. I said, “It has come to my attention that there may be some irregularities surrounding some of the adoptions Hudson has facilitated.”

      “In plain English. We’re your friends. Can you give it to us straight?” Greg asked.

      “You sound like me,” Jason interjected, “when I don’t want to give someone bad news. The worse the prognosis the more syllables I start using. Tell us plainly.”

      “I can’t break confidences, but one of the families I’m working with, the baby isn’t clear for adoption.”

      Relief stole over Greg’s face. “Oh, gosh, Paola warned us about this. Sometimes the paperwork can get hinky. Especially if the child is older. Mostly absentee-father issues. I know that can delay things, but it always gets worked out she said.”

      “It’s more than that. A lawyer friend who worked with them for a few years…thinks that maybe all the babies or children aren’t willingly given up by their parents.”

      “Bureacracy at its worst, huh?” That was Jason speaking to Greg. I looked between them. They weren’t getting it. I needed to break into their little echo chamber.

      “You guys aren’t hearing me.” I raised my voice above the smooth jazz coming from some invisible speaker. “A baby was stolen. The mom has confirmed it.” I pushed my chair from the table and stood. “I’m really sorry, but not only can I not do this, I think you know you can’t do this either.”

      “Where does that leave us? When we called around there were no other agencies in the state that worked with gay couples.”

      Greg’s plaintive tone struck me to the core. I wanted to get married, maybe, and have babies, definitely. There was no one, but me, standing in the way of that goal.

      My friends. My dear, sweet friends had the church, and the state blocking their path every step of the way.

      “Maybe foster care? There are families who take foster-to-adopt kids.”

      “How is that not a path to heartbreak?”

      “I can’t believe I’m suggesting this. But maybe you guys would be perfect. The one thing I hated most about foster care was the sort of low common denominator of the foster parents. I’m not saying they were all bad or bad intentioned. I was never in the position, really, to ask people why in the hell they’d signed up for it. But ninety percent of the people who did it were low income, low education single women. I’ll spare you stories of the bad ones. But the good ones were no more than a layover. A place in between where the kid came from and where the kid was ultimately going to end up. But being in a way station is no way for a child to live. For them it was like being at the airport forever because the next flight never comes.”

      “Geez. That’s awful.”

      “Foster care can be awful. The kids aren’t,” I said. “Kids end up there because their parents are in jail. Because their parents do drugs. Because their parents are poor and can’t get a leg up so end up with no heat or food or home. There are some problem kids…but you’d get to pick and choose. You could only choose to take kids that are adoptable.”

      “Would there be a bunch of social workers in our house every day?”

      “After the initial approval, honestly, not really. They’re supposed to visit at least monthly. But the better off the home environment, the less likely they are to visit. It’s a job about putting out fires. If you’re not burning, they’re not here to bother you.”

      Jason and Greg looked at each other for a long time. A completely silent conversation was taking place.

      “Look. I’m not here to pressure you. I just dropped a bombshell about Hudson. For that I’m truly sorry. But you know that my honesty will be the death of me and my career. I couldn’t, in good conscience, string you along. Maybe there’s a silver lining here both for you and a kid that needs you.”

      “Come finish breakfast,” Greg said urging me back into my seat. I hadn’t realized I’d been standing. “Tell us all about eloping in a foreign land.”

      I sat, pleased that they weren’t angry with me. That my entanglement with yet another dishonest person hadn’t ruled out continuing my friendship.

      For the rest of the morning, I plastered on a smile and pretended to be excited about marrying Miles. I needed to keep that smile plastered on. At least until I figured out why I wasn’t as excited as I should have been.
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      I had all the power and none of the power. It was the very definition of being African, I thought.

      With a single phone call, I could destroy the life that Fiona and Paul were trying to build. But I would destroy myself in the process. We would all lose. It was like the impossible problems my mother and I used to try to work out.

      “Alile! Alile, come quick. You have to see what’s happening.”

      That was Paul. Since Fiona had gone back to working ten- to twelve-hour days, he had fallen into the role of dad so quickly it scared me a little. He was always picking her up and chatting to her. He offered to get her out of the crib after naps, take her for walks in the park, even feed her. Even though I was relieved that I didn’t have to work so many hours, I missed the time with my baby. It was almost as if they didn’t need me anymore. It was so clear how life would look without me that it hurt to imagine their future as a mom-and-dad-and-two-babies famiy.

      I ran from the kitchen where I’d been cutting up fruit for Yeni’s lunch to the living room.

      Paul had Yeni’s little hands in his while he crouched behind her. She looked up at me with a silly six-toothed smile and bent her knee. In an awkward dance she placed one foot forward. Then like she was swinging a heavy sack, she lifted the other foot in a high kick and put it forward.

      “She’s walking. My baby girl is walking!” It took all I had to resist the urge to run forward and scoop her up in a joyous hug. Instead, I focused on the determined look upon her face and watched her take a few more steps. Paul had let her go on the third and when she looked behind her and realized that she wasn’t being held up any longer, she crashed onto the floor. Tears and wails flooded the living room. This time I gave into instinct and  picked her up.

      Fortunately, she was easily soothed. I think her feelings hurt a lot more than her hands or legs. Gathering her on my hip, I went back into the kitchen. Before I could get her into her high chair, she was reaching for the bananas on the counter and started stuffing them into her face. Until I’d landed in the UK, I hadn’t had more than a handful of bananas in my life. They’d been expensive after most had been wiped out due to banana bunchy top disease.

      Here, like the UK, they were cheap and plentiful. I’d seen both Fiona and Mrs. Watson let them rot on the counter before throwing them out. It still startled me, that waste of food.

      “Can I show you something?” It was Paul again. I’d forgotten he was walking about and his words startled the hell out of me. I jumped about a mile in the air. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” His tone said his apology was real.

      I used to sleep like a brick. My mum and dad and brother could walk through our house without me so much as noticing. After living with Umi and Onani, I couldn’t settle. I’d never known when Onani was tiptoeing around to try to get to me. Or when Aunt Umi was going to come behind me and pull the broom from my hands and hit me with it for not sweeping fast enough or not cleaning well enough or not doing something…anything…enough.

      “I’ve got to finish this,” I said. I popped Yeni into the high chair and finished stirring the pot on the stove. I found the bowl Fiona had bought. It had sand in the bottom or something that made it hard for Yeni to push it from her tray. I poured the chicken stew in I’d made the day before. I stuck my little finger in making sure it wasn’t too hot.

      It must have been perfect because Yeni took her spoon and got more than half the food in her mouth.

      “What do you want to show me?” I knew my tone wasn’t friendly. But I couldn’t remember a time when a man had offered to show me something that wasn’t about their private parts. I’d not thought him that kind of man. But I shook my head. Of course, all men were that kind of man.

      “It’s nothing bad. Give me a minute. I’ll be right back.”

      I put the food in front of Yeni and mashed in a hard boiled egg. Excited to see food that she liked, she took the spoon from me before I could offer it to her. Whatever Mrs. Barrera had said about my Yeni being behind in development no longer seemed to be true. She was feeding herself more days than not and she’d just walked. My heart squeezed so tight I couldn’t breathe for a moment.

      “What do you think? Does it look like her?”

      Yeni and I turned when Paul came into the kitchen. He was carrying a sketch pad in his hand. When Fiona had gone to work, he’d disappeared into his studio for a few hours each day. I had no idea what he did in the room, but I followed Fiona’s rule to never disturb him back there.

      “What?” I said lifting my eyes to Paul’s.

      He thrust the pad at me. I took it and looked down at what was on it. I nearly dropped it when I saw.

      “That’s Yeni.” I rubbed my fingers against a corner, smudging it a little. “I’m sorry. It’s just that it looked like a picture.”

      “It’s pencil,” he said.

      I took the pad and looked at it again. It wasn’t finished by any means, but I could see that the picture emerging was going to be my Yeni. The top of her head and a single eye had been finished. I could see every little hair that stood upon her head and the tiny scar above her eyebrow.

      “How did you do this?”

      He flipped down one sheet and showed me a black-and-white photo I hadn’t see before. But he and Fiona took a thousand of what they’d called digital photos. Our pictures were stored on a tiny electronic disk in the camera. Since they didn’t cost anything to store like film, they took thousands. Some had been made and were hanging about on the walls.

      “I drew it.”

      “But it looks so real.”

      “It’s called hyper realistic drawing. I saw some artists at the National Portrait Gallery in London and decided to try my hand at it.”

      “This is your first try?”

      “It is. I haven’t even shown Fiona yet. I wanted to see if I could do it first.”

      “And you picked a picture of Yeni to do?”

      “I love her, Alile. I’m sorry that we’re in the situation that we’re in, but I want you to know that I love Charlotte…Kantayeni…is that how you pronounce it?”

      “Kantayeni, yes, that’s it. It means go and throw her away.”

      It was kind of funny the name I’d picked. I’d chosen it at first because there had once been a school girl in my village with that name. When my aunt had laughed and told me what it meant, I’d thought she was surely wrong. Now I think it may have been God’s way of preparing her for this journey.

      Paul didn’t say anything about her name. Instead he closed the pad and laid it on the counter. “We can’t go on like this.” That was Paul talking.

      “This whole thing is holding all of us hostage,” Paul said. His hands were shoved into the pockets of his jeans. He was wearing a sweater because the hot weather had already gone away. It looked like winter here was going to be as bleak as it had been in England where even with the rain and cold is where I’d wanted to be with my daughter. Instead I was here, with her, though I couldn’t take her anywhere.

      “So I should just give up my daughter because Fiona wants her? Because you’re enjoying playing at being a ‘dad’?” I wanted to believe he loved her, but I wasn’t quite sure. Not sure enough to walk away from my little girl a second time.

      “Because we can give her a better life. You know that. Good schools. Food, shelter, all that she needs and most of what she wants. I’m here. I can teach her to paint, ride a bike, ride a horse, I don’t know. All the stuff little girls like to do.”

      “And you want what, for me to disappear? I am like a breed mare? It’s like all of you treat Africa. You want our resources, but not the people who own the land.”

      “This is not political, Alile. This is about Fiona loving Charlotte. It’s about doing what’s best for her.”

      “And what about me. I’ve been to the library and adoptions in the Unites States are different. The birth parents stay involved. They can send cards or letters. Some even have visits for holidays and birthdays.”

      “I hear you.” He shook his head. Stepped backward toward the door. “I’m going to step out for a bit. I’ll be back later. Can you handle things here?”

      “My daughter and I will be okay.”

      And we were. I put her down for a nap, then sat in my room with one of the books I got from the library on how to finish high school. I tried not to cry as I realized there was so much in the world I didn’t know. Math and English and all the states in the United States, not to mention all the countries in Europe or Asia or South America even.

      How long would it take for me to learn all this. If I left Yeni with Fiona and Paul, she’d never have any of these problems.  Maybe it was time for me to let go, to walk away. There had to be some kind of services for a girl like me. A place for me to stay. A school that could teach me all I needed to know. In a way Fiona and Paul were right, I needed to figure out what was best for my daughter. I did and would always come second.

      I stood and lifted the handset of the telephone in my room. Twelve buttons lit. Fishing a card from my dresser, I carefully pressed in the seven-digit number.

      “Can I speak to social worker Barrera,” I said to the woman who answered with a perky, “Hudson Agency.”

      “She’s with a client at the moment. Can she return your call?”

      “My name is Alile Rubidari and it’s an emergency,” I said unwilling to wait a moment longer.

      I was seeking answers and this woman was sure to have them. If they wanted this adoption to go through, I’m sure that they’d figure out a way. The money these parents paid for babies was enough to help me.

      After only a moment’s hesitation, the receptionist spoke. “I’ll put you through immediately.”

      When I heard the social worker’s voice come on the line, I sucked in my breath. “I’m sorry. It was a mistake my calling. I’m not ready.”

      For a second, a short moment, I thought leaving my daughter’s life would be the best idea. But the thought of it if only for the moment it took for Mrs. Barrera to say hello nearly took the breath from my body.

      I couldn’t do it.
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      “Miss Cort, you’ve brought us an unusual one today,” the white-haired judge said. He took off his reading glasses and perched them on the bench. Then finally able to see, he brought the stack of papers closer to his nose. He was quiet for a long moment as he scanned first one page, placed it on the highly polished wood, then did it again until he was all the way through the stack. His slow perusal of the documents made the pulse jump in my neck. Casey had seemed relatively calm when coming in, but I was sure something was going to go wrong. That he’d ask one question too many about how Charlotte had come to our house and he’d have some social worker grab her out of our arms before we could flee the building. It wasn’t without irony that I realized we were back in the same building where Paul had deserted me so many months ago. I’d tried to make a family once here and it hadn’t worked out. I was afraid to try it a second time. I looked up when the judge cleared his throat.

      “All my papers are in order,” Casey said standing behind the thick wood table with four chairs behind it, mine, Paul’s Alile’s, and the lawyer’s. After she spoke, she chanced a glance behind us. Another attorney whom she’d introduced to us a few days back, Justin McPhee, was in the nearly empty gallery. Due to my unusual request, she said it would be best to involve another lawyer. Like I’d done a dozen other times over the last months, I wrote a check and didn’t ask too many questions.

      “Ms. Cort, Mr. Cooke, Dr. Rose, and Miss Rubidari. Did I pronounce your name correctly?” His sharp blue eyes fell on Alile.

      “Yes. I’m Alile Rubidari.”

      I looked at Alile and wondered how I’d ever thought she was eighteen. In her white long-sleeved dress, roses the size of a one-pound coin patterend across it, she looked no more than twelve. I caught her eye and gave her a slight smile. I wanted to slide my hand across the polished wood and grab hers. I wanted to promise her that she wouldn’t have to again make an adult decision—not until she was ready.

      “To be clear, Ms. Cort, Mr. Cooke and Dr. Rose wish to adopt Alile and her daughter, Kantayeni Rubidari.”

      “That’s correct, Your Honor.”

      “It’s unusual for the birth mother to be adopted as well. As a matter of fact, I’d say that I’ve never seen this and I’ve seen a lot of things come across my bench in all my years in probate.”

      “As you know, Your Honor, open adoptions have become the norm in the last decade. Like many birth mothers, Ms. Rubidari was without resources. Dr. Rose and Mr. Cooke have decided to provide her with the same love and education that they’ve promised to provide for the little girl. Not only have they kept this little family together, they’ve expanded their family to make space for those who need them.”

      “Miss Rubidari, I see here from the papers that your mother has passed away. Is that true?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry to hear it. I’m also reading that your father had already abandoned you to your aunt and uncle and is willing to consent to the adoption. I have his declaration duly notarized by the US embassy in Lilongwe, Malawi.”

      “Yes, my father is in favor of this arrangement.”

      “You aren’t being coerced in any fashion.”

      “No, Your Honor. I want to go to and finish school. Also I want to help care for my daughter while providing her with all the opportunities that Mister Cooke and Fiona…Doctor Rose can provide.”

      “Doctor Rose, I very much admire the decision you’ve made here to adopt this little family. It’s a wonderful thing that you’re doing.”

      I looked around not knowing if I could speak. Without the wigs and robes I was used to seeing on the telly, it all looked so informal. I didn’t want to talk out of turn, however, so I looked to the solicitor for guidance. Casey nodded in my direction, so I did as she had done and rose from my seat

      “Thank you, My Lord.”

      “No need to be so formal.”

      “Right, Judge…Your Honor. Sorry. I want to thank you for hearing us out today. While my new family may be unconventional, my actions come from a place of love. I want the best for Charlotte…Yeni…and keeping the family as in tact as possible. I think the future of the two girls is very bright.”

      “Hudson is a top agency in this city. They make beautiful families with some difficult placements. You couldn’t be in better hands. I hereby grant the adoption of Alile Rubidari and Kantayeni Rubidari who shall hereinafter be known as Alile Ribidari Rose and Kantayeni Charlotte Rose. It is so ordered. Counselor, you can come on through for the judgment entry if you want to walk it through.”

      “Thank you, Your Honor.” Casey took a deep breath as if she were stilling her nerves. Maybe she had been as worried as I’d been. She threw a look over her shoulder at Mr. McPhee and he gave her a slight nod of acknowledgment.

      “That’s it?” I asked so relieved that this little ordeal was finally over. Beyond happy that Paul had been the one to find a brilliant solution that spared anyone heartache.

      Casey Cort lifted and dropped her shoulders in the suggestion of a shrug. “That’s it. I’ll get your papers and everything will be formalized this afternoon. Birth certificates will come via mail in a few weeks.”

      I lowered my voice. “And that thing you mentioned about me being a noncitizen. The court isn’t going to come back to void the whole thing are they? I want to know this door is closed tight, shut, locked.”

      “I followed Hudson’s lead. The assignment clerk called me and let me know that my original judge had been replaced by Judge Curtis Floyd. His bailiff called to let me know that the filing was considered complete when the hearing was scheduled. I’m going to say that you can be assured that your ruling won’t be disturbed. There’s really no one to object. And without objections or appeals, no one is going to scrutinize the papers after the fact. They’ll go in a thick leather-bound file in the dusty basement of this building to be forgotten like so many other cases down there.”

      “That’s it then.”

      “Congratulations on your pregnancy. I’ll get your documents to you by messenger tomorrow. Please call Hudson should you have any questions.”

      “Thank you for bending the rules. It was important to me.”

      A slight wince creased the solicitor’s eyes, but in a flash it was gone, replaced by a tentative smile. She shook my hand and went to speak with McPhee. The two went to the room behind the judge’s bench and disappeared.
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      “Mom, Dad, there’s something I want to talk to you about,” I said. Miles was holding my left hand. His large brown fingers undoubtedly engulfed the ring that I’d show them in a few minutes. I was gesturing with my right trying to get them to sit on their couch for once. Sometimes trying to have a serious discussion with them was like trying to hit a moving target.

      “Should I get some coffee. Maybe kaffee plätzchen. I could have it together in a bit,” Mom offered. While I loved the quarter-sized chocolate bites, and given my nerves would gladly eat a dozen, I deferred.

      “Mom. Stop. We don’t need sweets. We’re going to eat in a few minutes anyway, right?” I was there for lunch. That I’d organized a few days back. I could smell something delicious wafting through the house. “I want to talk to you first about me and Miles. About a trip we’re going to take in a few weeks.”

      “A trip?” My mother clasped her hands at her waist. I couldn’t help but notice she hadn’t removed her apron. “That’s exciting, lieb, you never travel. Where are you going?”

      Before I could blurt out the part about Gibralter, the doorbell rang. I held in my sigh. No doubt my mother had offered one of the empty seats at the table to one of St. Ignatius’ parishioners with a sob story.

      I was about to pull away from Miles and open the door when my father uncharacteristically popped up from the couch he’d been reluctantly sitting on and went to the door.

      “If it isn’t my favorite surrogate family,” I heard my best friend shout out.

      Miles looked at me. Raised his eyebrows in question.

      “I didn’t invite her,” I whispered. This was going to be hard enough as it is. I certainly hadn’t sprinkled in crazy best friend for laughs. I was not in search of life as a sitcom though I was teetering on the edge of absurdity with the way things were going lately.

      “I heard that,” Lulu said as she bustled in and gave me a generous one-armed hug. “Your parents invited me. Said you hadn’t mentioned me in a while. They were worried that we’d had a falling out or something.”

      I grabbed my friend’s arm—covered in a Sinclair-inspired silk blouse natch—and pulled her out of the back door onto the deck my parents used even less than the formal living room. I was proud of myself for not commenting on the complementary wraparound skirt. She could have been straight out of a J.Crew catalog. Her married boyfriend’s effect on her was so weird.

      I pointed to her skirt. “Is that really plaid?” The question had practically fallen out of my mouth despite my best efforts. “Does Sinclair have Catholic schoolgirl fantasies? You should tell him that we were never allowed to wear heels.” I gestured to her two-inch navy pumps. “Scratch that. I don’t even want to know.” I mimed rubbing my eyes like I was scrubbing an unpleasant image from my mind.

      “Can we declare Richard Sinclair off-limits?” she asked glaring at me.

      “Sure. Whatever. Why are you here?” My question was uncharitiable, but what I was planning to tell my parents was going to be hard enough without adding a third ring to the circus.

      It wasn’t that Lulu hadn’t been to my house before. She’d been there a handful of times. Mostly when we did the parent thing, though, we went to her house. It’s not that I felt poor exactly. I’d grown up distinctly middle class—on the lower end. But I always held myself in comparison to her. And I had always fallen short.

      She’d grown up in a modest—her words not mine—six bedroom in Cleveland Heights’ North Park Boulevard. One of those streets that just screamed old money as the acre lots backed upon Shaker Lakes.

      Her father was a doctor, her mother the president of the largest Jewish nonprofit in the city. They did things like go on vacations and go to charity balls. I’d gone down to Edgewater Eeach and helped my mom dish up chicken for parish fundraisers. For a hot minute I wondered why Lulu hadn’t gone after Miles herself. They had a lot more in common with each other than either of them had in common with me.

      Everything would be so much easier if I were at their engagement party instead of the announcement of my own.

      “I wanted to talk to you. You’ve been avoiding me like the plague. Ron even said that you’d given up Hudson cases. Are you seriously that angry with me?”

      “I had a conflict.” It was the big lie I was going to tell anyone who asked.

      “What’s going on with you? I’m finally able to help you and you toss it.”

      “So that’s what I am to you? A charity case?”

      “No, it’s just none of this makes any sense. I mean I knew you’d be a little put off initially by my relationship with Richard. But to be so pissed that you fuck up your career is nuts.”

      “Jesus, Lulu, Hudson had nothing to do with you and Richard. I have a life, you know, that doesn’t revolve around begging for crumbs from Dalton Lacey.”

      “I’m sorry what I said a minute ago. You’re not a charity case. You’re my friend and when I was finally able to help you, I did.

      “I’m sorry that there’s this wedge between us. It’s never been this way.” Her eyes strayed to the reflection my ring had made against the side of the house. For a moment it reminded me of the refracting light Shaker Lakes sometimes made on the back of hers. My sparkle was manmade.

      “Is that a ring?” she asked, everything else forgotten as she zeroed in on the semiprecious stones.

      “Miles and I are engaged.”

      “Engaged? Today? Is that why your parents are having this brunch?”

      “Shh. They don’t know yet. I wanted to tell them with Miles here. I want them to know that we’re a unit.”

      “Was it last night? Did you call? I had my phone off.”

      “No…not last night. A few weeks back actually.”

      Lulu’s face crumpled. “Seriously. This is where we’re at. You don’t tell me about the most important stuff in your life anymore.”

      “It’s…that’s not quite it.”

      “Then what is it? I love you, Case. I don’t want this Sinclair thing to drive a wedge between us. No man should.”

      “I…Miles proposed, but with a caveat,” I admitted reluctantly.

      “Did he actually say, I’ll marry you, but…”

      “No, of course not. It’s that his own parents are getting a divorce. He told me about them the night we were in the Gateway District before you and Richard showed up. He’s pretty torn up about it. But his mom just moved out. Papers have been served. It’s not a good time for a wedding. He wants to elope.”

      “Is that what you want? I mean I’ve always seen you as a get-married-at-church, have-a-reception-at-a-country-club person. At least that’s what you talked about when you were engaged to Tom.” I threw her a look. “Okay, at least the club part.”

      “I don’t know what I want,” I blurted, violating the one promise I’d made every day for the last month that I’d keep my doubts to myself.

      Lulu hooked an arm around my elbow and moved us to the farthest corner of the porch away from anyone’s view. Her head came close to mine. Her voice was a whisper when she spoke.

      “Do you want to marry Miles?”

      “I don’t not want to marry him,” I equivocated.

      “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.” The epithet was unnatural for her.

      “You’re not a Catholic.”

      “It’s what you’d say if I showed up half engaged.”

      “Half engaged?” my father said. Neither of us had heard the door slide open. I turned to see my father, confusion marring his face.

      “Dad. Hi. Um. Miles proposed.” I held out my hand and showed him the ring.

      My father’s “Did you want a diamond?” question was not the congratulations I expected.

      “The stones don’t matter. Miles mentioned that these each stood for different things like love and loyalty and trust.” I tried to sound upbeat when I said that. Somehow I was failing to keep up the façade.

      “You’re going to marry him?”

      “Dad. What are you asking? Do you have a problem with Miles? You didn’t raise me this way. You always told me that everyone was equal. There were no good or bad people. Race didn’t matter. Now, you and Mama are acting weird.”

      My father had always been my rock. Something was going on. He was crumbling before my eyes. Dad wiped his hands on his khaki pants, once, then again. Finally he lifted his head up and looked me in the eyes. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “What?” I couldn’t imagine him having any secrets I didn’t already know. They weren’t like the Brodys or the Siegels. Everything had always been an open book with my parents. I waited a beat for him to speak.

      “I’m adopted.”

      “What do you mean? You knew who your parents were. They’re from Dębniki.”

      “That’s not exactly true. I…think…they are from elsewhere. Some things have made me unsure as to why I didn’t grow up with them. I…was a Lebensborn child,” he said. His tone was somber like he was announcing that he was dying. I tried to sort through what he was saying. Not a single thing made sense, so I latched on to the least familiar word, the German one.

      “Lebensborn?”

      Lulu’s face was a mask of shock and horror. “You don’t know, Casey?”

      “What am I supposed to know?”

      “The Nazis, they took children mainly from Poland, from Yugoslavia and a few other countries. The children if they looked Aryan enough, were put into orphanages, Germanized and adopted out.”

      What Lulu was saying didn’t compute in one part of my brain and in another it made a horrible kind of sense. Scenes from Rabbit Proof Fence rolled through my mind first. Then whisps of discussion about the Indian Adoption Project in the US came next. Of course if it had happened here, it had probably happened before. My stomach roiled at the idea that my father, my very loving and solid father, had a childhood where he was separated from his parents.

      “Daddy, did that happen to you? Is that why you were in Germany when you met Mama?”

      My father, whom I thought I knew better than anyone in the world, proved then that he wasn’t who I thought either. It seemed these days that no one was.

      The bend of his head was so slight that if I hadn’t been looking for it, I might have missed it. “Yes, that’s true.”

      “Oh, God. That’s why you weren’t a fan of the adoption. Because you know of many children who were stolen from their families and given to other, better, families?”

      “Yes. Although maybe it wasn’t fair to put that on you. You’re not doing anything of the sort.”

      But of course, I was doing that exact thing. That exact thing that he’d warned me about. Cautioned me against. That exact thing that I brushed off as impossible. There was nothing I could do about Hudson except to keep it in my past. I turned to my dad who seemed to be hurting in the present.

      “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “You weren’t the only one who had an announcement for brunch. I wanted to tell you that I’m planning to go to Poland and maybe also Germany at the end of this month, maybe in October if I can’t get a ticket now. I got a call from the German Red Cross. The government has finally opened the records from the war years. I want to go and find out what happened to my parents. Find out why I was taken. Why I was deemed white enough where my sister wasn’t.”

      “You have a sister? I thought you were an only child.”

      “There’s much I have to tell you, dear girl. I was hoping you’d come to Poland with me.”

      “I was…” The word Gibraltar didn’t leave my lips. I couldn’t tell him this way.

      “Casey and Miles were planning to elope,” Lulu announced.

      I looked at my friend wild-eyed. “That was not the way I wanted to tell him that.”

      “You wouldn’t have said anything. Your dad has the right to know.”

      “I was going to tell him. With my mom and Miles after the food and dessert and maybe a couple of drinks.”

      “You should go to Poland,” Lulu said as if it were the most brilliant idea in the world. “If you’re at all on the fence about marrying Miles. You should go with your dad. Have a minute to think about what you’re doing.”

      “You’re not sure?” My dad looked pained for himself, for me…

      “Dad. I don’t know. I love him. I do. I want to get married and have kids. I want what you and Mama have. It’s just a little sudden. It feels like Miles and I just got back together and now he’s ready to make it permanent. I mean is there a reason to hesitate when I can have everything I want?”

      “You not being one hundred percent on board is a reason.”

      Suddenly Europe with my dad seemed like a brilliant idea. If Greg could run to Provincetown, I could run to Europe. Everything could hold while I helped my dad navigate the waters of his past.

      “I’ll go with you, Dad,” I said. “I can help you do the research. Talk to officials. Lulu, you have to come too.”

      Looking like she stepped from a catalogue, my best friend turned to look me square in the face. “Me. What are you saying?”

      “You’ve always said you wanted to visit your grandparents’ birthplace. See the concentration camps. And if I need time to think about Miles, I think you need the same amount of time to think about Sinclair. He’s married, Lulu. He hasn’t left his wife. I think you need to give him an ultimatum if this is the guy you really think you want to be with.”

      For the first time in months, my best friend’s gaze was clear. It was like the spell of Sinclair had been broken. It may have only been a crack, but I wanted to put a crowbar through it, open it wide.

      “I’ll do it if you do,” she dared.

      “Dad, would it be okay to bring Lulu?”

      He nodded sagely. “I think all of us need to go. To think about the past and the future. Take the time, honey. I don’t believe in divorce. Ending a marriage is much harder than beginning one.”

      He was right. There was no rush. And if Miles would only marry me if it were in the next few days or weeks, then I needed to find that out now.

      I pushed open the sliding door ready to find out more about my father’s past while I postponed my own future. Miles would just have to understand.

      THE END 

       

      Thanks for reading The Right to Life. Every Casey Cort title is very personal for me. Though based on personal events, all characters are fictional. On my way between Los Angeles and Budapest, about six times a year, I pass a wall in Heathrow airport with the word ‘Asylum’ stenciled in bold letters. While in London I’ve read quite a bit about the lives of asylum seekers and was always intrigued by those who live a life in between, unable to return home, but not exactly welcomed by their new country. Inadequate housing, few monetary resources, and the uncertainty of the future could lead a woman to make desperate choices. Now that our own country is facing similar issue, it’s more important than ever to share the stories of those caught up in such a system. 
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        Two rich families. One poor student. Who will win?
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