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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Nadia braced herself, but it didn’t help. The back of his hand slammed against her cheek, knocking the breath out of her and making her teeth rattle. She lost consciousness for a moment.  

The impact of her face on the floor lurched her back to consciousness. She couldn’t catch her breath. Her face was on fire. She struggled to remember where she was. He’d hit her before, but never like that.

Her instincts screamed to stand and run, but conditioning taught her to stay down. Nadia pulled her legs to her chest, covered her head, and waited for the next blow. 

The kick jammed her knees into her chest, knocking the wind out of her, again. The pain in her shins eclipsed the pain in her jaw. The world spun faster as vomit burned her throat. She gasped for breath. Tears leaked from her eyes, but she bit back the desire to scream. The sound of her voice would only entice him. 

Her fleeting sexual indiscretion happened three days ago. The flirtatious glances and stolen looks had been building for weeks. And then, they found themselves free of children, free of prying eyes, free to explore what they’d both longed for. Nadia knew the moment he offered that she would be lying in pain on the floor. She knew and she didn’t care, because it didn’t matter how hard they hit her, there was nothing left for them to take from her. 

A second kick revived her before she had fully recovered her breath. This time his foot connected with her ribs. There was a cracking sound. She choked on something warm and thick. A moan escaped her lips before she could stop it. Tears flowed freely from her eyes. Her whole body was on fire. 

She could hear voices in the room, but the ringing in her ears clouded them, making it impossible to tell whose voices they were. Or maybe, there were no voices at all. Maybe those were the angels coming for her. Was she dying?

A third kick connected with her head and the blood filling her throat erupted from her mouth and nose. Her moaning became uncontrollable, as she stared at the sight of her own blood on the ground.  She was dying. He was going to kill her. She didn’t have any energy left to brace for another attack. There was no fight left in her. She tried to roll onto her back, but the move brought agonizing pain. 

Suddenly, Nadia’s skull was on fire. She screamed and grabbed at her head as she started to move across the hardwood floor. No longer conscious of her actions, she kicked and tried to pull herself free. She clawed at the source of the pain and felt his hand. He was dragging her by her hair. She dug her nails into his arm, but it had no effect. She could feel the roots of her hair giving way, being ripped from her head. The world spun faster. Everything was coming apart. She could no longer make sense of what was happening. 

Then, it stopped. She lay on the floor in silence, alone with her pain. 

Hands grabbed her under the arms and lifted her. 

“Don’t die, bitch. We’re not done with you yet,” he whispered in her ear.

She gasped for breath as her feet left the ground. She was falling. She felt weightless. He’d thrown her. It was freeing. She felt like a bird taking flight. Then, her side connected with wooden stairs. There was a searing pain in her arm and her ribs. Breathing became agonizing. She rolled down the remaining steps and came to rest on a cold hard floor. She felt the world around her spin, she took a final breath, and everything went dark.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Moe yawned as she stepped into the elevator and pressed the button for the basement. She didn’t like coming to the city morgue. It wasn’t dark and dirty like on TV. This morgue was always pristine, state of the art, and filled with fancy robotic lab equipment, stainless steel tables, and intelligent looking scientists in white lab coats. What frustrated Moe about coming here was the way the people looked at her after she did what they asked her to do.

The elevator descended, and she tucked her hands into the front pocket of her grey hoodie. Biting her bottom lip, she said a silent prayer, hoping the murder hadn’t been too gruesome or violent. Moe liked using her gift to help the police, but she hated seeing the violence. It stayed with her, plaguing her nightmares and invading her daydreams.

She looked down at her tennis shoes and smiled at the pink laces. She’d put them in earlier that morning. The touch of pink made her black Converses pop. She loved how fresh laces could make old tennis shoes seem new.

The doors of the elevator slid open and Moe stepped into the room. All but one of the ten workstations were empty. In four hours, she imagined the room would be filled with pathologists scurrying around as they started their days. The scene was something she could only imagine, because they never asked her to come here during the day, only at night when no one was around to see what she could do.

“Ms. Watkins, over here,” Detective James called from across the room. He and his partner, Detective Mason, were dressed as they always were: grey rumpled suits, nondescript ties, and gold badges that hung around their necks. Two men in white lab coats stood with them. The tall, bald, pasty skinned one was Dr. Andrew Keats. He was the pathologist Moe typically worked with. She didn’t know the short heavyset scientist with glasses.

They spoke in hushed tones as she crossed the room. She knew they were talking about her, but she couldn’t make out exactly what they were saying. By the way, they were motioning toward her, she could tell the detectives and Dr. Keats were defending her presence to the fourth man.  When she got within ten yards of the group, they fell silent. Joining the circle, she looked them each in the eye and offered a smile. When it wasn’t returned, she looked back down at her pink laces. If being the only woman and the only person of color in the room weren’t enough to make her feel uncomfortable, she was at least fifteen years younger than the doctors and detectives.

“Thanks for coming in, Moe,” Dr. Keats said. “This is my colleague, Dr. Ron Schmitt. Ron, this is Moneta Watkins. She’s the one I’ve been telling you about.”

“Nice to meet you,” Moe said, as she shook Dr. Schmitt’s sweaty hand.

He replied with a grunt, as he looked her up and down.

“I’ve been talking about what you do, and Ron wanted to see it for himself,” Dr. Keats said.

“It’s not much to see,” Moe said with a shrug, as she stuffed her hands back into her sweatshirt.

“It’s pretty freaking amazing,” Detective James said. “I’ve lost count of the number of crimes she’s solved for us.”

“This thing she does, surely you’re not using it as evidence?” Dr. Schmitt said.

“No, no, no, no. Nothing like that,” Detective James said.

The excessive number of noes made Moe smile.

“Sometimes though, when the evidence fails us, we just need a push in the right direction,” Dr. Keats said.

“So, how does this work?” Dr. Schmitt asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “Do we need to light some candles, hold hands, and chant some kind of nonsense?”

“Ms. Watkins touches the victim, closes her eyes, and then, she tells us what happened,” Detective James said.

“So, you’re some kind of psychic mind-reader?” Dr. Schmitt asked with a dismissive grin.

“Not exactly,” Moe said. “When I touch someone and concentrate, I’m capable of sharing an electrical current with the person that allows me to experience their neural pathways by creating a replication in my mind of the memory the person is having.”

Dr. Schmitt laughed. “Nonsense. Keats, this is nonsense,” he said, shaking his head.

Moe shrugged again.

“It’s real,” Dr. Keats said. “You’ll see.”

“Fine,” Dr. Schmitt said. “Show me.”

“The victim is this way,” Detective James said, motioning to the back corner of the room.

They walked together toward a figure covered in a white sheet, lying on a stainless steel table. Moe could tell the person under the sheet was a slightly overweight male around six feet tall. She whispered another silent prayer, asking that this one not be violent or gruesome.

As they surrounded the table, Detective James reached to pull back the sheet and uncover the victim, but Dr. Schmitt grabbed his hand. “Nope,” Schmitt said. “I don’t want you giving this charlatan any clues.”

Moe looked down at her laces again and sighed. “It’s fine,” she said. “I don’t need to see him.” Reaching under the sheet, she found the victim’s hand. It was cold and stiff. “How long has he been dead?” she asked.

“We estimate the time of death at ten hours ago,” Dr. Keats said.

“He might be too far gone,” Moe said.

Dr. Schmitt let loose a victorious laugh. “I knew it,” he said. “She’s a fraud.”

Ignoring the doctor, Moe said to Dr. Keats, “If I’m going to see anything, he’ll need a boost.”

“One step ahead of you,” Dr. Keats said with a smile. Reaching below the table, he retrieved a car battery attached to a small motor and a set of jumper cables. After setting the contraption on the table, turning on the motor, and attaching the cables to the battery, Dr. Keats tapped the free ends together, generating a small spark. The other men around the table jumped. “I love it when they do that,” Dr. Keats said to Moe with a smile.

Moe grinned. “Just a quick hit, okay?” she said. “I don’t want to get everything in his head. Just the last couple things he saw.”

Dr. Keats attached the grounding cable to the table and held the positive cable next to the dead man’s big toe. “Just a quick hit. Got it. Let me know when you’re ready,” he said.

Moe took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and said, “Now.” She felt the charge rush through her arm.

When Moe opened her eyes, she was standing perfectly still in a bright room. She held a brick in her right hand and a fishing net in her left. The floor was made of white ceramic tiles, and the walls were painted Sea Shell Blue. She remembered the name of the color because of how ridiculous it had sounded. Sea Shell Blue. Such a stupid name. Sea Shells weren’t blue.

As the memory began to sharpen, Moe could tell the dead man was in his kitchen. His name was Charles, but everyone called him Chuck, or Grand-Pa. He was seventy-six. Even though his wife, Marge, had died two years ago, a sad loneliness still lived in his chest. He missed her every second of every day. She’d picked out Sea Shell Blue for the kitchen and the white tile. It was the only reason he’d kept it.

Moe stood in the doorway, staring across the room at the base of a black stove. Above the stove was a silver hood and a shelf half-filled with various spices. When Marge had been alive, it had been packed with spice jars that were routinely replenished, but Chuck had been slowly throwing out the old bottles as they ran low. Now, only a few unused ones remained. For a reason Moe couldn’t see yet, she was focused on the floor. She was standing as still as she was able. Waiting.

A small nose poked out from beneath the stove. It twitched, sniffing the air. The nose disappeared and the small head of a little gray mouse appeared. The animal also stood perfectly still, waiting to see if any predators had noticed its arrival.

“I’ve got you now you sneaky little bastard,” Moe thought, as she squeezed the brick in her right hand.

The mouse ventured out from beneath the stove, creeping toward the square of cheddar cheese Chuck had left in the middle of the room.

“A little closer,” Moe thought, watching the mouse move a few inches at a time across the floor. “A little closer,” she said to herself, as a drop of sweat dripped from her bald head, down her cheek. She decided at that moment that she would use the brick and not the net.

Determining the room was safe, the mouse scurried toward the cheese.

“Got ya!” Moe yelled, as she jumped at the mouse with as much energy as she could muster. Moving at that speed made her knees and her backache, but she didn’t care. If she could kill this damn thing, the pain later would be worth it. Her knees crashed into the tile floor and sent a scream of pain through her body as she leaped at the mouse, hoping to smash it with her brick, but the mouse was too quick. It scampered away, returning to its hiding place under the stove before Moe’s brick could smash against the tile.

“Get back out here, you little son-of-a-bitch!” Moe yelled, as she struggled to get to her feet. Reaching up, she placed the brick on the spice rack above her head, dropped the fishing net to the side, and then, returned to her hands and knees. Straining to see through the crack under the stove, she yelled, “I know you’re under there you furry bastard. Get out here, and fight like a man!”

She shoved the stove with her shoulder, hoping the sudden jolt would scare the mouse into a panicked run. “You can’t hide from me!” she yelled, banging the stove a second time with her shoulder. “Get out here and face me!” she yelled, as she hit the stove a third time.

There was a sudden sharp pain in the back of her head. She touched the back of her neck and was surprised to feel a warm, thick liquid coming from the base of her skull. She looked left and saw the brick next to her. It was smudged with blood. She thought about Marge. There was a feeling of relief, and peace, and completion. “I’m coming, baby,” she heard herself say, as her arms went limp and her cheek pressed against the floor.

Moe opened her eyes and let go of Chuck’s hand. She looked at the four men standing around her. Each watched her with curious fear. It was the moment she dreaded, the moment when everyone in the room stared at the freak.

“You okay, Moe?” Dr. Keats asked.

She tucked her hands back into her sweatshirt and took a step away from the table. “Yeah,” she said. “I’m okay.”

“Well?” Detective James said. “Did you see who killed him?”

“Nobody killed him,” Moe said. She looked down at her pink laces and tried to forget the sight of the bloody brick on the floor and the memory of a wife named Marge, who she’d never actually met. “It was just an accident,” she continued. “He was alone.”

“This is nonsense,” Dr. Schmitt said, throwing his hands in the air with dramatic flair. “She didn’t see anything. How does an elderly man accidentally bash his head in with a brick?”

“He was hunting a mouse that had run under the stove,” Moe said. “He put the brick on the shelf with the spices and then started hitting the stove with his shoulder trying to scare the mouse. The brick fell, whacked him in the head, and he died. Freak accident. Not a homicide.”

“That explains why you couldn’t find any prints,” Detective James said to Dr. Schmitt.

“And why the neighbors didn’t see anyone coming or going,” Dr. Keats added.

Dr. Schmitt stammered with his mouth hanging open. “But. I don’t see how… I mean… An accident? The brick just fell?”

“Well Gentlemen, let’s call it a night,” Detective Mason said, his deep gravelly voice filling the room for the first time. Nodding to Moe, he added, “Thank you, young lady.”

“I’m glad I could help,” Moe said with a smile.

“Come on, Moe,” Dr. Keats said, motioning to the elevator. “I’ll walk you out.”

“Thanks,” she said. As she stepped into the elevator, she tried to erase the moment from her mind. She tried to leave Chuck and his mouse and his loneliness on the table with the detectives. She looked at her laces and tried to remember threading them through her shoes that morning, but she knew it was hopeless. Chuck’s memory of his last moment was her memory now, and she’d see it over and over, until it finally wore thin in her mind and disappeared, as all memories do, only to be replaced by someone else’s.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

The electric sounds of Stevie Wonder played from Moe's phone telling her it was time to get up. She debated reaching over and hitting snooze, but when the song transitioned to Stevie’s enthusiastic singing about how he had someone who needed him, she couldn’t help but dance under the covers. She bit her bottom lip and smiled. Today was going to be a good day. She was sure of it. Stretching, she sat up and checked the time. Six o’clock. A little earlier than usual, but she had a big meeting to prep for.  

A whine came from the floor near her feet. She looked down to see Bosley’s nose and eyes poking up from the end of the bed. “You need to go out, boy?” she said to the short haired dog. Moe had no idea what breed he was. She was pretty sure he was just a mutt. She’d found him in an alley one night walking home from a job. She'd bent down to pet him, he'd licked her face and wagged his tail, and they’d been fast friends ever since. 

She slid to the end of the bed and rubbed behind his ears. His tail beat furiously on the floor. She heard her coffee maker begin to brew in the kitchen. The sound gave her a second surge of energy. Popping out of bed, she grabbed the sweatshirt she’d worn the night before from off the floor and pulled it on. Dancing and singing along with Stevie Wonder as she moved from the bedroom, down the stairs and to the kitchen.

Stepping onto the tile floor, Moe froze. She glared at the crack between the stove and the floor. She could feel the brick in her hand, again. She could see Sea Shell Blue. She missed Marge. “Come on out,” she whispered. 

Bosley nudged her leg, calling Moe back to reality. 

“Sorry, boy,” she said, trying to shake the memory. She listened and caught the faint sound of Stevie from upstairs. Holding it in her mind, she began to sing and dance again. Leaving the kitchen for the living room, she found Bosley’s leash, clipped it onto his collar, and took him out the front door. 

The song continued to play in Moe’s head as she followed Bosley from one tree to the next. She wished he’d hurry up and pick a spot. She would never understand what made a spot unworthy of his pee. Finally, after five different pauses, Bosley picked a small patch of grass under a sapling and let loose what his bladder had been holding all night. 

“Good boy,” Moe said, which made her laugh. She felt the need to say it, but telling an animal it was good for going to the bathroom was absurd. 

Turning, they walked back to the two-story rowhome Moneta called home, but before they could reach the door, Moe heard a relieved voice call. “Oh, thank God.” 

Moe looked across the street to see her next door neighbor, Stacie Howe, coming toward her. Stacie’s black heels clicked loudly on the sidewalk as she walked. Her blond hair was disheveled, her eyeliner was slightly smeared at the corner of her eye, and her slinky black dress had a stain in the middle of it. “Looks like you had a fun night,” Moe said.

“I guess,” Stacie said. “Maybe? Who knows? I sure don’t.” 

“Well, welcome home,” Moe said with a grin. Despite Stacie’s often questionable choices, Moneta liked her neighbor. She was easy to talk to. Plus, Stacie never turned down an adventure. 

“You look chipper this morning,” Stacie said, sitting down on her front stoop. Moe joined her, as Bosley nuzzled Stacie’s leg. Stacie rolled her eyes and apathetically rubbed his head. 

“It’s a beautiful morning,” Moe said. 

“No. That’s not it,” Stacie said, looking at the bright spring morning with disdain, but then, glancing at Moe’s face, she added, “You’ve got a new case, don’t you?” 

“Maybe?” Moe said, unable to hold her smile back. “I’m meeting with a potential client in an hour. What are you up to today? Any auditions?” Moe knew that Stacie hadn’t had an audition for years because Stacie couldn’t find anything she liked, but Moe kept hoping she would lower her standards from blockbuster action film to theater in Baltimore. If for no other reason, to give Stacie something more to do than hang out at bars and drink too much.

“Nothing today. Maybe something later this month. I don’t know. I just keep waiting for the right part to come along,” Stacie said.

“Well, a day of rest might be a good idea,” Moe said, trying to sound optimistic.

“I guess,” Stacie said.

Moe looked at her friend. They’d lived next door to one another since Moe started renting the house three years ago. They’d spent a lot of time chatting on Stacie’s roof deck or sipping coffee on this stoop. Stacie was smart and funny. She just needed someone to give her a chance. Moe looked at her laces, smiled at their bright color, and made her decision.

“How about you tag along with me? I could use a partner. And you could think of it as field research, if you ever audition for a part as a private detective,” Moe said. 

“You want me to work a case with you?” Stacie said, surprised.  

“Yeah, I think it’ll be fun. Watkins and Howe. On the case,” Moe said. 

“I love it. You do the detectiving, and I’ll give them some of my Howe charm. You said we have a client meeting? Let me change real quick and I’ll be ready to go,” Stacie said.   

Moe smiled. Stacie reeked of alcohol and smoke, and there were large bags under her eyes. “I think you just need to go to bed for a while,” Moe said, rubbing her friend’s back softly. 

“Yeah,” Stacie said with a yawn. “You’re probably right.” Standing, she fished her keys out the small black and gold purse slung over her arm. “Before your meeting, you think you could do something for me?” 

“What?” Moe said, suspiciously.

Stacie held out her hand for Moe to take. “Tell me what I did last night,” she said with a whine. 

Moneta laughed. Holding her hands up defensively, she said, “Not a chance. Whatever you did last night, I do not need in my head.”

Stacie burped. “Yeah, probably better that way.” 

“I’ll text you later. Maybe dinner at the Thirsty Horse?”

As she unlocked her door, Stacie yawned and said, “Keep me posted. And Moe,” Stacie added, looking down at Moe and Bosley.

Moe looked up at her and raised her eyebrows.

“Put on some adult clothes. No t-shirts with pictures of old movies or weird sayings, please. Promise me?” Stacie said.

“Promise,” Moe said. 

After grabbing a coffee and a bagel, Moe showered and dressed, deciding today was a blue-jeans-and-Green-Lantern-t-shirt day. 

Looking in the mirror, she said to Bosley, who was now laying at the end of her bed, “We’ve got time to make this work this morning, right?” While the dog did not respond, her phone transitioned from her classics playlist to Alicia Keys. As Superwoman rang through the house, Moe removed the scarf holding her hair up. She moved and sang to the music as she mixed her leave-in conditioner and her restorative butter in her hand, sectioned out her hair, and worked the product through it in sections, adding touches of gel as she went. Using her fingers and a brush, she created a part on the left side of her head and directed the majority of her curls to fall to the right. She fussed with the curls at the part and whipped her hair around a few times to give it back its bounce. She turned, looking at her hair from every angle. It wasn’t perfect, she was happy.

Feeling confident in her appearance, Moe took the final step of her routine. She looked to the top right corner of her mirror where a picture of her mother, father, and four brothers was taped. Touching the picture, Moe read the mantra typed at the bottom of it, “Your name is Moneta Watkins. Daughter of Amar and Rashida. Sister to Robert, Joseph, Calvin, and Lance. You grew up happy and strong. Remember the love. Remember the joy. Because no matter what is in your head, this is your story.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

What Moe loved most about her 1985 Toyota Corolla hatchback was its faded blue color. What she loved second to most was how the tiny car could fit into almost any parking spot in the city. It wasn’t fast, or pretty, or vintage in a cool way, but as she swung it into a parallel parking spot, Moe celebrated its size. 

Finding a spot on Charles Street wasn’t easy, especially in the midst of morning rush-hour. Getting a spot this close was a huge win. Moe decided to take it as a sign that this case was going to be an eight out of ten.

Moe’s ranking system was based on a combination of money and altruism. A ten was a case that paid well and changed the world for a better. She hadn’t gotten any of those yet. A seven was a case that made life better for others and paid for her time. A five helped people and covered her expenses. A three did good in the world, even if it didn’t pay. Cases that didn’t do good things for others, even if they paid well, were ones. She had to take some level one cases to stay in business, but she didn’t enjoy them.

The offices of Kingsington Life were located on the twenty-fourth floor of the South Charles Center. As Moe stepped through the double glass doors, an impossibly thin woman in high heels welcomed her. “Hello Ms. Watkins,” the woman said. “Mrs. Kingsington-Ring is waiting for you.”

“Oh, I’m sorry if I’m late,” Moe said, retrieving her phone from her back pocket to check the time. She was seven minutes early.

“It’s not a problem,” the woman said. Motioning to the right of the reception desk she said, “Right this way.”

Moe followed the woman through an open area full of workstations, then down a hallway of closed doors, until they came to two decoratively carved double doors. It seemed the woman and Mrs. Kingsington-Ring were the only employees at work this early in the morning. Pushing one of the doors open, the woman in heels peaked inside. Looking back at Moneta, she pushed one of the doors open and said, “Mrs. Kingsington-Ring will see you now.” 

The office was the size of the entire first floor of Moneta's house. There was a large conference table surrounded by rolling leather chairs, a fully-stocked bar, bookcases filled with old and important looking books, and, at the far end, a large desk. Behind the desk, reading through a file of documents was a blonde woman in a white blouse. She wore black reading glasses and her hair was in a tight bun. She did not look up to acknowledge Moneta. 

Moe crossed the room. Coming to the desk, she said, “Hello. Mrs. Kingsington-Ring?” 

The woman looked up, motioned for Moneta to take a seat, and then went back to her reading. She appeared to be editing something. The paper she was working on was filled with strike-throughs and notes in the margin. Moe looked at the ceiling. The tiles looked like they were made of wood. Every third one had a recessed light in it. Moe wondered if the wood was real or just an illusion of paint. 

The woman behind her desk closed the folder in front of her and folded her hands on the desk. “You come very highly recommend, Ms. Watkins,” she said. 

“That’s good to know. And, you can call me, Moe,” Moneta said with a smile. She was surprised when the woman didn’t offer her first name as well. 

“Discretion is of the utmost importance to me. No one must discover what I’ve hired you to do,” the woman said. 

“As the contract, I sent you stated, all of my work for you will be confidential. Working as an extension of your lawyer will allow me to fall under her attorney-client privilege,” Moe said with an assuring nod. 

“It is crucial that all details of what you see remain strictly between us,” she said again, not seeming to have heard what Moe said.

“Of course, Mrs. Kingsington-Ring,” Moe said.

“That, of course, is why I’ve brought you in so early. Only my personal assistant, Caroline, has seen you, and I’d like it to remain that way.” 

Moe was surprised by the woman’s impassiveness. The request of confidentiality was typical, but usually, the client would fiddle with a pen or avoid eye-contact. Mrs. Kingsington-Ring sat perfectly still and looked Moneta in the eye the entire time. 

“What exactly is it I’ll be doing for you, Mrs. Kingsington-Ring?” Moe asked.

“I need you to follow my husband,” she said. 

Moe nodded, hoping more details would come. 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring stood and walked across the room to the bar where she poured herself a glass of water. Moe was struck by how beautiful she was. Tall and thin, she had the figure of a model. Her black pants were pristinely pressed and heels were without a scuff.  

Moe stood and followed her. “Is there something, in particular, you would like for me to look for?” she asked. 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring took a drink of her water and then said, “My mother started this company here in Baltimore. When she passed it to me, we had only expanded to a few cities. Now, we supply highly trained and qualified nannies to every major city on the East Coast.”

Moe nodded. 

“Our nannies are models of restraint. They don’t drink. They don’t cause problems in the home. They are completely devoted to the children. They are perfect.” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring paused to take another drink. “And my husband isn’t about to take what I’ve built from me.”

“You believe he is planning to divorce you?” Moneta asked. 

“No, I’m planning to divorce him,” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring corrected. 

Moe nodded again, trying to keep her face as blank as possible, so no facial expression might be mistakenly perceived as judgment. 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring took another sip of her water. “The conditions of our prenuptial agreement state that if I initiate divorce, he will be given 15% of my assets. But, if he is caught in infidelity, he gets nothing.”

“And you want me to catch him,” Moe said. 

“I know he is meeting with someone. I need photographic evidence. I want to know who she is,” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring clarified. 

“Easy enough,” Moe said. While she kept her face professional, inside she was disappointed. Catching a cheating spouse so his wife could divorce him without giving him any money? This case was a two at best. 

“I’m leaving tonight and will be out of town all day tomorrow,” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring said, as she walked toward the door. “I’m checking on our new offices in Boston. I have no doubt he will try to make a move while I’m gone. I’ll expect a full report the morning I return.”

Moe followed her to the door. “Before I go, I’d like to settle on a fee.”

“I’m willing to offer five thousand to be your only client for the next 48 hours.” 

Moe was shocked by the absurd amount. For following this guy around, she was thinking more like five or six hundred bucks. “That sounds fair,” she said, smiling and extending her hand to Mrs. Kingsington-Ring. 

They shook on it and Mrs. Kingsington-Ring said, “Thank you. If you need anything while I’m gone, you can coordinate with my assistant.” She then motioned toward the door and returned to her desk. 

In the hallway, Moe found Caroline the assistant waiting for her. She passed Moe a brown envelope. Looking inside, Moe found several typed documents and a stack of bills. “The advance is for expenses,” Caroline said. “Inside you will also find Mr. Ring’s, itinerary, a list of his friends and addresses of his most frequented spots.”

“Thanks,” Moe said. 

As she rode the elevator down, she looked through the papers. They seemed to know where Mr. Ring would be at every minute of the day. This was either going to be the easiest case Moe had ever accepted, or there was more to this than there appeared to be.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

Moe sipped her beer and watched the other patrons from her table in the back corner of the Thirsty Horse Bar and Grill. The room was crowded for a Tuesday night. Lots of couples were talking quietly in booths, or were not talking and staring at their phones. Moneta eyed plates as they went by, trying to decide what to order. She watched an elderly couple share a pizza as they both read paperbacks. A little boy caught her staring and glared at her, so she stuck her tongue out at him, and they both laughed. After being cooped up in her office all day researching Mrs. Kingsington-Ring and her husband, it was nice to be out and around people. 

“Moe, I thought we agreed that you would not wear a t-shirt today,” Stacie said, as she took a seat at the table. 

“You said no t-shirts with pictures of old movies or weird quotes. This t-shirt has the Green Lantern logo. And not just any Green Lantern logo. This is the John Stewart logo, because he is the best Lantern in the canon, without question,” Moe replied, and took another sip of her beer. 

“I don’t understand any of that,” Stacie said, as she waved to a passing waitress. “I just want you to dress nicely for work meetings is all.” 

Moe rolled her eyes. “They’re not paying me to dress nice,” she said with a grin.

The waitress arrived at the table with pen and pad in hand. “Y’all ready to order?” she asked with a slight southern twang. Her eyes passed over Stacie to Moe and then, went back to Stacie. The waitress stared at her as if she knew her but couldn’t place her. 

Moe finished her beer and then said, “I’ll get the cowboy burger and another beer.”

“How do you want that cooked?” the waitress said, not taking her eyes off of Stacie.

“Medium rare,” Moe said, passing her menu to the waitress. 

“I’ll have the house salad with the vinaigrette dressing, but on the side. And no carrot shavings, please. I’ll also have a side of steamed broccoli and a martini. Clean, wet, straight up, stirred. And tell Mike I want Beefeater, not that well shit,” Stacie said, holding out her menu. 

“Oh my gosh! You’re her!” the waitress said, finally making the connection.

“Here we go,” Stacie said under her breath to Moe.

“You’re Kim. From the Sweet Adventures of Lizzy and Kim. I used to love your show. I watched it every day after school,” the waitress said. 

“That was me,” Stacie said. 

“Wow. This is so great. I can’t believe you’re at my table,” the waitress said.

“Yep. Here I am. Ordering food,” Stacie said. 

“Wow,” the waitress said, putting her hand on her hip and looking Stacie up and down. 

“So, did you get my order, or do you need me to repeat it?” Stacie asked.

The waitress waved dismissively. “Oh, I totally got it. So, what was that line you used to say?”

“That was a long time ago,” Stacie said. 

“But there was that one line. What was it?” the waitress said, biting the end of her pen in thought.

“It’s not really important,” Stacie said.

“Oh no, Lizzy. How will we ever get out of this pickle?” Moe said, in a voice that was half worried and half whiny and one-hundred percent overly dramatic. 

“That’s it!” the waitress declared with glee.

“Traitor,” Stacie said to Moe. 

“Do you still talk to Lizzy? She was amazing on that show,” the waitress asked.

“Her name’s Juliette. Lizzy was the character’s name,” Stacie explained.

“She was so good on that show. And I just saw her last week in that new one, about the horse ranch that she is trying to save. She was in that one with Robert Redford. It was so great. He plays her dad who’s dying of cancer, but you don’t know that right away, and then she moves back home to help him run the ranch, and she falls in love with that one guy who plays Thor. Have you seen it? She’s amazing in it,” the waitress said. 

“I’m sure she is,” Stacie said. 

“Wow, this is so cool,” the waitress said. “Would you… Would you mind if I took a selfie with you?” 

Stacie sighed. 

“I’ll take it for you,” Moe said.

Stacie glared. 

“That would be amazing. Thank you so much,” the waitress said, with glee in her eyes. She passed Moe her phone and Moe moved around the table to get a better angle. 

“Say pickle,” Moe said. 

“Pickle!” the waitress said, as Moe snapped the picture. 

She handed the phone back to the waitress, who then knelt next to the table. “So, does Lizzy ever come and visit you here? Do you two ever hang out?” she asked. 

But before she could get an answer, a man placed a hand on her shoulder. The waitress turned to see Mike, the bartender and manager, standing over her. In his other hand, he was supporting a tray of drinks. “Hey, Jamie. Why don’t we give these two women some space to enjoy their meal,” he said. His deep voice had the unique ability to command attention and ease tension at the same time. 

“Oh my gosh,” the waitress said, standing up. “I’m so sorry. I got completely carried away. I’ll go and put your order in right now.”

“Thanks, Jamie. And I’ve already got their drinks,” Mike said, as the waitress left. Turning to Stacie and Moe, Mike said softly so he wouldn’t be overheard, “I’m so sorry. That was a real pickle.” 

“I was scared we were never going to get out of it,” Moe said, nodding.

“You two are assholes,” Stacie said, crossing her arms. 

“Alright, another beer for you,” Mike said, placing a heavy glass filled with dark amber liquid in front of Moe. “And for you, Ms. Celebrity, a martini. Clean, wet, straight up, and stirred, with Beefeater,” he said, placing an extra-large martini in front of Stacie. 

Stacie picked it up and took a sip.

“Am I forgiven for the pickle crack?” Mike asked.

Stacie took another sip and said, “Maybe.” 

Mike looked at Moe, and she instinctively looked down. Her heart fluttered, and she bit her bottom lip. “You got any good cases you’re working on?” he asked. 

She looked up into his light brown eyes. They contrasted with his dark skin, making their soft color pop. “Nothing I can talk about. How long are you in town?” she asked.

“Two months. Then I’ve got a climb up the Knife Edge trail on Mount Katahdin scheduled,” he said.

“Where’s that?” Moe asked. 

“In Maine,” he said. 

“Staying stateside this time?” Stacie asked. 

“I’m heading to England in three months to do Scaffell Pike again. Katahdin is just something to do while I wait,” he said. 

“England? I bet that’s going to be beautiful,” Moe said. 

“The invitation stands,” Mike said. “Anytime you want to come with me, you’re more than welcome.” 

“I can’t leave. Thanks though,” Moe said, looking at her pink laces. 

“It’s an open invitation,” Mike said, and then, rubbing his head he added, “Anyway, I’ll let you get back to dinner. I should check in at the bar.” 

“Thanks, Mike,” Stacie called, as he walked away. Then she looked down her nose at Moneta and raised her left eyebrow.

“What?” Moe asked defensively.

Stacie took another sip of her giant martini. 

“I can’t just run off to climb a mountain,” Moe said. 

Stacie looked down her nose at Moe again. 

“Maybe someday, okay,” Moe said. “There’s just too much going on right now.”

Stacie sipped her martini, again. 

“I mean, this case I’ve got is a real pickle,” Moe said. 

“It’s not funny,” Stacie chastised. 

“It’s a little funny,” Moe said with a devilish grin.

“So, the case. Give me the details. Where does it rank on the Moneta scale?” Stacie asked.

“It’s only a two,” Moe said. She took a drink of the fresh beer Mike had brought. It was heavier than her first one, but sweet. She liked it.

“I’m sorry. I could tell you were hoping for more this morning,” Stacie said. Her compassion seemed genuine, but it was hard to tell with her. 

“It’s alright,” Moe said. 

Jamie the waitress quietly arrived with their plates of food and placed them down on the table. She wouldn’t even make eye contact, which Stacie seemed to revel in. Moe assumed the waitress’s attempts to be unobtrusive meant Mike had said something to her.

“Thanks,” Moe said, as the waitress stepped away.

“So, what are we working on?” Stacie said. She took the dressing she’d asked to be put on the side and dumped it on the salad, which made Moe smile. 

“The client demanded absolute secrecy, so I need you to fill out this paperwork before I can tell you,” Moe said, sliding a file folder across the table and picking at her French Fries. 

Stacie signed the document inside without reading it. “I don’t know why I have to sign this. Who am I going to tell? You’re my only friend,” Stacie said. 

“That’s not true,” Moe said. 

“Please. You know you’re the only person in the world I can stand,” Stacie said. She took a big bite of her salad and then said, as she chewed, “So am I like, your partner? Do I get a badge that I can pin to the inside of a jacket?” Stacie pretended to open a blazer and flash a badge at an invisible perp. “You better start talking, punk,” she said in a husky voice.

“No,” Moe said, taking a sip of her beer.

“Okay, fine. No badge. But seriously though. What’s my job?” 

Moe flashed a sly smile. “Let’s call you my intern,” she said. “You have to do everything I say. And I pay you in experience.”

Stacie pursed her lips and thought. Then she said, “I’ll take it.” 

“And we start at eight in the morning, and you’ll have to be on time,” Moe said. 

“God. Eight? Fine. So what’s the case?” Stacie said, sipping her martini.

“Catch a cheating husband with his mistress,” Moe said. 

Stacie clapped her hands with glee. “Oh. I’m so happy. This is going to be fabulous.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Moneta and Stacie sat on an old brown wooden bench. The slats behind them had printed on them in white letters, “Baltimore. The Greatest City in America.” The bench was a leftover from the Martin O’Malley Mayoral era, during which, it felt as if City Hall pronounced a new slogan for the city every year. Historically, the Baltimore had been known as Mob Town and then, Charm City. During the O’Malley years, it also became The City that Reads, The Believe City, The Star Spangled City, The Greatest City in America, and finally, without question the worst nickname of them all, the Get In On It City. 

Stacie sat with her legs crossed, bounced her foot, and sipped her coffee that was more cream and sugar than anything else.  She was dressed in a black Under Amour tracksuit and black sunglasses. She was either going to work out at an emo gym or rob a bank. The outfit made Moneta smile. She was happy her friend had dressed for the occasion. Moe, in contrast, has chosen a comfortable pair of jeans and a black t-shirt that read, in simple white letters, “They call me Mister Tibbs!” 

The bouncing of Stacie’s foot increased. “How much longer do you think we’re going to have to wait?” she asked, deliberately looking away from the rowhome a block-and-a-half to their left. It was a double-wide, four-story home – huge by downtown standards. The large floor to ceiling windows on the first floor indicated that it likely used to be some sort of storefront. Now it was home to Martha Kingsington-Ring, her husband Giuliano Ring, and their two daughters, Emerald and Sapphire. 

“He should be out any minute, if the agenda they gave me is real,” Moneta said. 

“So, give me all the juicy details. Who is this guy? Is he good looking?” Stacie asked, still refusing to look in the direction of the house. 

Moneta had spent the vast majority of her day yesterday researching her new client. If there was something online to read about Mrs. Kingsington-Ring and her trophy husband, Moneta had committed it to memory. “Well,” Moneta said, trying to decide which tidbit of information Stacie would relish most.  “At thirty, he’s fifteen years younger than she is.”

“You go, girl,” Stacie said, offering cheers to a nonexistent person with her paper cup.

“Before becoming the kept man of Martha Kingsington-Ring, Giuliano was a professional soccer player. Good enough for the States, but not good enough to cut it overseas. They met seven years ago at some Hollywood party”

“Ooo! Which one,” Stacie said, sitting up.

“A post-premiere party for The Adventure of the Marzin Stone,” Moneta said. 

“That awful Rosie Decatur was the star of that one. She’s such a bitch. I met her once at an audition. We were going for the same part. She got it, of course. She can’t act for shit, but she’s got great tits,” Stacie said, leaning back on the bench again.    

That made Moneta chuckle. “Well, Giuliano was there as the date of some actress way too young for him and Martha was there as the date of the director. They hit it off and were married six months later. Then, came the kids. Emerald is five-and-a-half and Sapphire turns four in a month.” 

“They didn’t waste any time,” Stacie said. 

“All the money is Martha’s. Giuliano has a title and office at Kingsington Life, but, it doesn’t appear he’s actually responsible for anything. His profile on their corporate website describes his love of soccer and his marriage to Martha,” Moneta explained.

It was Stacie’s turn to chuckle. “So, who do you think he’s banging?” she said. 

“No clue,” Moneta said honestly. “Outside of working out and going to fancy dinners with his wife, he doesn’t seem to have any interests or hobbies. He doesn’t even play pick-up soccer. But Mrs. Kingsington-Ring is certain that he is cheating and that he is going to try and hook-up with his mistress while she is out of town.”

“Is that on the itinerary they gave you? Ten o’clock, brunch. Eleven-thirty, screw mistress,” Stacie teased. 

“According to his calendar, he should have left five minutes ago for the gym. His schedule claims he walks there every morning at nine,” Moneta said. 

“Well, looks like he is going off book. Momma leaves town, and he sleeps in. She must have him on a tight leash,” Stacie said, as she sipped her coffee. Moe liked that she was having fun.

“My bet is she keeps everyone on a tight leash. I absolutely felt like I was on one when I met her,” Moe said. 

“You wouldn’t look good in a collar,” Stacie said. “You’re more a natural innocent beauty.”

“Why thank you,” Moe said, tipping her coffee to Stacie. “I meant to tell you. I like the outfit. Very James Bond sporty.”

“And get a look at this,” Stacie said, as she lifted her right foot to the bench. Pulling up her pant leg, she revealed a pistol in a small ankle holster. 

Fear rushed through Moe’s chest. “What in the hell?” she demanded.

“I’m dressed to kill,” Stacie said, like she was delivering a line from a movie promo. 

Moe reached over and pulled her pants leg down. “I have a hard no guns rule! You’ve got to get rid of it,” she said. She couldn’t believe Stacie would be so reckless.

“What? Why? What if we need it?” Stacie said, putting her leg down. She looked wounded. 

“Need it for what?” Moe challenged.

“I don’t know. In case we have to protect ourselves or something.” Stacie crossed her arms in a pout.

Moe waved her cell phone. “This is the only thing we need. We follow people. We take pictures. We help our clients figure things out. We leave the whole killing people in the street to the cops,” Moe said.

“Back off, okay. I was just trying to help,” Stacie said. 

Moe wouldn’t back off. She’d seen too many dead bodies. She’d relieved too many last moments for the cops trying to figure out who the shooter was. She wanted nothing to do with guns. “Are you prepared to kill somebody? Are you going to shoot Giuliano Ring? Because if you are carrying one of those, you better be ready to take a life,” she lectured.

“I know how to use it, okay,” Stacie said, defensively.

“Yeah, right,” Moe laughed, as she took a drink from her coffee. 

“After The Sweet Adventures of Lizzy and Kim ended, my dad decided I needed to try and be an action star, so he went and got me all kinds of tutors. I had shooting lessons with a Marine sniper, swimming lessons with a Navy Seal, and tumbling lessons with a clown from Ringling Brothers and Barnum and Bailey Circus,” Stacie said, still frowning. There was a catch in her voice, like she might cry. 

Moe softened at the idea of teenage Stacie Howe being forced by her ambitious father to take weird lessons with strange men. “You took lessons with a clown?” she said with a suppressed giggle.  

“And running lessons with the USA Olympic track coach and dancing lessons from a fabulously gay choreographer who wore a yellow leotard,” Stacie said with a grin.

“How much of that do you actually remember?” Moe asked with genuine curiosity. 

“Well, I remember how to fall into a big fluffy mat, and I bet I can still swim under fake fire, and I can look like an amazing runner for about fifty yards, and my jazz hands are spectacular,” Stacie said, setting down her coffee and demonstrating her jazz hands. 

Moe laughed and lovingly leaned into her friend. “I’m sorry I got bent out of shape,” she said. 

Stacie picked her coffee back up and took a final sip. “You hurt my feelings a little,” she said. 

“I know. I just really don’t like guns,” Moe said. 

“I didn’t know,” Stacie said with a shrug. 

“It’s okay. Just, when you get home, leave it there. And don’t bring it with you again, okay?” Moe said.

“Yes, boss,” Stacie said with mock submission. 

“You do know you need a license to carry that, right?” Moe said.

“I’ve got a wear-and-carry license. I got it when I turned eighteen,” Stacie said, defensively. 

Moe could sense there was a story hiding there, but as she was getting ready to ask, something caught her attention. “Oo! Look! We’re on the move,” Moe said, nodding toward Giuliano Ring’s house. An attractive man dressed in a plaid button-down and jeans stepped out the front door. 

“Sweet Baby Jesus, he’s good-looking,” Stacie said. “But he doesn’t look like he’s going to work out.”

“Let’s move, Howe! The game is afoot,” Moe said with mock drama, standing to follow her target down the street. 

Stacie sighed and stood to follow her friend.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

They tailed Giuliano Ring for nine blocks, always staying at least a block behind him, until finally, he stopped outside a small coffeehouse. Moe and Stacie pulled up at a corner market twenty feet from him. The market fortuitously had bins of various fruits and vegetables set up on the sidewalk and four other shoppers perusing the selections, which allowed Stacie and Moe to blend in with the crowd.   

Moe examined an avocado, as she watched Giuliano out of the corner of her eye. He was waiting in front of the shop, to the left of the front door. His hands were jammed in his pockets. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, anxiously waiting for something. 

“Who do you think he’s looking for?” Stacie asked, as she awkwardly held a banana up to the sunlight. 

Moe laughed at her and asked, “You don’t do much grocery shopping, do you?”

Stacie weighed the banana in her hand. “If you must know, I have my food delivered by a service. Or, I eat out.” 

“Must be nice,” Moe said. She put the avocado back, picked up another one, and stole a glance at Giuliano. He had taken his hands out of his pockets and was absent-mindedly checking his phone. He jumped each time the door to the coffee house opened and a patron exited.

“You think he’s waiting for the Mistress?” Stacie asked. 

Moe took out her phone and pretended to look at something on it as she snapped pictures of him. “He looks like he’s going to pick a fight, not meet a secret lover,” she said. 

The coffeehouse door swung open and an impossibly thin woman in a blue skirt stepped out. Giuliano leaped forward and grabbed her by the arm. “Bingo,” Stacie said. 

“I don’t think so,” Moe said, as she watched the woman jerk away from Giuliano, almost spilling her coffee trying to escape his grasp. “That’s Caroline. His wife’s assistant,” Moe said. 

“Banging the secretary,” Stacie said, nodding. 

Caroline said something scolding to Giuliano and he withered. Moe wished she were close enough to hear. She snapped more pictures. “I don’t think she’s happy to see him,” Moe said. 

Stacie and Moe watched, as Caroline stepped away from Giuliano and toward them. He darted after her, grabbing her by the arm again. She, again, pulled away. Stomping her foot, she scolded him. Moe slyly drifted down the fruit display toward her subject, hoping she could get close enough to hear them. They were arguing about something, but they were keeping their voices down. Over the morning traffic, Moe couldn’t quite make it out.  

Caroline held her hand up to him in a motion of aggressive dismissal. She said something that looked threatening and turned her back to him. For a third time, Giuliano reached out and grabbed her arm. This time she whirled and smacked his hand. He recoiled. “Back off!” Caroline barked, this time loud enough for everyone to hear.

Giuliano stomped his foot in frustration as he yelled, “Just tell me where she is!” 

Caroline took a step back from him. “You need to calm down,” she said in full voice.

“I know you know,” he said, pointing a finger in her face.

“Nadia is gone. You need to accept that,” Caroline said, not backing down. For such a thin and proper woman, Moe had to give her credit. She had some fight in her. Moe snapped more pictures with her phone.

Giuliano reached for her again, but Caroline was ready this time. She took another step back before he could reach her. “Don’t! I’ll call her. You know I will,” she said, holding a finger up. 

Giuliano withered, shoving his hands back in his pockets. 

“Let it go,” Caroline said. Checking her skirt to make sure she hadn’t spilled any coffee on herself, she took her keys from her purse, clicked a button on the keychain, and a car at the end of the block roared to life. With determined strides, she walked toward it. 

Giuliano kicked at a crack in the sidewalk, refusing to watch her leave. 

“Well, who do you think Nadia is?” Stacie said. 

“I don’t know, but you better believe we’re going to find out,” Moe said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Giuliano took off down the street, walking at a quick pace. 

“We’re on the move,” Moe said, walking away from the market and down the street after Giuliano. Stacie dropped the banana she was still pretending to look at and followed Moe down the street.

Giuliano retraced his path home, moving far quicker this time. When he arrived at the block his house was located on, he took a left and walk another three blocks north. He only slowed his pace when he arrived at a large park. 

Riverside Park filled twelve city blocks and sat on a hill that crested on the north side and bottomed out on the south. By Baltimore standards, it was well taken care of and unknown, in comparison to other parks in the city of similar size.  A large white gazebo stood at the top of the hill. It was known as “the Hotel” to locals due to the homeless people who slept in it every night. The south end of the park was home to a public swimming pool that was always brimming with children. The middle of the park was filled with trees, paved twisting paths for walking, seemingly randomly placed flower beds, and a playground contained within a black fence. 

Ignoring the winding paths and cutting across the grass, Giuliano made his way to the playground. His pace considerably slower, he seemed to be looking for someone, as he walked. Moe and Stacie, in contrast, walked casually to a tree on the north side of the playground and took a seat underneath it. Moe was happy with the spot because it allowed her to look down on the playground while being far enough away to not raise alarms that there was an adult with no children watching kids play.  

Stacie took a seat under the tree and said, “I knew it was a nanny. Like they say, it’s always the nanny.” 

“I’ve heard of the butler did it, but I’ve never heard ‘it’s always the nanny.’ I don’t think that’s a thing.” Moe said. 

“It’s totally a thing. Every TV show has a plot about the husband flirting with the hot nanny,” Stacie said. 

“I don’t think so,” Moe said. 

“Just trust me. It’s a thing,” Stacie said with a coy smile that left Moe wondering if Stacie was being serious or not.  

“We’ll see,” Moe said with a laugh. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and started taking pictures of the playground. After taking a good look at the scene, Moe added, “Anything look weird to you down there?” 

“Oh? I don’t know,” Stacie said, examining the playground for the first time. 

Kids ran and played on the equipment as they would on any playground. What stood out to Moe were the adults watching them. There were eight women on the playground. Seven of them were dressed exactly the same: black sneakers, a loose-fitting blue skirt that went to their mid-calf, and a light-blue blouse with a small crest on the breast pocket. All of these women wore their hair in ponytails, and they were all young. Moe would guess in their early twenties. They stood around the perimeter, spaced far enough apart that talking to one another would be difficult. The eighth woman was older, likely in her fifties or early sixties. She wore a similar blue blouse, but her skirt was black. 

When Giuliano arrived at the playground, two little girls who had been chasing each other on the playground equipment screamed, “Daddy!” and ran over to meet him. Giuliano knelt down and caught them in an embrace. 

“See, he’s not here for the nanny,” Moe said, snapping pictures. 

“Not yet,” Stacie said with mock defiance.

After a brief chat with the girls, Giuliano rubbed their heads and sent them off to play. The girls’ gleeful returned to their game of chase. Once they were gone, Giuliano stood and made his way to the older woman. His conversation with her was quick and one-sided. The woman did not speak, she only gave an indifferent nod. 

“I told you. It’s always the nanny. He’s probably just asking for permission,” Stacie said. Then, imitating a man’s voice, she said, “May I select one of these young women and have sex with them tonight. My wife is out of town, and I am a pig-man who must sleep with the hot nanny.” 

Moe continued to snap pictures. “I’m so glad you came with me. Your insights into the male psyche are invaluable,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” Stacie replied. 

After speaking with the older woman, Giuliano walked over to one of the younger women. As he approached, she looked down at the ground and crossed her arms. Moe zoomed in on her face with her cellphone camera. The young woman looked afraid.  

“I wish we could hear what they were saying,” Stacie said, suddenly serious, at the sight of the terrified young woman. 

Giuliano stood next to the woman. They both leaned against the fence, but neither of them looked at the other. Giuliano leaned toward her and said something. The young woman shook her head no. Giuliano leaned closer to her and said something else. Again the young woman shook her head no, more vigorously this time.

“I don’t like this. Something’s wrong,” Stacie said. 

“Agreed,” Moe said, taking more pictures. 

Giuliano clenched his fists, stomped his foot, and leaned even closer, as he spoke again. His eyebrows were knit together with rage. The younger woman looked like she might cry. For a third time, she shook her head no, but this time, she said something back to him. 

“This isn’t normal, right?” Stacie asked. There was fear in her voice. 

“No, it’s not,” Moe said. 

The older woman calmly moved toward the pair. Seeing her approach, Giuliano turned to face the young woman. Looming over her, he spoke again. The young woman began to cry. Still shaking her head no, she said something back to him. Before the older woman arrived, Giuliano stormed off. To Moe’s surprise, the older woman didn’t chase him. She just stood quietly next to the young woman. They didn’t speak, but the young woman began to compose herself. It seemed the presence of the older woman made her feel safe. 

Moe took another picture or two and turned to find Giuliano. He was heading to the north end of the park. “Come on,” Moe said.

They walked slowly down the path, keeping an eye on Giuliano, while trying not to get too close. Thankfully, he was too consumed with his phone to notice anything happening around him. He seemed to be typing something as he walked, occasionally looking up toward the road.

“Who do you think he’s texting?” Stacie asked.  

The possibility of his next move hit Moe. “I think I know,” she said, as she took out her phone too, and opened her Lyft app. She called for a car, indicating a destination north of the city, knowing the upper-class area would be likely to attract a tip-hungry driver. Her request was picked up almost immediately. 

Giuliano put his phone back in his pocket and began watching the street. After a few minutes, a black sedan pulled up to pick him up. 

“Oh, crap,” Stacie said. “What are we going to do now?” 

A moment later, a gold Honda Accord whipped into the spot the sedan had just vacated. Moe and Stacie ran to it. The passenger side window rolled down and a young man in his twenties poked his head out and said, “You call for a ride?” 

“Nicely done,” Stacie said, smiling at Moe.

“I need you to follow that car,” Moe said. She pulled a wad of cash from her pocket and waved it at him. “I’ll cancel the ride and pay you in cash. Just don’t lose him and don’t let him see you.” 

The driver’s eyes grew wide. “You got it, lady,” he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

They followed the sedan, as it wove through downtown. They passed the Inner Harbor, a walkable stretch of shops and restaurants that wrapped around the once working port. They traveled south on President Street, toward the giant hotels that sat on the waterfront. Taking a left, they headed into the Fells Point area. Now a popular hangout for college students, bar hoppers, and upper-class city dwellers, the area was once where sailors caroused after long stints at sea. The sedan only began to slow when it hit the cobblestones of Thames Street which ran along the east-side of Baltimore’s harbor. 

Giuliano’s car came to a stop at the recently renovated Sagamore Hotel. The exquisitely renovated space sat on the historic Recreation Pier. The building, originally erected in the 1870s, was first the home of immigrants arriving in the city. Later is served as a gathering place for residents of different ethnicities. After being left vacant for a decade, it was given new life as the set of a popular TV show. And now, it had once again been resurrected as a gorgeous getaway for those who could afford it. 

“Crap,” Moneta said, as she watched Giuliano step from the car and hustle into the hotel. 

“What? This should be good. If he’s meeting a mistress, this is the place to do it,” Stacie said.

“Yeah, but I’m going to stick out,” Moneta said. 

“Why?” Stacie asked. 

“Because, I’ll be the only young black person not on staff,” Moneta said.

Stacie bit her bottom lip. “Maybe not?” she offered.

Moneta’s look dared her to challenge the assertion a second time.

“Well, you’re in luck. Because you are the guest of Stacie Howe. I’m a Baltimore celebrity. Just stick with me,” Stacie said.

As they pulled up in front of the hotel, doormen dressed in black opened the car doors for them and escorted them to the front door, where they were greeted by a concierge. “Hello again Ms. Howe, I didn’t know we were expecting you today,” he said, holding the door for them.

“My friend and I are just here for lunch, Scott,” Stacie said, which confused Moe, because the man’s nametag said Andre. 

“If you will allow me, Ma’am, I’ll call the dining room and let them know you are coming,” he said as he picked up a small phone hidden behind his small stand. He began speaking in hushed tones to someone on the other line. 

“Thank you, Scott,” Stacie called as she walked past him into the entry hall. 

The front door led to a long hallway filled with beautiful artwork. As they walked, Moe said, “You do know his name wasn’t Scott, right?” 

“Never call them by the right name, dear. They may start to think they’re your equal,” Stacie said with false pretension. 

Moneta laughed. “I have so much to learn from you, Muffy.” Wrapping her arm through Stacie’s, she added, “Please teach me the ways of the rich white woman.” 

“Well, Buffy,” Stacie said, ramping up the pretension in her voice. “What good is money, if it doesn’t make you better than everyone else?”

The dining room was unlike anything Moe had ever seen. The red brick walls were segmented by two-story velvet curtains. The bar was lit so the hundreds of bottles of liquor seemed to glow. There were two types of seating; round white booths and square tables, each with leather cushioned chairs. The tables were mostly empty. A thin woman in an outfit, surprisingly similar to Stacie’s, sat in a booth and worked on a laptop. An older couple, dressed like they were on vacation, were finishing up a late breakfast. Giuliano sat in a booth alone, reading a newspaper. 

Moneta couldn’t help but look at the floor. She focused on her hot pink shoelaces. Growing up firmly middle class, this kind of place had always been out of her reach, and she couldn’t help but feel like she didn’t belong.

“Hello again, Ms. Howe,” a young woman in black uniform said. She stood by the entrance of the dining room with her hands clasped behind her back as if she were standing at attention. 

“I assume we can sit anywhere,” Stacie said. 

“Yes, ma’am. Feel free to choose your table. James will be your server today,” the young woman said. “Is there anything I can get started for you?”

“We’re going to have a slow lunch today. We’d like to start with two coffees please,” Stacie said.

“Excellent, ma’am. I’ll bring those right out,” the young woman said, as she scampered away. 

“How often do you come here?” Moe said with another laugh.

“Too much, evidently. Pick your seat,” Stacie said, motioning her had across the dining room.

Moe chose a square table that positioned them behind Giuliano, but still allowed them to see the front door. Taking up a menu, Moe said, “Muffy, whatever does one order in this establishment.”

“Well, Buffy,” Stacie said, taking up her menu with accentuated drama. “The key is to pick something complicated, and then, send it back. When it returns, take only a few bites and demand to see the chef. When he arrives, tell him how amazing it all was.” 

“Muffy, thank you for sharing your great wisdom with me,” Moe said. 

The young woman arrived with a silver tray that held two white coffee mugs on saucers, a French press pitcher that was still steeping, a porcelain dish filled with various sugars, and a small silver pitcher of cream. She gracefully transferred the contents of the tray to their table and then gently pressed the coffee. “How do you take your coffee, ma’am,” she asked Moe. 

“Simple and black, like me,” Moe said with a grin.

“Buffy, we need to work on your coffee order,” Stacie said, as the young woman poured Moe’s cup. The woman did not acknowledge what Stacie had said. 

“And you, ma’am?” the young woman asked Stacie.

“One-third cream with two sugars,” Stacie said. 

The young woman fixed Stacie’s coffee for her and then said, “James will be with you momentarily.”   

“So,” Stacie said, while she stirred her coffee, “Think if you walked by him and brushed his arm you could relive his affair and maybe give us a head start?” 

“Tempting, but I don’t want to risk it. Things get bad when I take memories people don’t want me to have,” Moe said. 

“I haven’t seen that before,” Stacie said, leaning in. “What happens?” 

“They can get stuck in it,” Moe said. 

“Forever?” Stacie said.

“No. But they just keep reliving it. It’s cruel. So I stick to willing participants or dead people,” Moe said.   

“Hello, ladies,” a tall man said from behind them. He wore the same uniform as the hostess. “My name is James, and I’ll be your server today. Have you had a chance to review the menu?” 

“I think we’re just going to enjoy our coffee for a while. We’ll call you over when we decide to order,” she said.

“Just wave if you need me,” James said with a smile. 

“I’m gonna order me some James,” Stacie said watching the man leave.

“Behave, Muffy,” Moe said.  

As they laughed, a woman crossed the room toward Giuliano. She was tall and fit. Even in her professional black suit and white blouse, she still looked sexy. Giuliano rose to greet her and she took a seat.   

“Not what I expected,” Stacie said. 

Moe pretended to take a selfie as she snapped pictures of the woman sitting with Giuliano. She got pictures of Giuliano shaking the woman’s hand and then, sitting down at the table. “I don’t’ think this is a booty call. It’s really formal,” Moe said.

“Maybe she’s a working girl?” Stacie suggested. 

James walked over to Giuliano’s table to take the woman’s order, but he was politely denied with a smile and a wave. The woman leaned in and she and Giuliano began talking in hushed tones. Moe snapped more pictures. 

“What do you think they’re talking about?” Stacie asked, sipping her coffee. 

“I really wish I knew,” Moe said. She put her phone down and took a drink from her coffee. 

“Maybe she’s his divorce lawyer?” Stacie suggested. 

“I really want to forget about catching Giuliano and tail her when she leaves,” Moe said. 

“We should totally do that,” Stacie said, getting excited.

“That’s not what we’re being paid for. Follow the husband. Take the pictures. Stupid two jobs,” Moe sighed. 

The woman reached into her briefcase and retrieved a manila envelope.  She passed it to Giuliano. He opened it and began reading. 

“Divorce papers?” Stacie asked. 

Moe took more pictures. She pulled one up and zoomed in on what Giuliano was holding. She’d gotten the papers at a good angle. She showed the picture to Stacie. “What’s that?” Moe asked Stacie, referring to a seal at the top of the page she couldn’t make out. 

“Huh,” Stacie said, squinting at the picture. “It looks like a government seal. I think that’s a shield on it.” 

Moe took the phone back and stared at the picture, trying to make it out. “It doesn’t look like a Maryland seal.” 

“My lawyer never puts seals at the top of the stuff he makes me sign,” Stacie said.

Moe looked up from the camera. “You’ve signed divorce papers before?” she asked. She’d only known Stacie for a few years, but she’d never heard Stacie mention an ex-husband before. 

“Please. No,” Stacie said as if the idea was offensive. “I did have a stalker once, and we had to file restraining orders. I also have to occasionally threaten to sue people, when they start claiming they have nudes of me.” 

“Do they have nudes of you?” Moe said, genuinely curious what her friend’s old life was like. 

“No. But, they’re not afraid of Photoshop,” Stacie said. 

Giuliano got to a page in the documentation that he didn’t approve of. He began shaking his head and pointing out something on the page to the woman. She took the packet, read the passage he was saying no to and handed it back to him. There was a quick back and forth that ended with him passing the documents back to her and throwing his hands in the air. 

“Wave down James. We need the check,” Moe said.

Stacie motioned for James and told him she needed the check, as Moe watched the woman pack up her paperwork. She continued talking for a few more minutes. Giuliano stared off into space, no longer interested in what she had to say. The woman rose and left. 

“I’m so confused,” Stacie said. 

“There’s something weird going on,” Moe said. “I just can’t put my finger on it.” 

Giuliano finished his coffee, removed his wallet, dropped a wad of cash on the table, stood and left. 

“We’re on the move, again,” Moe said, taking a final drink from her coffee.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

Moe stood at the reception desk of Kingsington Life, waiting to be seen. A bright-eyed young man sat behind the desk. “I’m sure they will be here any minute,” he said with a smile. 

“I’m a little early,” Moe said, smiling at him, reassuringly. She could tell she was making him anxious and she felt bad about it. She wondered how many visitors came in every day. She bet not many. The offices were quiet. Occasionally, a professional looking person would come out of one office and walk down the hall to another, but not enough to disrupt the silence of the room. 

Moneta yawned. It had been a long night. After the Sagamore, Giuliano had returned home. Moe and Stacie had staked out his house for the rest of the afternoon and into the evening. They’d even had a pizza delivered to the bench up the block. Giuliano had finally emerged again around 8:30 to go to a bar, where he’d flirted with every woman who came within two feet of him. Moe had snapped eighteen pictures of him chatting up and dancing with other women. By the end of the night, Moe was certain of two things: Giuliano was a man-whore who would flirt with anyone who came near him, and Giuliano didn’t have a mistress, although it likely wouldn’t take much to persuade him. 

Moneta held the folder of pictures she’d brought with both hands. She was hoping to get more out of this meeting than just a check. She wanted answers. 

Caroline came marching down the hallway. For the third day in a row, she was wearing a pencil skirt and blouse. The receptionist instinctively sat up at the sound of Caroline’s heels clicking toward him. 

Arriving at the desk, Caroline held out a check to Moneta and said, “Mrs. Kingsington-Ring thanks you for your service.” 

“I’m sorry. I can only give these directly to my employer,” Moe said with an apologetic smile. 

“Mrs. Kingsington-Ring asked me to collect them for her,” Caroline said, holding the check out again.

“I understand, but I was paid for discretion, and that means I hand these photos to her alone,” Moe said. 

The receptionist shrank in his chair, uncomfortable with the conversation. Moe imagined people in the office didn’t stand up to Caroline very often, and when they did there was likely hell to pay.

Caroline removed a speck of lint from her blouse. “As Mrs. Kingsington-Ring’s mentioned in your meeting with her, I am her personal assistant. Giving the photos to me is like giving them to her. You can trust me with them.”

“I can’t give them to you because you’re in them,” Moe said with a grin. 

“If I’m not, then you’re terrible at your job,” Caroline shot back without missing a beat. She passed Moe the check and held out her hand. 

Moe finally decided to take the check. She folded it, put it in her back pocket, and leaned against the receptionist’s desk. “I don’t have any other appointments today. I can wait for Mrs. Kingsington-Ring to be available.” The receptionist adjusted his tie and focused on his computer screen. 

Caroline glared, sighed and then marched back down the hall, her heels clicking as she went. 

Moe looked at the receptionist. “People don’t stand up to her often do they?” Moe asked. 

Staying focused on his computer screen, the receptionist replied quietly, “Not if they want to keep their job.” 

The clicking of Caroline’s heals signaled her approach. “Mrs. Kingsington-Ring will see you now,” she said. Without waiting for Moneta, Caroline turned and marched back down the hallway. 

Before following the personal assistant, Moe smiled at the receptionist in victory and he gave her a quick thumbs up. 

Caroline opened the large door to the office quietly, stepped in and then, held the door for Moe. Four men in dark-colored suits were sitting around Mrs. Kingsington-Ring’s desk. Each one was scribbling in a notebook, taking orders from Mrs. Kingsington-Ring. Seeing Moneta in the back of the room, Mrs. Kingsington-Ring brought her speech to a stop, stood and said, “Thank you, gentlemen. Let’s break for thirty minutes.” 

Without a word, the men stood and filed out of the room. Mrs. Kingsington-Ring stood and followed behind them. “Ms. Watkins, I appreciate your insistence on discretion. In the future, feel free to give anything you have for me directly to Caroline.” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring walked to the bar against the wall and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Can I get you anything to drink?” she said. 

“No, ma’am,” Moe said with a gracious smile. “I understand you are busy. I won’t take much of your time.”

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring nodded and sat down at the conference table. Moe took a seat next to her and placed the folder on the table. She’d planned this moment out in hopes of drawing information out of her employer. Moe started by laying nine photos, in three rows of three, in front of Mrs. Kingsington-Ring. The photos were printed in high-resolution on eight-and-a-half-by-eleven, glossy paper. Moe had learned early in this game that client’s like big shiny pictures over digital files. They were from the bar Giuliano had been at last night. Each showed the woman’s husband laughing or flirting with a twenty-something woman. “These are from last night at Mad River Pub,” Moneta said. 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring gave each photo a clinical examination. If she were having an emotional response to the pictures, it didn’t show on her face. 

Moe collected the first round, stacked them together, and then, laid out nine more show Giuliano Ring with nine other women. This round caught him with his arm around two women and dancing with another seven. “In my professional opinion, your husband met all of these women for the first time last night. After five hours of drinking and dancing, he left the bar alone and returned home,” Moneta said. 

Again, Mrs. Kingsington-Ring was unfazed. She looked at each picture and nodded. 

Moe collected round two and laid out the next six pictures. These were all of the woman at lunch. There was a photo of her arriving, a photo of her and Giuliano talking, pictures of Giuliano reading the documents, pictures of Giuliano handing them back and a picture of the woman leaving. As Moe laid them out, she explained, “Your husband met this woman for lunch at the Sagamore hotel. They spoke for five minutes. She passed him an envelope of documents. He read through them and appeared to reject them.” 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring studied these with more interest. “Were you able to discover who this woman is?” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring asked. 

“No, ma’am,” Moe said with regret. “With such a quick turnaround, I was not able to research her. I would be happy to do that for you today, if you would like to extend our arrangement.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring said, as she picked up the photo that gave the clearest shot of the woman’s face and handed it to Caroline, who took the photo and left the room without a word.

Moe gathered the remaining pictures and laid out new photos of Giuliano’s interaction with the nanny in the park. “Before lunch, Mr. Ring had a confrontation with a Kingsington Life nanny at Riverside Park,” Moe said. 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring gave these a cursory look, but she did not seem interested in these photos.  

Moe decided to take a risk. She’d already been paid. What was there to lose? “This is not the nanny currently serving in your house, correct?” Moe asked. 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring gave her a stern look. 

“They had a very heated altercation,” Moe said, probing further. 

Mrs. Kingsington-Ring stacked the photos and place them with the others she’d seen. “I was informed,” she said. 

With a nod, Moe laid out the final set. They depicted Giuliano Ring and Caroline’s fight at the coffee shop. “Mr. Ring started his day yesterday confronting your personal assistant,” Moe said. 

These photos did not surprise Mrs. Kingsington-Ring. She gave them only a cursory look. Picking them up, she stacked them with the rest and put them all in a folder. Standing she said, “Are these the only copies?”

Moe retrieved a thumb-drive from her pocket and handed it to her employer, “These are the only copies, ma’am,” she lied. 

“You’ve done excellent work, Ms. Watkins,” Mrs. Kingsington-Ring said, as she collected the folder of pictures and walked toward her desk. “I’m certain you can see yourself out,” she said. 

“One more question,” Moe said quickly, following her employer toward the desk. “Who is Nadia?” 

The name caught Mrs. Kingsington-Ring’s attention, but she quickly covered her surprise. Placing the photos in a drawer in her desk, she said, “Thank you for your service, Ms. Watkins.” 

“Thank you, Ms. Kingsington-Ring,” Moe said.

Moneta looked at the check, as she rode down to the lobby in the elevator. It was the most she’d ever made for two days of work, and she really wanted to be happy with the work she’d done. Cash the check and move on to the next client: that was the smart thing to do. But, there were a lot of things about this case that were still bothering her. Who was the blond woman? Why was she meeting with Giuliano Ring? What was the deal with those nannies? Who was this Nadia woman, and where was she? 

The elevator doors opened, and Moneta walked through the lobby to her car where Stacie was waiting. As she sat down in the driver’s seat, Stacie asked, “Well? How’d it go?”

Moneta passed her the check.

Stacie looked at it and said, “I mean, damn. That’s a lot of money for two days work. But I don’t care about that. I want to know what you learned. Who was that woman? Who’s Nadia? What’s up with the weird nannies?”

Moneta started the car. “I got nothing,” she said. 

“Wait, what?” Stacie asked with shock.

“We’re off the case. It’s closed,” Moneta said. She stared at her hands on the steering wheel. She wasn’t ready to leave, but she wasn’t sure what to do. 

“But we can’t give up,” Stacie said. There was uncharacteristic desperation in her voice. It surprised Moe that her friend would want to continue the case as badly as Moe did. “So what are we going to do?” Stacie asked. 

Moe looked over her shoulder, preparing to pull her car into traffic. “We’re going to talk to Baba,” she said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

Jake’s Diner was open twenty-four/seven. Moe was unsure if her grandfather ever left. Like something out of a 1980’s cop movie, the diner was dark and dirty. Regardless of the time of day, the shades were always closed. Old ripped booths lined the walls and old wooden tables and chairs took up the middle. Patrons entering the dive were greeted by a large display case of pastries that Moe had never seen anyone eat.  

“Hey, Desiree,” Moe said to the hostess, as she entered. The older woman was rolling silverware in napkins behind the checkout counter. The place was pretty slow at this time in the morning. The breakfast crowd had cleared out, and the lunch group hadn’t started to show up yet. Moe bet she was just trying to pass the time. 

“Hey, Baby,” Desiree said with a mothering smile. “He’s out back this morning.” A few years back, Moe had once wondered if her grandfather and Desiree were romantically entangled. Moe finally decided the woman was just friendly and flirtatious. “Who’s your friend?” Desiree added, nodding toward Stacie.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Moe said. “This is Ms. Stacie Howe, my partner.”

“He’s out back, where he always is,” Desiree said. 

 “Thanks,” Moe said, as she led the way through the restaurant to the back door. Pushing open the door, they stepped out into the alley. It smelled like garbage, old booze and smoke. Jake’s Place shared the alley with a warehouse. To Moe and Stacie’s right, there was a large dumpster. To their left, there was an old plastic table with four plastic chairs. In one chair, sat an elderly bald man with an unkempt grey beard. He was dressed in a simple blue t-shirt and jeans. He ate a plate of eggs and toast, while sipping coffee and smoking a giant cigar. Across from him sat Detective Mason, who was wearing his standard rumpled grey suit. 

“Hey, Baba,” Moe said with a smile. 

Her grandfather stood. “Baby Girl! How’s my favorite granddaughter?” he asked, stepping toward her and giving her a big hug.

“I’m your only granddaughter, Baba,” she said with a mocking tone.

He squeezed her. “Don’t ruin it,” he said.

Stepping back, he looked at Stacie and asked, “Who’d you bring to see me?” 

“This is my friend and new partner, Stacie Howe,” Moe said. 

Stacie shook Baba’s hand and said, “It’s a pleasure.”

“Oh. Well,” Baba said with a laugh. “You hear that Eddie? It’s a pleasure to meet me.”

Detective Mason grunted a laugh and sipped his coffee.

“Where’s your other half?” Moe asked the detective, as she took a seat at the table. Stacie and Baba joined her. 

Baba snorted with disapproval. 

“You jealous?” Detective Mason asked with a smile.

“Please,” Baba said, leaning back and taking a drag on his cigar. “I’m the best partner you ever had. No one compares.”

Ignoring Baba’s outburst, Detective Mason said, “We just finished a double. He went home to get some sleep.” 

“You didn’t need sleep?” Stacie asked. 

“When you get to my age, you only need about ten hours a week,” the detective said. 

Baba took a big bite of eggs, wiped his mouth, and then said, “Eddie, why don’t you give me some time with my granddaughter.”

“Alright,” the detective said, standing. He nodded at Stacie and said, “Ms. Howe.”  Looking at Moe he said, “Young lady.” Then, he left the alley.

“So, what brings you out here to see an old man? I know it ain’t the scenery.” Baba said as he took a sip of coffee. 

The back door opened, and Desiree appeared. She laid coffees and plates of eggs, toast, and bacon in front of Moe and Stacie. “Thank you, pretty lady,” Baba said. 

“On the house,” Desiree said, as she turned to leave.

Moe took a sip of the coffee and a bite of the bacon. The edges were burned, just how she liked it. She smiled at Stacie, who’d begun devouring the eggs. Moe noticed the bags under Stacie’s eyes for the first time, which made her realize how tired she was. She yawned. “Have you heard from any of the boys?” she asked. 

Baba laughed. “You know your brothers don’t want a damn thing to do with me,” he said. A grave expression came over Baba’s face. He reached out and held Moe’s hand. “What happened was hard. You were too young to lose both parents.” 

Moe smiled. “It’s the past,” she said, squeezing his hand. 

Baba stared off down the alley and said, “Your mother was an amazing woman. When she was in high school, I’d come home after a long shift, and it would be well after midnight, and I’d find her asleep at the kitchen table, laying on one of her books. She was so smart.” 

Moe could feel a knot building in her throat. “Yeah,” she said with a forced smile. 

Baba took a drag on his cigar and blew the smoke in the air, while Stacie finished the last piece of toast on her plate. “Enough thinking about sad things in the past,” Baba said. “Tell me why you’re really here.”

“I’ve got a case I need your help with,” Moe said. 

Baba’s eyes sparkled. Sitting forward, he said, “Hit me with it.” 

“I can’t share details,” Moe said.

“Of course,” Baba said with an approving nod.

“But I need you to tell me if you’ve ever seen this woman,” Moe said, holding up her phone with a picture of the blonde from the Sagamore. 

Baba took the phone, gave it a close look, and then handed it back to Moe. “She’s a fed,” he said.

“Like FBI?” Stacie asked with surprise. 

Moe grabbed Baba’s hand and squeezed it again. “Thank you, Baba,” she said. 

He returned the gesture. His face filled with wrinkles as he smiled. “Call your brother Robert. He’ll know her. All those Feds know each other,” Baba said.

“No time. He’s in DC I think,” Moe said, standing to avoid any further discussion regarding her oldest brother. 

Taking the hint, Stacie stood, too.

“You got a pen?” Baba asked. 

After rummaging in her purse for a few seconds, Stacie produced one and passed it to the old man.

Using a napkin, he wrote out an address. “You’ll never get into their headquarters. It’s out on the west side and you’ve got to have an appointment, but they keep a small office in the city on Calvert Street. Only cops know about it. You’ll probably find her there.” Passing the napkin to Moe, he said, “Be careful, baby girl.” 

“Always,” Moe said with a smile.

 “It was very nice to meet you, Baba,” Stacie said. 

“Only she calls me Baba,” the old man said with a smile. “You can call me Abraham.”

“Nice to meet you, Abraham,” Stacie said. 

Moe crossed to Baba’s side of the table and kissed him on the head. “See you in a few days,” she said as she walked toward the end of the alley.

“Be safe,” he said, waving his cigar in the air.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Moe and Stacie stood on the sidewalk and looked up at the grand building. Moe marveled at the intricate marble work that filled the inside of the building’s five archways. The Equitable Building, standing nine stories tall, was designed in 1889, to be Baltimore’s first skyscraper. Originally the home to gardens, offices, a billiard room, and a Turkish bath, in 2013, it was gutted and turned into luxury condos. Adjacent to the two Baltimore city courthouses and only a block from City Hall, it was the perfect location for a covert FBI field office in Baltimore.

“How do we find them in there?” Stacie asked.

“Maybe we just go door to door?” Moe said with a grin.

Stacie playacted the possible conversation. “Knock, knock. Hi, yeah. We’re private detectives and looking for this super-hot blond FBI agent, who we think might be hanging out at a secret FBI HQ here.” 

Pretending to hold a shotgun, Moe responded with a fake southern accent, “Y’all better get up off my property, before I shoot you in the ass.”

“Look, Moe,” Stacie said, interrupting the scene. “It’s in my contract that if anyone on screen is going to refer to my ass, it must be accompanied by the adjectives hot, juicy, or sweet. Okay?” 

“I’m so sorry, Ms. Howe. It will never happen again,” Moe pleaded. 

A deep male voice from behind them said, “Juicy may be a stretch.” 

“Oh shit!” Moe said, spinning around and taking a step back. 

The man standing before them was tall and fit with broad shoulders. His short hair and perfectly trimmed beard were black with flecks of grey, giving him a look of newly aged wisdom. The suit he wore was beautifully tailored and his black tie had an impossibly perfect knot. He stood five inches taller than either Stacie or Moneta. 

“Well, hello,” Stacie said, holding out her hand to be kissed. 

Moneta grabbed her friend’s arm and pulled her back. “Don’t let him touch you,” she said glaring at the man.

“What? Why?” Stacie asked with disappointment.

“Because he’ll read your mind,” Moe said, giving the man her best death-stare. 

The man laughed. “Robert Watkins. FBI.” From the interior breast pocket of his coat, he produced a business card. Stacie took it gingerly, making sure not to make contact with his skin. 

Looking at the card, Stacie said, “Moe, do all your brothers look like this?” 

“How’d you find me?” Moe said. 

“Baba told me to meet you here,” Robert said. 

“He said he hadn’t heard from you,” Moe said, her blood boiling. 

“You know Baba lies. I have breakfast with him at that stupid diner every Monday,” Robert said dismissively. 

“So you relive memories too?” Stacie said, tucking the card into her back pocket. 

“No,” Robert said with a smile.

“We all see something different. He gets your last 48 hours,” Moe explained, still glaring at him. 

“Bet that’s handy, as an FBI agent,” Stacie said. 

“It helps. I’m not as gifted as Little Moe. What she can do would really make a difference. I mean, think about it. Being able to see all a perp’s memories.” 

“I have a job,” Moe said, defensively.

Robert continued talking to Stacie as if Moe wasn’t there. “I keep trying to convince her to stop taking pictures for rich people and come join real law enforcement. Do some good with her gifts. But she’d rather play detective.”

Stacie put her arm around her friend. “Moe is amazing at what she does and she helps people. Not like you, you government-drone-pig, selling out to the man. Oink oink.”

Robert cocked his head to the side, raised his eyebrows, and with a look asked Stacie if she wanted to take back what she’d said.  

Moe let go a small laugh and said quietly to Stacie, “Thank you, but that may be too far.” Resetting her stern face for her brother, Moe said, “What do you want, Robert?” 

“Look, Baba just told me to meet you here. I don’t know anything else,” he said. 

“We need to talk to one of your agents,” Moe relented. 

“What’s it about?” Robert asked.

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Moe said.

“If you can’t tell me what it’s about then I can’t help you,” Robert asked.

“Attorney-Client Privilege,” Moe said. 

“Earlier you said ‘hot blond.’ That narrows it down,” Robert said, thinking. “It’s either Jones or Matthews. And Jones is just on support right now, so it must be Matthews. Last I saw her, she was heading out. Come on, if we hurry we can catch her at her car.” 

They followed Robert north on Calvert Street, half-running to keep up with his long strides. As they passed a tall statue in the middle of the road that commemorated a battle in 1814, they spotted the blonde agent across the street. 

“That’s her,” Moe said, pointing at the woman getting in her car. She was either wearing the same suit as yesterday, or she had a closet full of them. 

“Matthews,” Robert yelled, waving to his co-worker, but the agent didn’t hear him. Getting into her car, she slammed the door closed.

Robert stepped into the street and waved, “Matthews,” he called again. 

A rush of wind hit them before the sound of the explosion. With a burst of flames, the blond agent’s car exploded. The giant fireball launched into the air, flipped, and landed upside down. 

Moe instinctively shielded her face with her arms. People were screaming and running. Robert’s eyes were wide with fear. He was yelling into his phone, “Agent down! Corner of Calvert and Lexington! Agent down!”

Robert grabbed Moe by the arm. “What did you get yourself into?” he demanded. Not giving her a chance to answer, he continued barking orders. “Go home! Stay there until I come and get you!” Then, he turned and ran toward the blast. 

Moe looked at Stacie. Her mouth hung open as she stared at the fire. Moe grabbed her by the arms. “You okay?” she said. 

Continuing to look at the fire, Stacie said, “I… I think I’m okay. I’m okay.”

Moe tugged her back the way they’d come. “We have to go,” she said. 

“Yeah, okay,” Stacie said coming out of her shock. Following Moneta, she said, “Where are we going?”

“We’re going to get to the bottom of this,” Moe said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Moe and Stacie stood on the hill overlooking the playground. The scene was like two days before. The nannies were all there, standing around the perimeter; children laughed and played on the equipment, and the older woman was there keeping her eye on all of it.

“How’d you know they’d be here?” Stacie asked.

“Controlling people demands keeping them on a schedule,” Moe said. 

“Huh?” Stacie said, looking back down at the scene. 

“So here’s the plan. I need five minutes with the nanny that Giuliano was talking to yesterday,” Moe said.

“So I need to distract momma bear down there,” Stacie said. 

“You up for it?” Moe asked. 

“Oh, you know I am. Wait for the right moment, then move in,” Stacie said. 

Moe walked twenty-yards behind her friend. She wondered what Stacie would do. As Stacie neared the gate to the playground, Moe hung back. Stacie flung open the gate in a rage. Marching across the playground, to Moe’s surprise, Stacie passed the older woman. Stomping over to the nanny closest to the overseer, Stacie smacked the nanny across the face. “You bitch!” Stacie scream as the woman fell to the ground in shock. 

The overseer ran to the young woman to help. Several of the other nannies circled around the children. Stacie loomed over the nanny on the ground and screamed, “You leave my husband alone, bitch!” 

Moe moved in. Running onto the playground, she touched the arm of the nanny Giuliano had spoken to yesterday. The woman looked up in horror. His blue eyes were filled with panic. Moe took a deep breath. “Don’t worry. Do me a favor and think of something wonderful,” she said trying to be reassuring. The nanny looked back at her, shrugged, and grinned. Moe moved so she was standing in front of the woman. Taking the woman’s hands, Moe closed her eyes and concentrated on the sensation of joy. 

 

Moe opened her eyes, and she was running barefoot through a grassy field. Her clothes were wet. They stuck to her body, but she didn’t care. There were white flowers all around. She loved the look of the flowers. Her friend was there, running next to her. They were racing. And laughing. Misha. Her friend’s name is Misha, and Moe’s name is Sasha.  

They slowed as they approached a cliff. Moe had run this path over and over. She’d already run it three times today. She loved it. It was her favorite thing to do. Her favorite thing, in her favorite place, in the whole world. They stopped and she closed her eyes. She loved the warm sun on her face and the feel of the wet grass between her toes. They came to the edge of the cliff. She let her toes hang off the side. The lake below them was blue and smooth. The ripples from their last jump had already faded. 

Moe looked at Misha. Her brown hair was stringy and wet. Moe thought she had the prettiest green eyes. Misha took her hand. “Gotov?” Misha said. 

Her hand was soft and warm. Moe squeezed it, intertwined her fingers, smiled, and nodded. “Gotov,” Moe said. Sasha’s voice was high and gentle and full of excitement. 

They counted together, “Ah-deen. Dvah. Tree!” Moe bent her knees and leaped. The wind rushed up at her forcing her to close her eyes. The water crashed around her. It was cold and exhilarating. She pulled up for air. As her head broke the surface she heard Misha laughing. 

 

Moe let go and stepped back. She could still feel the cold water around her. She could still hear Misha’s laugh. 

Sasha looked dazed. A smile of recognition came across her lips for a moment and then a stream of excited Russian in the high and gentle voice poured from her mouth as she waved her hands wildly.

“No, no,” Moe said, trying to calm Sasha down. “I don’t… I can’t understand,” she said. 

“Oh? I’m sorry,” Sasha said. Her Russian accent was thick. “That was amazing. Thank you. Thank you.”

Moe looked over her shoulder. The overseer had her arms wrapped around Stacie who was kicking and screaming at the young woman on the ground. “What’s going on here? How did you get here?” Moe asked. 

Sasha took Moe’s hands. “I’ll show you,” she said, as she closed her eyes. 

Moe took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and let Sasha give her a memory.

 

The room was dark and the music was loud. It smelled of beer and sweat. There were people bumping into her, but she didn’t mind. The beat of the song hammered in her chest. She was breathing heavy. She was dancing. There was a drink in her hand. She held it in the air, trying not to spill it as she bounced to the song. How long had she been dancing? An hour? Two? Three? It was late. She was tired, but she didn’t care. 

The song took a turn and purple rays of light filled the club. The crowd screamed with joy. Moe screamed with them. With her free hand, she yanked out the rubber band holding her hair in a ponytail. It fell around her face and she shook it out to the beat of the music. She took a drink from her cup. The liquor was sweet and strong. It burned going down. She crushed the cup in her hand and threw it on the ground. Her hands-free, she jumped to the music, reveling in the beat. 

There was a hand on her arm. It took her by surprise. She turned to see Misha and Nadia. Misha had cut her beautiful hair short. Moe wished she hadn’t. Her hair was so silky and smooth. Moe had protested, but Misha did what Misha wanted to do. Misha yelled something that Moe couldn’t understand over the music. Moe shrugged, taking Misha and Nadia’s hands, she tried to pull her friends into the dance. They pulled back and Misha waved a pack of cigarettes. Moe laughed and followed her friends out of the club.

They stood on the sidewalk in front of the club. It must have been well after midnight. Moe liked the taste of the smoke in her mouth. She held it, letting the warmth hang in her nose and throat. Nadia tried to blow smoke rings, but only accomplished small clouds. They all laughed at the attempt. Misha dropped her cigarette on the ground and stomped it out with her boot. She asked Moe and Nadia to come back in with her, but Moe was enjoying the evening too much. Nadia denied the request too, making another attempt at rings. The street was quiet, a rare thing in the city and the air was warm. After a long winter, a warm night was something to be savored. Moe smiled and said she’d be in a minute. Misha left them. Moe was thankful for that now. She was happy Misha had gotten away. 

Moe had noticed the brown van parked across the street, but she hadn’t thought anything of it. It looked like another ratty old van. There were thousands of them in the city. She took no notice when it pulled out of its parking spot and drove toward her and Nadia. 

Nadia pointed up at a dim cluster of stars. Moe followed her gaze. There were so few in the city. It was rare to see them in a group. She missed the countryside with its wide and full sky. She took another tug on her cigarette and promised herself that she would go home soon. 

The rest of the memory was a blur. Moe struggled to make sense of what was happening. The van came to a stop in front of them. The door opened. Men jumped out. Nadia screamed. There were hands on her, pulling her. She kicked and tried to scream. They were rough. Nadia’s nose was bleeding. She felt a jab to her stomach. Nadia kicked one of them and escaped for a moment before their hands were on her again. A bag was pulled over Moe’s head. Another jab. Then she was moving and crying, and a van door was closing. She and Nadia wailed together. 

 

Bracing herself on the young woman in front of her, Moe almost fell over. The world felt like it was spinning. She could still feel the slowness that comes with alcohol. Her mouth tasted like cheap cigarettes. Her heart raced with panic, as she was still partially in the brown van with a bag over her head. She closed her eyes and felt the jab in her ribs. She looked left and saw Misha next to her ready to leap off the cliff into the lake. Her feet were cold from the running in the wet grass. She looked right and saw Nadia attempt smoke rings. She was taking too much at one time. It was all mixing together.

Moe opened her eyes and looked up. Tears were streaming down Sasha’s cheeks. Moneta wrapped her arms around her and squeezed. “I’m sorry,” Moe whispered. “I’m so sorry.” 

Moe took a step back. She looked again to Stacie. Her friend was in a heated discussion with the overseer. Nannies had distracted the children. The woman Stacie had smacked was back on her feet, rubbing her cheek. But Moe hadn’t been caught yet because, much to her surprise, two of the nannies had positioned themselves between Moe and the overseer. 

Moe swallowed back puke. The feeling of the alcohol was fading, but the smoke still consumed every breath. She couldn’t quit. She needed one more thing. She couldn’t leave until she had it. 

Looking Sasha in the eyes, Moe gripped her hands again. “Show me what happened to Nadia,” she said. 

Sasha wiped the tears from her eyes. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and said, “Okay, but it is very bad.”

Moe closed her eyes and received the memory. 

 

When she opened them, she was on the front porch of a house with Nadia. She’d been to this house before. It was where they’d brought her when she first arrived in Baltimore. She remembered waking up here, gagged and bound on the floor of the living room. She’d hoped she would never have to come back here.

A sense of fear rushed through Moe. There was a man standing behind her and Nadia. Moe didn’t have to look to know he was there. She could see his face in her mind. He was always there, his gun in his hand. They didn’t know his name, but they called him Psoglavac after the dog demon with iron teeth. Moe knew his smile, the one he got when one of the Kingsington Life nannies misbehaved. He’d hit Moe more than once. Other men with guns came and went, but Psoglavac was always there. 

Nadia and Moe stepped into the house. They didn’t speak. They knew better. They’d learned that the less they resisted the faster it would be over. They shuffled through the entry hall to the left where a living room should have been. The house was empty except for the small circle of chairs in this room. Moe wanted to take Nadia’s hand. She wanted to hug her and weep, but they knew that would only increase the pain they were about to feel. Instead, they sat down in chairs next to one another. 

Moe didn’t dare look up at Psoglavac. She studied the hardwood floors. Moe thought about her house back home. Carpet was special there. Only the wealthiest had it, but here things were the opposite. Here everyone pulled their carpet up for hardwood. Moe tried to hold on to memories like that. 

The sound of heels clicked on the floor and Moe’s heart raced. She sat up straight. A thin woman in a black skirt stepped into the room. Caroline. Sasha didn’t know her name, but Moe knew. It was Caroline.

Caroline snapped her fingers. At the command, Moe and Nadia looked up.  “Ladies, we’ve had a grave indiscretion,” Caroline said.  “One of you has committed a terrible act.” 

Moe swallowed. She wished Nadia hadn’t have involved her. It was during a play date at her house when Nadia left the children with her and disappeared upstairs with the man. She saw the moment in her mind. Stupid girl. What had she been thinking? Now they were both going to pay for it.

“You must never flirt with your patron,” Caroline said. She was pacing the room, staring down at them. 

“You must never tempt your patron,” she said, pausing in front of Moe. Moe looked at the floor, praying Caroline would move on. All she’d done was watch the kids. All she’d done was what she had been ordered to do. 

Caroline continued, “And above all, you must never become romantically engaged with your patron.” Stopping in front of Nadia, Caroline nodded to the man at the door. 

Psoglavac crossed the room with frightening speed. The muscles in his chest and arms stretched his shirt.  Moe cringed as he backhanded Nadia, hitting her so hard she fell to the floor. Nadia grabbed at her abdomen trying to protect herself, but Psoglavac kicked her anyway. 

Moe looked at the floor hoping it would end quickly. She knew there was nothing she could do.

“You must never become entangled with your patron,” Caroline said, as the man kicked Nadia again. 

Caroline knelt down and touched Moe’s cheek. 

Moe continued to look at the floor. 

Caroline pinched her face, demanding Moe look her in the eyes.

Moe obeyed. 

“Nadia will be punished,” Caroline said, as the man kicked Nadia a third time. Nadia spat blood onto the floor and moaned in pain. 

“Nadia will be punished for a long time and you will never see her again,” Caroline said, pinching Moe’s cheeks harder and then, letting go.  Standing up, she smoothed her skirt and added, “And when the other girls ask you what happened, you tell them that Nadia is gone because she misbehaved.”

The man reached down and grabbed Nadia by the hair. Nadia clawed at his hand and screamed. Like she was a child’s sled, he dragged her out of the room. Moe heard her wailing, as she was dragged out of sight. A chill went up Moe’s spine when the crying stopped. 

“You were brought here to do a job. So do your job,” Caroline said. 

 

Moe let go of Sasha’s hands. Tears streamed down both their faces. “Oh, God,” Moe said. Her heart was pounding in her chest. She tried to swallow, but she couldn’t. She stumbled back, but Sasha caught her. Moe closed her eyes and tried to regain her balance. She took deep breaths. She could see the man’s face. She jerked as she remembered him smacking Nadia to the ground. Moe shook her head, trying to force the memory out of her mind. With Sasha’s support, she stood. “I’m okay. I’m okay,” she said.

“You have to find her. Please,” Sasha pleaded.

Moe took another deep breath. She looked to Stacie. The situation had calmed down. Stacie was now talking with the overseer. They looked to be negotiating next steps. Moe really wished Stacie hadn’t smacked that nanny. She thought about Nadia. She remembered being stuffed a van. She remembered the jab to the ribs and the van. She missed the feel of wet grass on her feet and Misha running by her side. She wanted to walk away and find a place to lay down, but she understood now that with a simple accusation, Stacie had likely just killed that girl.

Moe stumbled toward Stacie. She could taste the cigarette in her mouth again. Then she saw the van driving toward her. She felt the world go black as the bag was put over her head. “No! Stop!” she yelled, waving her arms. 

Moe felt the rough hands on her. She saw Nadia blow a smoke ring and then cough up blood. She saw Caroline’s eyes and felt her nails digging into her cheeks.

Stacie was ten yards away. “Stacie, not that one,” Moe yelled. “I told you, she wasn’t a nanny. She was a waitress.” 

Stacie looked at her with confused panic. “What?” she called. 

Moe tried to take a deep breath, but all she could taste was cigarette smoke. “That’s not her,” she coughed. “It looks like her, but she wasn’t a nanny. She was a waitress.”

Stacie went with it. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry,” she said, clutching her shirt. Turning to the nanny, she said again, “I’m so, so sorry.” 

Moe stopped and raised her hands above her head, trying to get a full breath. Looking up at the clouds, she whispered to herself, “That’s not your story. That’s not you.” Her heart raced again as she felt the bag come over her head. “Your name is Moneta Watkins,” she said. 

She took deep breaths. Her head was pounding. “That is not your story. You’re Moneta Watkins. You’re the daughter of Amar and Rashida. Sister to Robert, Joseph, Calvin, and Lance.” 

She took more deep breaths trying to force her heart to slow. “You grew up happy and strong,” she said. “Remember the love. Remember the joy. Because no matter what is in your head, this is your story.”

“Again, I’m so, so sorry,” she heard Stacie call. Stacie took her by the arm and Moe jerked at the memory of being yanked into the van. She saw the face of the man who’d attacked Nadia. She saw Nadia cough up blood. “No. No. No,” Moe said. “That’s not my story. That’s not my story.”

“Moe. Are you alright?” Stacie whispered, as she guided Moe out of the playground. 

Moe wept. “That’s not my story,” she mumbled to herself. 

“Come on girl. We need to get out of here,” Stacie said, rubbing Moe’s back as they walked. 

“My name’s not Sasha,” Moe said. “It’s Moneta. I’m Moneta Watkins.”

“Shit, girl. What in the hell did you see?” Stacie said. 

They walked through the park together. Moe wept, but the walk was helping. She could feel her heart slowing. “I need to lay down,” she said. “Could you help me get home? I need to lay down.” 

“Absolutely,” Stacie said. “Let’s get you home.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

Moe dreamed of open fields, with white flowers and wet grass, and terrifying men who knocked women out of chairs with the back of their hands and being kidnapped in front of a club. It was Bosley’s wet nose on her feet that roused her from her sleep. She could feel him nestled against her legs. She reached down and rubbed his head. 

Sitting up, she looked for her phone and found it on her bedside table with the note that read, “Went home to change and shower. Call me when you are up. Love, Stacie.” 

Moe sighed. The phone said it was seven-forty in the evening. She’d lost the day, dreaming about through Sasha’s memories. There were five voicemails and twelve text messages. She opened the text messages first. They were all from Robert. 

“Answer your phone.”

“Where are you?” 

“Are you ok?”

“Answer the phone.”

“I’m coming over.”

“Fuck Moe. Answer the phone.” 

“I’m here.”

“Let me in.” 

“Are you okay?”

“Banged on your door? Why aren’t you home?”

“MOE! WHERE ARE YOU!”

“Found Stacie. She said you are asleep. Call me when you wake up.”

Her head ached. She decided not to listen to his messages. She turned and let her feet hit the floor. She closed her eyes and saw the van coming toward her. She opened them again and massaged her temples.

Taking her phone, she texted Stacie. “I’m up. Meet at Thirsty Horse in 20?”

It took less than a second for Stacie to reply, “CU There.” 

She then texted Robert. “Sorry to scare you. Just woke up. Staying home. Don’t worry.”

Struggling to keep her balance, Moe stood. She was tempted to turn on music, but she was afraid she would hear the beat of the loud club again. 

Bosley jumped off the bed, shook his whole body and yawned. Moe wished she could shake off her dreams in the same way. Not yet steady on her feet, she made her way to the bathroom. Looking in the mirror, she touched up her hair and then splashed water in her face. The feel of the water on her cheeks reminded her of the lake and of Misha. A sense of painful loss filled her chest. She missed Misha. 

Moe smacked her cheeks. “You don’t know Misha,” she said out loud. “You can’t miss her because you don’t know her.” 

She splashed more water in her face, dried it with a towel, and then looked to the top right corner of the mirror. Touching the picture of her family, she read, “Your name is Moneta Watkins. Daughter of Amar and Rashida. Sister to Robert, Joseph, Calvin, and Lance. You grew up happy and strong. Remember the love. Remember the joy. Because no matter what is in your head, this is your story.” She took a deep breath through her nose, held it in her mouth, and then exhaled. Looking in the mirror, she said one more time, “This is your story.”

After taking Bosley out, Moe started up the street. She liked the cool feel of the night’s air on her face. The Thirsty Horse was only six blocks away. She was looking forward to the walk. It was quiet. Lights in the windows of rowhomes lit the sidewalk and the occasional TV flickered as she walked past. She liked glancing into windows trying to guess what people were watching. She paused for a moment to look at a flat-screen playing a baseball game. The O’s were up by three. 

She noticed something in the corner of her vision. She looked back and saw him there, Psoglavac. He was a block behind her pretending to look at his phone. Fear filled her lungs making it hard to catch her breath. She looked down and thought, “He’s got his gun. I can’t look at him or he’ll notice me, and then he’ll beat me. He’ll beat me like he beat Nadia.” But instead of Sasha’s shoes and the hardwood floor, Moe saw her pink shoelaces. She stared at them, allowing them to remind her what was real and who she was. 

Moe clenched her fists and closed her eyes, pushing Sasha’s transferred feelings down. Opening eyes, she looked back again. Psoglavac was slowly walking toward her, trying not to catch up with her. She looked around. This street was too open for an attack. There were too many windows, too many potential witnesses. He needed to get her somewhere off the main drag. 

She considered texting Robert, but what good would that do. There’s no way he would get to her in time. She was on her own and she was okay with that because she was going to make this asshole pay for his crimes.

Moe started walking again, picking up her pace. She took a left and headed toward the Catholic Church on Cross Street. Between the old brick cathedral, prayer garden, and the now mostly empty convent, the campus took up the whole block. Moe knew the grounds well. She went there sometimes to think and clear her mind. Surrounded by a four-foot-tall brick wall topped by a three-foot-tall iron fence, the campus was like a mini fortress with one gate in and one gate out.

As Moe crossed the street, she looked back again. Psoglavac was still behind her. He was as big and terrifying in real life, as he had been in Moe’s memory. His face was flat like he’d been punched in the nose too many times as a kid and his shoulders were strikingly wide, giving him a top-heavy look. Moe wondered how hard she’d have to hit him to knock him down.

She’d need to be quick she reminded herself. If she was quick, it might not affect her like it usually did. She couldn’t dwell. Get in, get it done, and get away.

Moe arrived at the other sidewalk and walked faster. Glancing down at the curb, she saw a piece of chipped sidewalk. “Perfect,” she said to herself as she bent down to pick it up. The rock filled the palm of her hand. She squeezed it. It was strong and jagged.

She turned into the entrance of the sanctuary and made a sharp right toward the prayer garden. She knew the brick wall would momentarily obscure his view. It would give her the time she needed. 

In the middle of the prayer garden, there was a statue of Saint Michael. The angel stood seven feet tall with its giant wings extended. In his right, hand Michael held a sword, and in his left, a round shield. Moe jumped up on the base of the statue and pushed her back against it. She hoped it was enough to hide her. Now she just needed Psoglavac to follow her. She needed a quick touch. Get in and get out. She couldn’t let him get a hand on her. If he grabbed her, she knew there was no escape. 

The seconds felt like hours. The only sound was her own breathing. She doubted her plan. What if he didn’t follow her in? There was only one way out of the courtyard. If he stayed to block it, he would catch her with little effort and could push her back into the campus. Her mind raced for an alternative plan, but nothing presented itself. She’d just have to wait him out. 

She heard footsteps. He was moving forward slowly, searching for her. Moe’s heart raced. She squeezed the rock in her hand again. She needed to time her next move perfectly. He’d be on her in a few more steps. She closed her eyes and listened. She heard him take another step forward. She opened her eyes and watched the darkness. His leg came into view and she pounced. 

Reaching out with her empty hand, she touched his cheek. She only needed a moment of a memory. Force it to the surface and force him to live it. She raced through his mind, searching for the combination of pain and fear. It only took a millisecond to find. The memory raged in the background. Moe smiled, closed her eyes, and focused on it knowing that forcing something this powerful out would hurt him.

 

Tears rolled down Moe’s cheeks. Her heart pounded with fear. She was seated in a small room. It was empty except for blankets on the floor. It was her bed. Her childhood bed. Her knees were pulled to her chest, and she rocked back and forth.

There was screaming from the next room. Two adults. One male and one female. They were Moe’s parents. Psoglavac’s parents. Something broke. It was a dish on the floor in the other room. Mama was throwing dishes again. Her parents yelled Russian obscenities at each other. Moe pressed against the door, wanting it all to disappear. She prayed quietly to herself that they would stop, that they wouldn’t come in, that they wouldn’t hurt one another. 

There was a burst of gunfire. Moe screamed in fear. She stood and ran into the room. Her father was there. He was holding the smoking pistol and crying. Moe scanned the room, hoping to find his mother standing in the kitchen, but she was on the floor. A pool of red crept from her head. 

 

Moe let go. She stumbled back. She could hear the plates breaking and the gunshot in her ears, but she’d been quick. It hadn’t consumed her. She bit her lip and the pain centered her. Taking a step back, she smiled. It had worked. 

Psoglavac looked bewildered. His arms hung limply by his side. The gun he was carrying slipped from his hand. Tears formed in his eyes and ran down his cheeks. “Mama,” he said softly. 

Moe grabbed him by the shoulders and kneed him in the balls as hard as she could.

Psoglavac fell to his knees. He grabbed his groin with both hands. The memory still had him locked in a trance, but it didn’t keep him from feeling the pain of Moe’s attack.

“You like beating on women?” Moe said, as she reared back with the rock in her hand. Swinging her fist with all her might, she hit the big man with the rock. Blood poured from his scalp and he fell to the ground. 

“How’s it feel, you bastard?” Moe said, as she kicked him in the stomach again and again. His eyes were locked open in terror. With each grunt, he moaned the word, “Mama,” and Moe knew he’d be reliving his mother’s death all night. Moe had found a powerful memory and forced it to the front of his mind, and she wasn’t sorry. 

She searched his coat pocket and found his phone. Wrestling with his large hand, she pressed his thumb against the pad and it unlocked. Standing, she kicked him again in the face as hard as she could. “That’s for Nadia, bitch,” she said. 

Leaning down, she picked up the gun he’d dropped. Stepping into the street, she removed the magazine, cleared the chamber, and threw it down one sewer drain. Crossing the street, she threw the gun down another. There were enough guns in Baltimore already. This one could find its way to the Chesapeake Bay. 

As she walked away, Moe turned her attention to Psoglavac’s phone. She opened his text messages. The most recent message was a note from an unmarked number that read, “New shipment by train. 4:35 am.” Tucking the phone in her pocket, she hurried to bar. The sound of breaking plates and a gunshot danced in the back of her mind, but she pushed it aside. The memory was weak and already beginning to fade.

Stacie was waiting for her in the back corner at their usual table. Moe crossed the room with determination and sat down at the table. Stacie had a beer and fries waiting for her, and Moe took a long swig. She began stuffing fries into her mouth.  She was voraciously hungry. It was only then that she realized she’d skipped lunch and dinner. 

“Well, you seem to be feeling better,” Stacie said with a laugh.

Moe stuffed more fries into her mouth and mumbled, “Thank you for the food.” 

“I figured you’d be hungry. You were asleep all day,” Stacie said, sipping her drink.

“I had to deal with all the shit I saw in Sasha’s head,” Moe said, right before taking another long swig of beer. 

Stacie leaned forward. “So, what did you see? Did you learn anything useful?” she asked.

“I know everything, including our next move,” Moe said with a smile.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

The parking garage of the airport’s Amtrak station was mostly empty. Moe pulled her hatchback into a spot that would allow them easy access to the garage exit if they needed it. 

“So what’s the plan?” Stacie asked. 

“Walk up and see what’s going on,” Moe said. 

“Okay. I know I’m new at this, but I’m pretty sure they know your face. They had their thug following you. I don’t think you are going to be able to waltz in there unseen,” Stacie said.

Moe nodded. “So I’m going to have to be extra sneaky,” she said with a grin. 

“Nope. That’s not where I was going. I was going to say that you should hang back and let me go in,” Stacie said. 

“There’s really only two people that know my face. Caroline and the Big Boss Mrs. Kingsington-Ring,” Moe said defensively.

“You don’t know that for sure. They’ve probably got wanted posters of you up all over their office,” Stacie said.

Moe laughed. She knew the situation was grim. These people were trying to kill her, but she couldn’t help it. The idea that someone would put a wanted poster up for her was funny. 

“So here’s the new game plan. The Stacie Plan, if you will. I’m going to go and see when the next train is coming in and where it’s coming from. You’re going to find somewhere to hide and watch safely from afar. I’d tell you to stay in the car, but I know that’s pointless. So text me when you’ve got your hiding spot, and then I’ll come and tell you what’s going on,” Stacie said.

“Yes, boss,” Moe said. 

Stacie waved her finger at Moe as she spoke. “See, you thought calling me boss would make me pause and say something sweet like, ‘We’re partners.’ But, what you didn’t count on is how much I like telling people what to do. So I’ll take it. I’m the boss now.” With a final smirk, she got out of the car. 

The Amtrak station was small. The parking garage was four stories tall. Connected to it was a small waiting room that contained twenty chairs and a ticket booth. Past the waiting area, there was a short covered sidewalk that led to the train track. On either side of the covered walk, there were stairs that lead to an elevated walkway that allowed passengers access to the other side of the tracks.  

Moe watched Stacie walk to the waiting room. As soon as Stacie was at the door, Moe jumped out of the car. She crouched as she walked hoping the cars would hide her from anyone in the waiting room. Coming to a stop at the last car, Moe realized that to make it to the stairs she would be without cover for twenty yards. She peaked above the car she was behind. There didn’t seem to be anyone around. She tried to see down the sidewalk toward the tracks, but her view was blocked by the stairs. She couldn’t see what she was walking into, but the elevated walkway would give her the perfect view of any trains that arrived.

Moe bit her bottom lip and decided to go for it. She sprinted to the stairs. There were a few people waiting at the tracks, but none of them seemed to see her. She ran up the stairs to the top of the elevated walkway. She was alone. Sitting on the concrete floor and pressed her back against the wall. She took out her phone and texted Stacie, “Sitting on the sidewalk above the tracks.”

Stacie replied, “On my way.”  

Moe moved to her knees, so that only her head was above the protective wall. She peered out the window. A few passengers waited on the far side of the tracks. They all had luggage with them and were dressed like they were preparing to sleep on a train. There was a train rumbling toward them in the distance. 

The cell phone in her back phone buzzed. It had been buzzing every five minutes for the past hour. She pulled it out to read the new text. “Where are you! Train comes in 5. Did you get the girl? CHECK IN!” Moe laughed. She wondered if anyone had found Psoglavac in the prayer garden yet. She didn’t think anyone would venture back there until midday at the earliest. 

Stacie arrived at the top of the stairs and walked over to Moe. “Next train comes in four minutes. It’s coming down from New York and finishes its run in Florida. That office was like a ghost town. Even the guy in the ticket booth was asleep. I had to bang on the window to wake him up.” 

The approaching train pulled into the station, passing under their walkway. “You watch that side, I’ll watch this side,” Moe said. 

They stood and took their positions. The train was long, stretching fifteen cars. After the engine, there were 13 passenger cars that all looked the same: silver with windows and doors at both ends. The last car looked like a mini-engine. Moe assumed it was some sort of caboose. The second-to-last car caught her eye. It was silver like the others, but there were no windows and only a central door. 

The train came to a stop with a loud hiss and the grinding of gears. There was a momentary pause, and then passengers began filing off. “You see anything weird?” Moe asked. 

“No,” Stacie said. “You?” 

“Not yet,” Moe said, keeping her eye on the back car. 

People began to fill the walkway around them, crossing the tracks to go to the parking lot.

“I’m still not seeing anything,” Stacie said, over the heads of two businessmen who were staring at their phones.

“Wait! I’ve got something,” Moe said. 

Stacie ran over to her side and they watched as a gray van pulled up to the second to last car of the train. A thin woman and two men got out and walked to the train car. 

“I think that’s that woman,” Stacie said.

“Caroline, the assistant,” Moe said.

They watched as the two men pulled open the train car door and climbed in. Caroline went to the van and opened the back doors. Moe took out her phone and began snapping pictures. They weren’t as clear as she wished they were because she was so far away. She hoped maybe someone could clean them up for her in the future. 

One of the men emerged from the train car. Next to him was a young woman dressed in hospital scrubs. She dragged her feet and leaned onto the man for support. He walked her to the back of the van and helped her step in. Then he went back to the train and came out with a second girl. This one too seemed groggy, stumbling as she walked. 

Moe put her phone away. “Come on, we need to get down there. We need to figure out where they are taking those girls,” she said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

They followed the van out of the train station and onto the highway. It traveled south, out of the city, toward DC, but turned off at the small town of Columbia. Opened in the late sixties, Columbia was one of America’s first planned communities. Composed of ten villages and three artificial lakes, the community was a maze of twisting roads and intersections. Following the van was easy on the highway, but through sleeping neighborhoods before sunrise, it was difficult. Moe almost lost sight of it twice. It was dumb luck they were able to follow it all the way to the farmhouse. 

The house sat at the end of a long driveway and was buried in trees, hiding it from the view of the road. Not wanting to alert the people in the van to their presence, Moe passed the driveway and parked. Guessing where the house would be, she and Stacie made their way quietly through the woods. The underbrush was thick but the trees were sparse allowing them to see the lights of the house from the road. 

As they approached the edge of the yard, they crouched down in the underbrush. From their position, they could see the van and the front door of the house. The second Moe saw the porch, she recognized the place from Sasha’s memories. She shuddered as she recalled Caroline’s speech, and Nadia on the floor, and Psoglavac dragging her by the hair. 

“I hope they don’t have dogs, like, guarding the place,” Stacie said, snapping Moe out of her trance.

“Sasha didn’t remember any,” Moe said. She covered the screen of her phone so its light wouldn’t give their position away and began recording what they were watching. The two men were walking the groggy women into the house as Caroline stood on the porch and watched. There seemed to be five women total. After all five women were inside, the trio spent a few minutes out of sight and then returned to the van. Moe and Stacie watched silently as the van pulled away.

“What do you think they did with those women?” Stacie asked. 

Moe stood and looked down the driveway. The van was gone. “I don’t know, but I want to find out,” Moe said as she stepped out of the woods and onto the lawn of the house. 

The house was a two-story white colonial farmhouse with blue shutters and a wraparound porch. Its yard was manicured and its flower beds were weeded and mulched. A passerby might stop and think a fine family had done a great job carrying for their beloved home. From its exterior, you’d never guess it was the headquarters for a human trafficking operation.  

Moe ran across the lawn to the front door and tried the knob. It was locked. She checked the windows along the porch, they were all locked too. The drawn curtains kept her from seeing inside, but she could see the window lock. It was modern, meaning it would be difficult to jimmy. She passed Stacie as she ran down the steps of the front porch. 

“What’s the plan?” Stacie asked. 

“We need pictures, and we’re going to have to break in to get them, but I don’t want to mess with the front door,” Moe said. 

“Makes sense,” Stacie said, following Moe around the side of the house. 

Every window was covered with decorative drapes, making it impossible to see inside. Moe quickly checked all of them, hoping to find one that had been accidentally left unlocked, but she had no luck. They found a second entrance at the back of the house. While decorative, the door was heavy steel. It had a deadbolt and, Moe suspected, a chain on the other side. 

Stepping into the backyard, Moe took the house in. There were windows on the second floor, but no awning to stand on to check them. Moe looked around the yard. It was void of anything that might be helpful. She sighed.

“What are you thinking?” Stacie asked. 

“I’m thinking someone has given this house’s security a lot of thought, which means it probably has an alarm.”

“This sucks. It’s never this hard in the movies. Someone always leaves a door unlocked or something,” Stacie said. 

Moe thought for a second. She could hear the traffic on the neighboring road start to pick up. It had to be close to 5:30. People were beginning their morning commute. Someone would likely be coming to check on the women soon. What would Kingsington-Ring do once they found Psaglavac and learned Moe had taken his phone? They were running out of time. 

Moe walked to the woods and grabbed the sturdiest looking stick she could find. Walking over to a window, she smashed one of the panes. 

“What about the alarm?” Stacie said. 

“We’ve got to move quick,” Moe said. Reaching into the window, she felt for the lock. Flicking it, she gingerly removed her arm from the broken glass. She slid the window open and climbed inside. Turning, she pulled Stacie in after her. 

They were standing in an empty room. The chandelier and tile floor indicated it should be a dining room, but there was no furniture. To the left was a kitchen that was missing all its appliances. The ghostly cabinets clung to the walls outlining where a stove, dishwasher, and refrigerator should have been. A closed door led out of the kitchen and a small opening led to the right. Moe went right. 

She and Stacie stepped into a room that looked as if it was designed to be a living room. There was a blood stain on the hardwood floor that Moe knew from Sasha’s memory was Nadia’s. Around the room, there was a circle of cheap metal folding chairs. The five sleeping women were bound and gagged on the floor. 

Moe and Stacie both moved toward different women. Moe bent down next to a brunette who couldn’t have been over twenty-years-old. Pale skin and her hair in a ponytail, the woman looked surprisingly similar to Sasha and Nadia. Moe felt for a pulse. It was faint but present. She held her hand in front of the woman’s nose and felt the woman’s slow but steady breathing. 

“She’s alive,” Moe said. 

“Mine too. Just sleeping,” Stacie said from across the room. She shook the woman’s shoulders, trying to wake her up, but the woman didn’t respond. “They’ve been drugged,” she added. 

Moe took a step back and began taking pictures of the room. She captured the blood stain on the floor and each of the girls. She thought for a moment and then decided it was time to call for reinforcements. She texted the pictures to Robert with the address. Putting her phone away, she said, “Come on. I need to check on something else.” 

Moving back through the empty dining room and kitchen, Moe was following the direction Nadia had been dragged. Standing in the kitchen, there was only one way to go. She opened the door and looked down the wooden stairs. Looking to the left, she saw a light switch. She flipped it and headed into the basement. 

“Oh, Jesus,” Stacie said, arriving at the bottom of the stairs after Moe. 

Moe’s mouth hung open at the sight before them. The far wall of the basement was filled with boxes. To the right were an industrial sink and a hookup for a washer and dryer. On the wall behind them hung a menagerie of lawn tools, most rusted and dust covered. What took their breath away were the two people in the middle of the room. Facing one another, tied to chairs that sat on a large plastic tarp, were Nadia and Giuliano. They were beaten and caked with blood. Giuliano had large gashes on both cheeks, one of his hands was deformed like it had been smashed with a hammer, and his left foot was turned in an awkward direction. Nadia's face was bruised and swollen. There were gashes on her legs, her right arm appeared to be broken, and there were sections of her hair missing like it had been ripped out. 

Moe approached them slowly. Bending next to Nadia, she felt for a pulse as she explained to Stacie who the woman was. Nadia didn’t move when Moe touched her neck. “I can’t tell if she’s alive,” Moe said. 

She moved to Giuliano and felt for his pulse, too. When she touched his neck, he flinched. Moe jumped back, surprised by the movement. Moving back in, she put her hand on his cheek and said, “Hey. Can you hear me?”

Giuliano uttered a soft moan. 

“We’re going to get you out of here,” Moe said. Looking at Stacie, she said, “We need to call an ambulance.” 

As Stacie took her phone out of her pocket, they both froze at the sound of the front door opening. High heels clicked across the floor above them. They were followed by heavy feet. “We need to hide,” Moe whispered. 

She and Stacie ran to the boxes in the back of the room. Moe looked in the first one. It was full of nanny uniforms wrapped in plastic. She picked it up and was pleased to find it was light. Working together, she and Stacie pushed two the lines of boxes forward and then slid behind them. As long as the boxes didn’t fall, they should be hidden.

They listened, waiting. Moe could make out three distinct voices. From where they were walking, Moe assumed they were checking on the girls in the front room. Stacie grabbed Moe’s hand and squeezed. Moe tilted her head and leaned it against Stacie’s. 

The three people upstairs made it to dining room. Moe could hear them examining the broken window, as the glass on the floor crunched beneath their feet. As they entered the kitchen, their voices were clearer, even though Moe couldn’t quite make out what they were saying. The one in the heels was Caroline. Her cold, high voice was unmistakable. The man was Psoglavac. The low rumble of his voice gave her chills. The final voice was one Moe had only heard twice – Martha Kingsington-Ring, the boss. It made sense she’d come. If they’d been discovered by a reporter or a passerby, she’d need to be here to do damage control, maybe pay some people off. If there had been police cars in the driveway, Moe guessed the trio would have driven right past the house to the airport. 

Moe cringed as she heard Psoglavac’s heavy feet on the stairs. She squeezed Stacie’s hand again. “It looks clear,” he called. The two women made their way down the stairs as well.

“Maybe she left,” Caroline said. 

“She doesn’t seem the type,” Psoglavac said. At that moment Moe was certain of two things: they were talking about her, and they didn’t know about Stacie. At least one of them would get out of this alive. 

“You two need to clean up this filth,” Martha said. Moe heard her feet rustle the plastic beneath the chairs. Giuliano moaned again. “This is all your fault, you know. If you could have just kept your dick in your pants.” There was a smacking sound and Giuliano grunted. 

“Shoot both of them and burn the house,” Martha said. 

Moe tried to calculate in her head how long it had been since she’d texted Robert. Five minutes? Ten? He had to be close. If she could just buy some time, the cavalry would come and rescue them. She whispered to Stacie, “Stay hidden. No matter what happens.” 

Moe stepped from behind the wall of boxes. “Wait. Just wait,” she said. 

Psoglavac pointed a pistol at her. His forehead was cut and his face was bruised. “There you are, bitch,” he said with a sneer.

Moe held her hands up in surrender and said, “Listen, let’s just talk this out.” 

“Ms. Watkins, you’ve made this impossibly easy tonight. Setting off the alarm. Hanging around until we arrived. Now revealing yourself to us. Would you mind setting the house on fire and then, shooting yourself, please?” Caroline said sarcastically.

Moe stepped forward in hopes of playing on any sympathy they might be hiding, but Psoglavac took a step back. The gun shook in his hand and Moe noticed the terror in his eyes for the first time. “Stop right there, bitch,” he growled. “Don’t let her touch you. She some kind of vedma.”  

Caroline sighed. 

“So you’ve been telling us. It’s a shame we won’t find out,” Martha said. 

Moe had an idea. One good monologue would save her. She just had to get them talking. Villains loved to talk, right? She decided to go for it. “So tell me, why Russia. Why steal the girls from there?” 

“Shoot her,” Martha said. 

“No wait,” Moe screamed. “I called the FBI. They’re on the way,” Moe said. She could feel time slipping away. They weren’t going to let her stall. Why couldn’t this be more like the movies? 

“Thanks for telling us,” Martha said with a shrug. “So shoot her, please. We need to get out of here.”

There was a loud boom as the small basement filled with the sound of two gunshots. Moe cringed, expecting to feel the impact of the bullets, but the pain never came. Rather, Psoglavac fell to his knees. Blood trickled from bullet wounds in his shoulder and forearm. Moe turned to see Stacie holding the gun she’d been carrying in her ankle holster. 

Martha and Caroline both lurched for Psoglavac’s gun but Stacie yelled, “Don’t move. I’ll shoot you too! Put your faces against the wall.”

Caroline and Martha exchanged looks. 

Stacie stepped forward and pointed the gun at Martha’s head. “Do it,” she said.

Martha and Caroline exchanged another look and then complied. Walking to the back wall, they turned and pressed their faces against it.  

Moe fell to her knees. Tears filled her eyes. “Thank God, you don’t listen to me,” she said. 

“You’re welcome,” Stacie said with a laugh. 

Moe took a deep breath. “Remind me to double your salary,” she said, laughing. 

“Told you I could shoot. You didn’t believe me, did you?” Stacie said. 

“Not for a second,” Moe said laughing. 

Moe stood and walked over to Psoglavac’s gun. She kicked it across the floor. 

He glared at her, as he tried to cover both gunshot wounds with his free hand. “Bitch,” he said. 

Moe laughed and went to Nadia. She started undoing the straps holding her to the chair. Nadia gave up a soft groan as Moe lowered her to the ground. The sound gave Moe hope that she was going to make it. 

“So what do we do now?” Stacie asked.

“You keep the gun on them. I’ll figure out where the cavalry is?” Moe said, shaking her head in disbelief at her brother’s slow response. Taking her phone out of her pocket, Moe called her brother. The phone only rang once. Before she could say hello, Robert launched into a condescending tirade, “Baby Girl, what are you doing? Are you safe? Please tell me you got out of that house. I’m ten minutes away. You better not still be there. What were you thinking?”

Moe sighed. “Hello, Robert. We’re fine. Call an ambulance. We’ve got three injured. One of them is bleeding out. And we’ve got the villains gift wrapped for you.” 

“You’re welcome,” Stacie yelled.

“Wait! What?” Robert said, but Moe hung up the phone and put it back in her pocket. 

“So much for the cavalry,” Stacie said.

As Moe bent down behind Giuliano to undo his bonds, she said, “We don’t need them.” Looking up at Stacie she asked, “Right? Partner?”

“That’s right, partner,” Stacie said with a confident smile.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Moe walked to the Thirsty Horse with purpose, her laptop bag over her shoulder. She pushed open the door and saw Stacie sitting across the room at their usual table. Making her way through the crowd, Moe sat her laptop bag down next to the table and took a seat.  

“Partner,” Stacie said with a confident smile.

“Partner, we need to talk,” Moe said with contempt.

Stacie nodded to the quote on Moe’s t-shirt. “I know that one. Jerry McGuire, right?” With her best Cuba Gooding Jr. impersonation, she said, “Show me the money! Show! Me! The Money! Show me the money!”

“Don’t try and distract me,” Moe said, reaching down to get her laptop.

“Did I do something wrong?” Stacie said with false sweetness. 

Moe sat her laptop on the table, glared at Stacie, and quoted the line from Stacie’s child star days, “Oh, Lizzy. I don’t know how we’re ever going to get out of this pickle.”

“That’s not cool,” Stacie said, glaring back at Moe.

“Ladies,” Mike said. He arrived at the table looking as stunning as ever. His tight black shirt stretched across his chest revealing the contours of his sculpted muscles. “One martini. Clean, wet, straight up, stirred, with Beefeater. And one beer,” he said as he placed drinks in front of them. “I saw you on the news. Bringing down a human trafficking ring. That’s pretty amazing,” he said to Moe.

She blushed and looked at her shoes. Her laces were lime green today. “Thanks,” she said.

“Hey, I was there, too,” Stacie protested.

“It was meant for both of you,” Mike said with a grin.

“Sure it was,” Stacie said, sipping her martini. 

“And I loved the new blog,” Mike said to Stacie.

“Oh, that’s nothing,” Stacie said.

Moe opened her laptop, hit the space bar with purpose, and turned the computer to face Stacie. “The Adventures of Watkins and Howe? What in the hell?” Moe said.

“I thought it was pretty good. I liked it,” Mike said.

“Don’t encourage her,” Moe said. 

“I’m not sorry. It was a great story, and we won, and I thought the world should know how amazing you are,” Stacie said with a grin.

“Oh, really? You did this for me? That’s the way you’re going to play it?” Moe said. 

“You did come off as pretty amazing,” Mike said with a smile.

“You’re not helping,” Moe said. 

“I left out everything about the memory stuff,” Stacie said defensively. 

“What memory stuff?” Mike asked. 

Moe glared at Stacie and the said to Mike, “Stacie thinks I have a good memory. I keep telling her, it’s not a big deal.”  

“I thought we could use the publicity. Mike, you’d want to hire us if you read this, right?” Stacie asked, giving Moe a sly grin. 

“Absolutely,” Mike said. 

“Mike, thank you. I need to talk to my partner alone for a second,” Moe said. 

“No worries. I’ll be back in a minute to get your order,” Mike said. 

Once he was gone, Moe packed up her laptop and said, “Our clients depend on our discretion. If they think they are going to be blogged about, they aren’t going to hire us,” Moe said.

“Our clients. I like the sound of that,” Stacie said with a satisfied grin. She took another sip of her martini.

“I’m being serious,” Moe said. 

Stacie reached across the table and touched her hand reassuringly. “If there is one thing I know,” she said, “it’s the power of celebrity. You just need to trust me. Besides, I said in the opening that it was fiction.” 

Moe took a swig of her beer. “I don’t like it,” she said. 

“I’m sorry,” Stacie replied. 

“Don’t do it again,” Moe said.

Stacie held up crossed fingers and said, “I promise. Cross my heart.”

Moe shook her head and took another drink of her beer. 

“So did you ask me to meet you here because just to yell at me, or was it to see Mike again?” Stacie asked. 

“Until I saw your little blog, I was going to tell you that we have a new case,” Moe said, leaning back in her chair. 

“Yes!” Stacie said with a fist pump. “Did they read the blog? That’s how they found out about you, isn’t it?” 

“You’re quite the detective,” Moe said. 

“So, what’s the job?” Stacie said. 

“A painting was stolen and they want us to find it,” Moe said. 

“Nice!” Stacie said with excitement. 

Moe shook her head and sipped her beer.

“So, tell me about the case,” Stacie said, leaning forward with excited anticipation.

“I don’t know much,” Moe said.

“This is going to be great. Give me all the details. Don’t hold anything back. Watkins and Howe are on the case!” Stacie said.
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Moe looked down at her neon rainbow shoelaces. They’d been the right choice. This place needed some color. The off-white hallway with the speckled white tile felt sterile. The smell of disinfectant was so thick, Moe felt like was invading her nasal cavity. She looked at the ceiling. The rectangular panels were identical in color and feel to the floor.

“Ms. Watkins?” a man in a white coat said. 

“That’s me,” Moe said with a smile. 

The man crossed the room and shook her hand. He was shorter than her and skeletal-thin, but his smile was genuine and warm. “Thank you for coming. I’m Doctor Elias. We spoke on the phone,” he said.

“Thank you for thinking of me. It’s rare that I get to use my gift for something like this,” Moe said.

“Oh? How do you usually use it?” he asked with the tone of a curious psychiatrist.

“Typically, I’m being asked to relive someone’s death or solve a crime,” Moe said with a laugh.

“That sounds difficult,” Doctor Elias said with a nod.

“Well, if you ever have room in your appointment schedule let me know and I’ll come lie down on your couch and tell you all about it,” Moe said with a grin. 

The doctor looked down in embarrassment. “Oh, well, I only deal with juveniles. And, we don’t really use couches anymore, but there is a very comfortable chair in my office.” 

“Speaking of juveniles, who is it you wanted me to see?” Moe asked. 

“Oh, right,” Doctor Elias said as he glanced at his watch. “The reason I asked you here is because we have a young girl that has suffered a deep trauma. My ability to speak with her about her feelings has been unsuccessful. I was hoping you might be able to find a happy memory I could use as a therapeutic launching point,” he explained.

“What’s her name?” Moe asked. 

“Sarah,” the doctor said. 

“Can I ask what happened to her?”

“There was a break-in and her mom was killed. It’s unclear how much she saw. The police found her hiding in a closet. That was three months ago. She hasn’t spoken a word since,” the doctor explained. His voice was strained with concern.

“Did they catch the killer?” Moe asked, suspicious of the doctor’s request was some backhanded way to get her involved in a cold case.  

“I’m not sure. I haven’t heard anything, but that’s not really my area of expertise. My concern is for Sarah’s mental health. She seems to be sliding further into depression and isolation,” he clarified.

“And you want me to help her remember something happy?” Moe asked, still suspicious this was some kind of trick.

“I was told your gift can bring happy memories to the surface?” he said with uncertainty. 

“How did you hear about me?” Moe assumed it had been from the police, but they would never describe her gift that way. 

“I’m friends with your brother. We were discussing Sarah’s predicament and he told me about your gift,” the doctor said.

“You know Robert?” Moe said. Her eldest brother felt like the logical choice. He was an FBI agent after all. A multiple homicide was right up his alley. 

“Um, no,” the doctor said, shaking his head. “I’m friends with Joe.” 

Connections started falling into place in Moe’s mind. “Joe told you about me.” 

“Joe and I go way back. We were in school together and then did our residency together. Even though he doesn’t practice anymore, we still get coffee occasionally,” Doctor Elias explained. 

“Well, if Joe sent you, then I better meet Sarah, because there is no telling Joe no,” Moe said with a refreshed grin.

“I’ve never been able to,” Doctor Elias said with a thoughtful nod. “Sarah’s room is just this way,” he said as he turned to walk down the hall. 

Moe followed behind him through a set of double doors that led into an identical hallway, except the second had four doors on each side. Doctor Elias walked to the third door on the left, eased it open, and stepped inside. Moe followed quietly. 

The room was softer than the hall. While the walls were still white, the light pink dresser, pink bedspread, and shaggy pink rug eased the institutional feel. Sitting on the bed, huddled in a corner was a small girl. Her brunette hair hid her face and her knees were pulled to her chest. She didn’t respond when Moe and the doctor entered the room. 

“Sarah, it’s Doctor Elias. I’ve brought a friend I’d like you to meet. This is Ms. Watkins,” Doctor Elias said. 

The young girl didn’t respond. 

Moe smiled at the doctor and then moved toward the bed. She eased herself down on the bed next to the girl, careful not to touch her. “Hi, Sarah. I’m Moe,” Moe said, leaning down to try and meet the girl’s eyes, but there was no recognition that Moe was even there. Sadness seemed to radiate from the child. The sight of her stillness caused a knot to form in Moe’s throat. Tears built in her eyes, but she wiped them away with the back of her hand. “Sarah, I’d like to give you something.” 

Sarah didn’t move.

“To do that, I’m going to have to touch your hand. I promise it will only be for a minute or so. Is that okay?” Moe asked.

Sarah didn’t respond. 

“We’ll start small,” Moe said. Cautiously, she reached out for the girl’s hand. Touching it, Moe closed her eyes and searched for a sense of joy in Sarah’s mind.

Snow crunched under Moe boots and a cold wind blew across her face. She opened her eyes. They took a minute to adjust to the bright light reflecting off the white snow. 

“Come on Sar-Bear,” a man said. Moe looked up at his kind eyes and reassuring smile. He was her father and she knew everything was going to be okay. 

Moe squeezed the edge of the sled in her hands and felt it press through her mittens. Chasing after her dad, she ran the final few steps up the hill. 

“Okay, big girl. You ready to try this again?” her dad said. 

Moe replied with a slight nod. She swallowed as she looked down the hill. It was so big. 

“Can you see Mommy there at the bottom?”  He waved and a woman waved back. She was beautiful. Moe loved her fluffy light-blue coat. Moe waved back and her mom waved wilder. A giggle slipped from Moe’s lips. 

“Okay, just aim for Mom,” her dad said as he took the sled from her hands. Placing it on the ground, he held it steady as Moe climbed in. 

“Don’t’ let go,” he said. 

Moe gripped both sides of the round sled with all her might. 

“Three, two, one,” he said, giving her a little push.

The sled crept forward. Moe held her breath. The hill was so big. She considered jumping off like she’d done last time. She hadn’t gone too far yet. It wasn’t too late. A pit formed in her stomach. 

Then the sled began to pick up speed. Wind brushed against Moe’s face as snow kicked up around her. A burst of laughter escaped her mouth. She closed her eyes and threw her head back and yelled with joy. The sled sped faster and faster, and Moe laughed harder and harder. She loved every second. She already wanted to do it again. 

The sled began to slow and she opened her eyes. Her mother was there, a few feet in front of her. “You did so great Sar-Bear!” her mother said with pride. “Did you like it?” 

Moe jumped from the sled picked it up and exclaimed, “I want to do it again!” She turned and began running back up the hill toward her father who was cheering her on. 

Moe released Sarah’s hand and opened her eyes. She shivered at the memory of the cold. 

Sarah was looking up at her. The young girl had the most beautiful blue eyes. 

“That was a beautiful memory. Thank you for sharing it with me,” Moe said with a smile and a nod.  

The left side of Sarah’s mouth twitched in what Moe thought might have been a quick grin. 

“Would you like to do another one?” Moe asked.

Sarah looked down in thought then back up at Moe and shook her head no. 

“Okay,” Moe said. “I understand. I tell you what, I’ll come back tomorrow night and see if we can find another fun memory. Would you like that?” 

Keeping her lips closed, Sarah nodded. Releasing her legs from her chest, she began to lie down on the bed. 

Moe stood and pulled back the covers. Sarah rested her head on the pillow and closed her eyes. Moe was certain she was reliving that moment on the hill. Watching her father wave and her mother beam with pride. Moe covered the young girl and said, “Goodnight Sarah. I’ll see you tomorrow night.” 

Doctor Elias turned out the light as Moe reached the door. Just before it closed, a strained high-pitched voice said, “Thank you, Ms. Moe.”  

Moe looked back in the room at her new friend. “You’re welcome, Sarah,” she said as the doctor closed the door. 

Back in the sterile hall, Moe turned her attention to the doctor. 

“That was unbelievable. She hasn’t spoken a word since she’s been here. Or laid down to sleep. I think you had a real breakthrough tonight,” Doctor Elias said as he made notes in a small notepad. 

“Why is she here?” Moe demanded. 

“What do you mean? Her parents died?” the doctor said, looking up from his notes in confusion.

“I know that. But why is she here? In this prison of a place?” Moe said, waving her hands at the hall. “Why isn’t she with a grandmother or aunt or uncle? Where is her family?” 

“She has no family left.” The doctor looked genuinely sad. “She’s a ward of the state. Her caseworker brought her here because she thought it would be better than foster care. We’ve done the best we can to make her comfortable. We take her outside most of the day, not that she’s done anything but sit on the bench yet. But you are right. This is a hospital for those with mental struggles. It’s no place for a grieving child.” 

“She’s got no family?” Moe asked with unbelief.

“Well, her mother was an immigrant from Germany, and we don’t know much about her extended family. Her father parents died about ten years ago. Neither of them had any siblings. So, Sarah is all alone,” the doctor said. Moe could tell from the way that he looked at the floor and nodded that he would fix the situation if he could.

“I’ll be back tomorrow,” Moe said as she turned to walk toward the door. 

The doctor chased after her. “You do need to tell me how you did that. I would love to understand,” he called.

Without stopping, Moe said, “A magician never reveals her secrets.” 

The doctor laughed. “At least tell me what memory you shared? So, I can talk to her about it in the morning.”

Moe stopped at the door to the entry and looked back at the doctor. She could still feel the cold wind on her face. She could see Sarah’s father smiling and feel Sarah’s laughter in her throat. “I’m sorry. It can be difficult for me after I share a memory, even a good one. I try to escape and clear my head as quickly as possible,” Moe explained. “She was sledding with her parents. Her mom was at the bottom of the hill and her dad at the top. I’d guess it was about two years ago. It was her first time, but it felt like something they did a lot after that.”

“Sledding,” Doctor Elias said as he made notes. Looking up from his pad he added, “Thank you. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you helping Sarah.”

As Moe stepped into the parking lot, she took out her phone and called her partner. 

"What's up?" Stacie asked on the other end. 

"Meet me at the Thirsty Horse. We've got a new client," Moe said. 

"What's it this time?" Stacie asked with excited anticipation. 

"Murder. We're going to figure out who killed a little girls mom," Moe said.

"I'm in. See you in ten," Stacie said.
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