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CHAPTER 1

Helping people get out of jail has always been a part of my life, just like stepping over the drunks on Bourbon Street. My grandfather started O’Malley Bail Bonds in 1943. By the early sixties, my father was at the helm. I couldn’t have been more than seven when he first started taking me to work with him every Saturday. I’d wait on those wooden benches at the courthouse, watching as he bailed out the most hardened criminals in the city. By the time I was a teenager, I knew every crook in the city of New Orleans. And they knew me and my family. Late-night phone calls from drunk drivers, domestic abusers, and murderers were the norm for us. So it was only natural that when I graduated from Louisiana State University—with a degree in business management—I officially joined the family business. Little did I know that I would one day find myself on the wrong side of the law, and need someone to bail me out.

I had to give my grandfather credit. He had set up shop in the right place. For decades, New Orleans ranked among the top five cities in the United States for murders per capita. That meant we had more work than we could handle. Then Hurricane Katrina came along in 2005. After the notorious storm, business slowed quite a bit. Most of our clientele moved on to greener pastures in Texas, northern Louisiana, and other states along the Gulf Coast. I took advantage of that lull and started getting more involved in my children’s school and extracurricular activities.

I became the soccer coach for my son’s team, the Red Devils. Patrick was eleven and a star soccer player. He loved playing goalie—a position that was perfect for his tenacious personality. With his fierce blue eyes and dark wavy hair, Patrick was the spitting image of me when I was his age.

He’d learned plenty from his older sister, Mary Katherine, who was also a star soccer player. She was thirteen and held her team’s record for most goals scored in a single season. Mary Kate, as we called her, had her mom’s beautiful blond hair and green eyes. But she had my street-smart attitude and tough-as-nails exterior. Even though she was becoming a teenager, an age that most dads feared, I didn’t worry about her. I knew she could handle herself when it came to boys and their hormonal urges. She’d already been sent home from school twice for beating up a boy who’d just looked at her the wrong way.

My wife, Erin, was a stay-at-home mother as well as an artist. When the kids were at school, she painted watercolors that she put on consignment in local art galleries and a few select upscale restaurants and cafés. I’d always supported her creative side, until it put our marriage in jeopardy.

I knew I’d have to confront her eventually, but I couldn’t stomach it yet. Instead, I kept busy with the family business and took on more responsibility in our kids’ lives to avoid her.

Going through the motions helped me sustain a sense that life was normal, which was why our Wednesday-night family ritual seemed more important than ever. We hadn’t deviated from it for nearly a year. I’d leave work early and head home to change into shorts and a Red Devils jersey. Then I’d load up the family SUV to make the short drive to the soccer fields at the city park. From four to six, the kids had soccer practice. Afterward, we’d head home, and while Erin helped the kids with homework, I’d grill steaks on the back deck. My older brother, Chris, who was also my business partner, would come over with his wife, and we would all eat dinner together. Every Wednesday night, without fail, this was our thing.

At least, it was until one Wednesday, when everything changed. I walked into our bedroom and found Erin lying down, instead of getting ready to leave for our kid’s soccer practice.

“Hey, what’s going on?” I asked quietly.

“Headache. Not sure if I feel like going to soccer practice tonight.”

“Did you take anything?” I asked her, growing concerned. With the exception of morning sickness, which she’d had with both pregnancies, Erin was never sick. It crossed my mind she could be pregnant, but then I dismissed the idea. This was the person I teasingly called Superwoman because she never missed any activity the kids were involved in. I loved her. No matter the skeletons she was keeping in her closet.

The lights were off and the blinds were closed tightly. Only a sliver of light sneaked in from the adjoining bathroom. I fumbled around the nightstand to turn on the lamp.

She moaned when the light came on. “Just some aspirin. Turn the light off, please. Give me a few minutes and I’ll get ready.”

I left the room to check on the kids. Mary Kate was in her room, lying on the bed and listening to her iPod. She was already dressed in her practice clothes. She looked up, smiled at me, and gave a small wave. I pointed to my watch and put up my hands. “Ten minutes,” I mouthed to her. She gave me a thumbs-up sign, closed her eyes, and went back to listening to her tunes.

Patrick was in the study playing on the computer. I could hear the ping-ping sound of some game he was engrossed in. He looked so grown-up behind my battered oak desk. “Hi, Dad. Mom’s sick,” Patrick said in his squeaky voice. Not quite boy, not quite man. He was going through that horrible stage of adolescence that I remembered only too well.

“Just a headache, son. She’ll be fine. What are you doing?”

“Playing Warcraft. I’ve leveled up again,” Patrick said, his attention back on the screen.

“Nice.” I looked through the mail Erin had put on my desk. It seemed amazing that she was still capable of taking care of the details like this, sorting the mail and paying the bills and keeping a grocery list. I guessed she was working as hard as I was at keeping up a normal facade. “Ten minutes and we’re out of here.”

“Okay, Dad.”

I went through my usual routine of getting everything ready for practice, putting the situation with Erin at the back of my mind. I grabbed some oranges from the fridge, tossed them into a container, and carried them outside. In our detached garage, I pulled a bag of ice from the deep freezer. I poured filtered water into the lime-green ten-gallon portable cooler and then loaded everything up in the back of our Dodge Durango.

We lived just one street off St. Charles Avenue, in the heart of the Garden District. When my father died, he willed the house to my brother and me. My mother had died some twenty years earlier, of multiple sclerosis. My brother Chris, who liked to be as far away as possible from the daily grind of New Orleans, liked living in the suburbs of Metairie. So I bought out his share of the family home, spent some dough renovating the hundred-year-old Victorian mansion, and moved my family in. The imposing main house was four thousand square feet and situated on a prominent corner lot facing Valmont Street. We had a large pool, a hot tub, and an outdoor kitchen that were well used. The garage faced a corner street, and we’d put in an apartment above it to serve as my wife’s art studio.

Just as I closed the hatch of the Durango, I turned around and came face-to-face with a stranger. I jumped back and banged my elbow. A tall black man stood before me, his clothes soiled and torn and his posture stooped, although his frame still appeared strong and muscular.

“Mister, can ya help me out?”

I was used to homeless people asking for handouts around the French Quarter, but it had never happened in my own backyard. I looked at the gate and saw it was standing wide open. I had forgotten to lock it when I came home. Even though I felt we lived in a relatively low-crime area of the Garden District, we always locked the driveway gate as well as all the doors and windows to the house and apartment. We also had an alarm system in the main house, but like most people, we usually forgot to set it when we were home.

My heart began to slow to a normal pace as I reached into my front pocket. “What’s your name?” I asked the gentleman.

“Moses.” When he spoke, I could see perfect, straight, white teeth that looked out of place with the rest of him. He wore a filthy trench coat, even though it was almost eighty degrees outside. His shoes were caked with mud, and his fingernails were long and had dirt underneath them. But those teeth were sparkly white and straighter than mine ever could be.

I handed Moses a twenty-dollar bill.

“Thank you and God bless.” I watched as Moses walked through the gate and disappeared. I started to follow him to lock the gate, but something stopped me. I looked up at the second-story window and saw my wife peeking out through the blinds. She quickly shut them. As I stared at the window, I tried to shake off my uneasy feeling.

I headed back inside. “Time to go!” I yelled from the kitchen. I heard the kids bounding down the stairs. When they reached the kitchen, I instructed them to get in the truck and wait for me.

When I walked into the family room, Erin had her back to me and was rooting around in her purse. She was dressed in khaki shorts and a white T-shirt.

“You don’t have to come if you’re not feeling well,” I told her.

When she turned around, I saw that she was wearing dark sunglasses. She had a smile on her face. The one where her lips were tightly shut and the corners of her mouth were struggling to maintain an upward battle. I instantly recognized that kind of smile. It was usually reserved for when she was trying to act like everything was okay but was mad or upset. I usually ran the other way when I saw that smile. But now I just wanted her to come out with it so we could go back to being honest with each other.

“Is there anything you want to tell me?”

“I’m fine.” Erin slung her purse over her shoulder. “Who was that man?”

“Just some homeless guy.”

Erin raised her left eyebrow. “You didn’t give him money, did you?”

I shrugged.

She shook her head and walked toward the back door.

This is how we communicated lately. With body language instead of honest words. Sometimes I felt more like her child than her husband.

“You sure you’re okay?” I called after her. She still looked a little pale, and it worried me.

“Yeah, of course.”

I felt my concern ease a little. It seemed she wanted to pretend things were normal as much as I did.

“I need to drop off a painting with someone at Antoine’s on the way home if we have time.”

“Do you need me to grab it from the studio?”

“I can get it.”

Fifteen minutes later, we were on our way to the city park. As we drove down St. Charles Avenue, I looked for Moses, but didn’t see him. I thought about his white smile and unusual name.

Practice went well, as usual. But the whole time, I couldn’t get Moses out of my mind. The more I thought about him, the more I was sure that I knew him from somewhere. I didn’t think he was a past client, but O’Malley Bail Bonds had helped thousands of people and I couldn’t remember all of them. We had what my brother termed “frequent flyers”—those people who we’d bail out of jail on a monthly basis—and I was pretty sure Moses was not one of those.

On the ride home, Chris called to see if we needed anything from the store. “Baking potatoes,” I told him after consulting with Erin. I let Chris know that we’d be running a few minutes late since Erin needed to drop off a painting to a client.

After stopping at a gas station to fill up the Durango, we headed for the French Quarter. Antoine’s was a popular French Creole restaurant for tourists and locals alike. I knew Erin was excited to finally get her artwork displayed there. As we were on the outskirts of the Quarter, I heard a thump come from the back of the truck and felt the vehicle become suddenly unsteady on the road.

“Damn. I think we have a flat.” I pulled the Durango over in an empty parking lot that faced the area known as the Riverwalk. “Stay here, I’ll check it out.”

I got out and inspected the rear tires. As I’d suspected, the left rear tire was flat, and I could see a gaping hole in it.

How the hell did that happen? I thought to myself. Just as I was getting up, I felt a hand on my shoulder. For the second time in the space of a couple of hours, my heart thumped loudly in my chest and an uneasy feeling washed over me and made the hair stand up on the back of my neck.

I slowly turned and came face-to-face with the figure standing behind me. “What the hell are you doing here?”



CHAPTER 2

Rachel Scott let her paddleboard drift through the warm waters of the Gulf of Mexico. She felt the stress slowly melt away the farther she got from the shore. The search for her daughter, Mallory, had been fruitless so far—she could hardly believe it had been almost five years. All traces of her daughter being a part of a child abduction ring had amounted to nothing. She had come to Mexico to follow a new lead on the case, but after more than two weeks, she had little to show for it. Rachel dipped her paddle into the water, adjusted her stance on the board, and expertly turned the board around to head back. Glancing at the shore of Cozumel, she realized she had gone out farther than she’d intended to. When Rachel was on her paddleboard, time always seemed to slip away. She was a little more than a mile offshore, and it would take a good fifteen minutes or so to paddle back.

Mallory, her only child, had been just three years old when she’d mysteriously disappeared. Rachel remembered the day clearly, her pain and frustration never fading, always fresh in her mind. That morning had been hectic. She had been married to Rick at the time of her daughter’s disappearance, and they’d lived in Bal Harbour, an exclusive gated neighborhood near Miami. Rick had just left for a business trip to Orlando to oversee the opening of his new luxury-car dealership. Mallory’s nanny had called in sick, leaving Rachel with no choice but to work from home that day. Rachel, who was a top real estate broker, had sat on her front porch crunching numbers, while Mallory had played on the lawn with her dolls. Rachel was working contentedly amid the familiar sounds of suburbia—dogs barking, lawn mowers roaring to life, the occasional fluttering of a passing hummingbird—when a ringing telephone had taken her away from her daughter for about two minutes. In that time frame, Mallory had disappeared.

Rachel still remembered clearly how that day had unfolded: how law enforcement questioned her for hours until Rick made it back home, how helpless she felt as she waited by the phone for the detective to call her with updates. She had walked around the subdivision calling Mallory’s name until her throat was hoarse, then driven all over Bal Harbour, stopping at all the playgrounds and studying the faces of all the children.

Eventually, Rachel’s obsession with tracking every possible lead to find her daughter caused her relationship with Rick to fall apart. He failed to understand the depths of her grief. They decided to separate, and ultimately divorced.

Several months after Mallory’s disappearance, Rachel had seen on the local news that another toddler had gone missing in the Miami area. She’d reached out to the boy’s mother, Janine Jensen, and they’d formed a tight bond. Using nothing but her instinct, Rachel had helped Janine rescue her son, Jack, from Janine’s estranged husband. Then they’d decided to team up and form a search-and-rescue operation for missing persons; thus, Florida Omni Search was born. Since the company’s inception, they’d helped locate over a hundred missing people. Red Cooper, who was the lead detective on Mallory’s case, kept in touch with Rachel and decided to join the Florida Omni Search team after he retired from the police force.

Ironically, it was Janine’s former husband, Scott Jensen, or Scotty, as he was called by family and friends, whom Rachel had come to Mexico to find. She’d received a tip while she was in Florida wrapping up another missing-persons case that Scotty had been linked to a child abduction ring that was busted in Cozumel. After the FBI seized computers belonging to members of the ring in a warrant search, they’d combed through all the files—and found a picture of Mallory along with several other photos of young children. Rachel had demanded to see the photo and had started to sob at the image of her round-faced toddler with large green eyes and red hair in pigtails. All the data they’d found pointed to the fact that the children in the images had been kidnapped and put up for illegal adoption.

When Rachel arrived in Cozumel, she met with the FBI agent in charge, Hammond Lewis. He’d told her how everything transpired. It all started when a family on vacation in Cozumel reported that their toddler girl was missing. When the FBI was called in to investigate, fingers started pointing toward a housekeeper and her son who worked at the hotel where the girl’s family had been staying. After obtaining a search warrant, the FBI found the computer in the housekeeper’s cottage with pictures and profiles of children who were allegedly kidnapped. There were also files on the families who were looking to adopt—and from the looks of it, most of them were quite wealthy. The housekeeper was arrested along with her son. The son wasn’t talking, but the housekeeper was denying any involvement. One good thing came out of it: the little girl who’d been kidnapped had been found safe in a nearby house and was reunited with her family. Two women who were found in the house taking care of the girl were also arrested. In the investigation, it was found that the house was deeded by a dummy corporation that the FBI traced to a couple from Miami: Helen and Dirk Amsel. Rachel thought back to her first meeting with the FBI when she came to Cozumel, still paddling back toward the coastline as she went over all the details in her head.

“So how exactly is Scotty Jensen involved?” Rachel had asked Agent Hammond Lewis.

“We believe he is the mule of the operation.” Lewis had explained to her again how the FBI believed the illegal adoption ring was formed. “Helen and Dirk Amsel were the masterminds of the operation and may have recruited Scotty to find potential children to kidnap. Those children were kept in a ‘safe house’ until they were adopted by unsuspecting wealthy families who would do anything and pay an absurd amount of money to adopt a child. Several e-mails between Scotty, the Amsels, and the housekeeper’s son were found on the same computer that held Mallory’s photo.”

“Did any of those e-mails mention Mallory?” Rachel had asked him.

Agent Lewis had shaken his head. “So far, no. We just have her photo.”

Rachel recognized the photo found on the seized computer as one of the many pictures of Mallory that was taken during a birthday party for a mutual friend the weekend before Mallory disappeared. She had given the FBI the details of the party and who had attended. “It was held at a local public park,” she’d told Agent Lewis, trying to hold back tears. “Anyone could have taken the photo.”

Over the course of the two weeks that Rachel was in Cozumel, she’d had two more meetings with the FBI. She had told them that she didn’t know Dirk or Helen Amsel or any of the other parties involved in the kidnapping ring that had been arrested so far. She explained to Agent Lewis her seemingly coincidental relationship to Scotty Jensen.

“Shortly after Mallory went missing, I met Janine Jensen. She was separated from Scotty and was trying to get full custody of their son. During the investigation of her son’s disappearance, I found out that Scotty had previously worked for Rick Scott Imports, my ex-husband’s car dealership, as a mechanic. However, Scotty was fired before Rick and I were even married. Anyway, after we found that Scotty had kidnapped his own son to get back at Janine, I realized there could be a possible connection to Mallory’s disappearance. I talked with Rick about it at the time, but he dismissed the idea that Scotty could be connected to Mallory’s kidnapping.”

“He showed no interest in following up on it as a lead?” Lewis had asked Rachel.

“Not really. Rick said he just couldn’t imagine that Scotty had been involved. He said that Scotty had been fired because he never showed up on time and his work was suffering.”

“What department did he work in?” Lewis had asked, taking notes on his legal pad.

Rachel didn’t remember ever meeting Scotty during the many company functions that she attended with Rick. Of course, Rick Scott Imports employed over a hundred employees. It was hard for Rachel to keep all the names straight.

“Scotty was a mechanic. Rick said he was a model employee for a few months. Then Scotty started showing up late or not at all. His coworkers also mentioned to management that Scotty was driving a new BMW and flashing lots of cash. Rick suspected a gambling problem. Eventually Scotty was fired.”

“Do you think he would’ve kidnapped your daughter to get back at Rick for the firing?” Hammond had asked.

“I asked Rick the same question. He didn’t think so. Scotty was long gone from the dealership before Mallory was even born.”

“What do you think?” Hammond had asked her.

“I think anything is possible. Scotty kidnapped his own son to get back at Janine. He wasn’t happy about the pending divorce and he wanted revenge. He was mad that Janine was trying to get full custody and he thought he could take care of Jack better than she could.”

“It’s possible that Scotty was involved in the child abduction ring while he was working at the dealership. It wasn’t a gambling problem. He was getting money from the child abduction ring.” Lewis had continued to write notes on his pad. “We need to take another look at child disappearances in the Miami area around the same time that Mallory disappeared.”

“Red Cooper, who was the lead detective on Mallory’s case at the time, did take a look at Scotty,” Rachel told him. “He didn’t find anything suspicious when he questioned him, although Scotty couldn’t provide a solid alibi for the time frame that Mallory disappeared. He’d claimed he was out of work at the time and was probably home the morning Mallory vanished.”

“We have a warrant out for Scotty’s arrest,” Hammond had assured Rachel. “We are also looking for the Amsels. They have a residence in Miami and one in Germany, but so far they haven’t shown up at either place.”

Rachel finally got to the shoreline and dragged her board onto the soft sand, feeling happy that she’d been able to get out on the water to clear her head. She located the backpack she’d left behind on a beach chair and pulled out a plastic hair clip. She took her long auburn hair and fashioned it into a messy bun, securing it with the clip. Taking a long sip of bottled water from the backpack, she tried to gather her thoughts. It was time to figure out her next move. As she stared out at the blue water, she asked herself the questions she’d asked Hammond several times during their meetings.

If Scotty or the Amsels were found, would the FBI uncover new clues to find Mallory?

Was Scotty the person who kidnapped Mallory? If so, was it revenge for being fired from the dealership or just a coincidence?

Tonight Rachel would be flying home to Miami. She wanted to start from scratch and retrace Scotty Jensen’s every move from the day Mallory disappeared. Rachel also planned to find out everything she could about Helen and Dirk Amsel. She would also talk to Rick again about Scotty’s employment history with the dealership. They could be overlooking some significant clue. Rachel knew that Rick wanted to find his daughter just as badly as she did and would be willing to help.

She was close to finding Mallory. She could just feel it.



CHAPTER 3

Once Rachel was back in Miami, she involved herself in finding out more about Scotty Jensen and the Amsel couple, hoping it would bring fresh leads to finding Mallory. At the same time, she was fielding calls on other cases. Her second morning back, Red Cooper called her from Baton Rouge.

“We’ve got a pretty interesting case going on out here,” Red said. “Think you could fly in and help us out? We could use you on this one, Rach.”

Rachel smiled at the sound of his voice and leaned back in her chair. She remembered first meeting Red when he was a detective with the Miami police department. He’d been assigned to Mallory’s case and worked tirelessly to find her. During that time, Rachel had become close to him and treated him like a second father. When Red had told her he was getting ready to retire from the force and go into practice as a private investigator, Rachel had offered him a position at Florida Omni Search and he’d taken her up on the offer. This turned out to be a win-win arrangement for both parties. Rachel gave Red free office space in exchange for his expertise on some of her bigger cases. Lately, he had been working more of her missing-persons cases than his own jobs, but he never complained. Rachel benefited from the situation because it meant she got to work with a pro every day, one who also brought plenty of smarts to her daughter’s ongoing case. That Red still had ties to the police department and was able to use them to help with Rachel’s other cases was just the icing on the cake.

“This is the missing family you told me about?” Rachel asked, juggling her cell phone and a manila file folder. As much as she tried to absorb the details of other ongoing cases, they remained vague in her mind; that was always the case when she was focused on chasing down leads about Mallory.

“Yeah. We got an interesting twist in the case, though. Saturday night, we got a call on our tip line. The husband was found at a truck stop in Baton Rouge.”

Janine hadn’t mentioned anything to Rachel about that this morning when Rachel had come in. Janine managed the office, including all the staff and the volunteers who ran their toll-free hotline. They got lots of calls because the number was publicized by the media so anonymous tips could be reported about missing people.

“Just the husband?”

“The wife and kids are still missing,” Red confirmed.

Rachel put down the file she’d been staring at for the last hour and rubbed her eyes. “Okay. Bring me up to speed.”

“Our crew had put up flyers in the usual truck stops and convenience stores within a three-hundred-mile radius of New Orleans. We got a call last night from someone who spotted one of our flyers at a truck stop in Jackson, Mississippi. The trucker, ah, his name is…”

Rachel could hear paper rustling on the other end.

“Keith Brunswick. He told us he bought Matt O’Malley dinner two nights ago in Baton Rouge. I guess Matt approached him in the truck stop parking lot and asked him for money. Keith, who seems like a friendly, honest type, invited Matt inside to eat dinner. Keith said Matt didn’t seem homeless, but that something about him was a little off.”

“What was off?”

“Matt looked…‘down on his luck’ is how he put it. Described him as dressed in a wrinkled T-shirt and track pants. Other than that, he was clean, but didn’t talk much.”

Rachel grabbed her pen and started taking notes. “Did he tell Keith where his wife and kids were?”

“He didn’t mention a wife or kids to Keith.”

“Where is Matt now?”

“Still in Baton Rouge. The police found him sleeping behind a Dumpster near the truck stop.”

“Have you talked to him?” Rachel asked.

“Not yet. The police are questioning him. From what I’ve gathered, Matt’s not saying much and his brother Chris has retained an attorney.”

“Chris is the one who asked for our assistance in finding Matt and his family?”

“Yep.”

“What’s your gut telling you?”

“I’m at a loss on this, Rach. He has an obvious head injury and may have suffered a concussion. He’s telling the cops he doesn’t remember what happened to him. Amnesia maybe?”

Rachel tapped her pen on the pad of paper in front of her. “How long are they going to hold him?”

“Don’t know. I’m going to talk to Chris later today. We can meet with them when you get here.” Red hesitated for a minute. “What’s going on there?”

Rachel lowered her voice. “Janine is in the office today. It’s very awkward, Red. I know she feels bad about the whole situation with her ex-husband, that Scotty might be implicated in Mallory’s kidnapping. She’s offered to take a leave of absence until this whole thing blows over.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I told her that wasn’t necessary. She has no reason to feel that way. Scotty is the bad guy here.”

“Anything solid on Scotty or the Amsels yet?” Red asked.

“No,” Rachel answered. “I’ve looked through the file you gave me on Scotty a hundred times. It’s on my desk now. All his cell phone records, employment history, witness statements. I can’t find anything that links him to Mallory other than the brief employment at Rick’s dealership prior to Mallory’s birth. I’m still waiting on your contact at the police department to find out something about the Amsel couple.”

“I’m sorry I can’t be there to help,” said Red, seeming to sense her frustration. “Just give Janine some breathing room. Something will shake loose. It always does.”

“I have a meeting with one of Scotty’s former drinking buddies.” Rachel checked the name in her file. “Dalton Bedford. We are supposed to meet at the Fish Shack in the next hour. I’ll see if I can catch a flight to Baton Rouge after that. I don’t think there’s much left I can do here.”

“It’ll probably do you some good to get out of the office for a bit. Call me back and let me know how the meeting goes and when you’ll be here. I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

“Sounds good.” Rachel disconnected, and picked up the file on her desk. Lately she felt like she was running in circles. She needed a break, and going to help Red on this case would get her mind off Scotty for a bit. Then she would come back to Miami and look at everything again with fresh eyes. There was something she was missing. She was sure of it.

Janine popped her head in the doorway. She was a few years older than Rachel, in her late forties. Janine wore her long dark hair in a braid and favored the hippie look, frequently wearing Birkenstocks with her jeans and peasant blouses. “Want to go out for a bite to eat?”

“Sorry, I can’t today.” Rachel saw the hurt on Janine’s face. “That was Red on the phone and he needs me in Baton Rouge. Can you take Maggie for a few days?”

Maggie was Rachel’s black Lab, who Rachel usually left with Janine and Jack while she traveled. This, unfortunately, was quite frequent lately.

“Sure. I’ll go by your house this afternoon and pick her up.” Janine hesitated outside Rachel’s office. “Are we okay, Rach?”

Rachel got up from her desk and walked over to Janine. “Of course. Things have been a little crazy for both of us.” She gave her friend a hug.

“I feel terrible about all this.” Janine started crying.

Rachel knew that the FBI had been questioning Janine about Scotty and that it was starting to wear her down. That was something else that Rachel and Janine had in common. They were both divorced, yet still involved with their ex-husbands because of their children. You hope that once you divorce someone, Rachel thought, that’s the end of the relationship. Sometimes, it’s only the beginning.



CHAPTER 4

Red picked Rachel up from the airport in Baton Rouge, and they headed toward Louisiana State University. Rachel didn’t follow college football but nodded as Red talked about the LSU Tigers, who were currently in first place in the SEC.

“I’ll take your word for it,” she said. “But that’s enough about sports. Where should we eat?” Rachel had gotten lucky and was able to hop on the last flight out of Miami to Baton Rouge. She always kept a bag packed for times like this when she needed to get out of town fast. With Janine taking care of Maggie, she’d been free to leave right after the meeting with Scotty’s drinking buddy. The guy hadn’t given her any good information. It had seemed like just another dead end.

Red pulled into the parking lot of The Chimes, a popular restaurant located just off the LSU campus, which was crowded with a mix of students and young professionals enjoying drink specials and dinner. They grabbed a booth away from the bar area and the noise of the crowd. The waitress brought over some water and suggested they try the blackened alligator bites for an appetizer. They took her suggestion on the alligator, and both ordered a beer.

“How was the flight?” Red asked.

“Good, but I’m famished. Peanuts and a Coke is the only thing I’ve had since lunch. Even the alligator sounds appetizing.”

“I don’t think you’ll be disappointed. I’ve eaten here twice and the alligator is always good.”

Rachel took a quick look around the place. “The alligator isn’t the only reason you’ve eaten here.” Her eyes set on a group of college girls laughing loudly in the corner. “I think the scenery may have something to do with it.”

Red followed her gaze and laughed. “I ain’t dead yet!”

“Speaking of, are you watching your diet?” Rachel had been concerned for him since his heart attack a couple of months ago. Red was a like a father figure to her and even resembled Rachel’s own father a bit. Red was short, beefy, and bald, had been divorced three times, had no kids, and was an avid collector of Harley-Davidson motorcycles. And just like her, he never gave up looking for Mallory. Because of that, Red had a special place in her heart.

“Yes, ma’am,” Red answered. “Cross my heart.”

The waitress brought over the plate of steaming alligator bites. Rachel plucked one off the plate and ate it. “Hmmm, that is good.” She washed it down with a swig of her Abita Purple Haze beer. “So bring me up to speed on Matt O’Malley.”

“The police questioned Matt with his attorney present, but Matt claims he doesn’t remember anything. Matt was released into the custody of his brother and attorney. They took him straight to the hospital. Chris is supposed to call me after Matt is examined. He’s pretty pissed that the cops didn’t take his brother straight to the ER when they found him behind the Dumpster. He had a pretty big knot on his head.”

“Has he lost all his memory?”

“Matt claims he doesn’t have any knowledge of what happened to his wife or kids. He told Chris and the police that he doesn’t remember anything that happened the last few months prior to the incident. He doesn’t know how he got to Baton Rouge. Matt said he woke up behind the Dumpster three nights ago with a bad headache. That was the night he befriended Keith, the trucker.”

Rachel drained the rest of her beer. “Okay. So he was declared missing on Wednesday in New Orleans. On Thursday, he woke up behind a Dumpster at a truck stop in Baton Rouge. Ate dinner with a trucker and borrowed money from him. I’m assuming he didn’t have a wallet or cell phone on him?”

“Right,” Red answered. “He was confused and disoriented when the police got to him.”

“It wasn’t until Friday that Keith called us and the police. So where was Matt until that time? Where did Matt spend Thursday night, and why didn’t he call his brother?”

Red shrugged. “The police asked the same question. They think he was just sleeping or unconscious most of the time. But who knows. The only thing we know for sure is that Matt is having trouble with his memory.”

“Sounds like he has some form of amnesia.”

“That’s my guess. His brother took him to the emergency room at Our Lady of the Lake to get evaluated.”

“Retrograde amnesia. I remember that from my psychology classes at FSU. It usually results from head trauma.”

“Well, he does have a big ole goose egg on the back side of his head. Spots of dried blood on the back of his shirt and pants. The police took his clothes and shoes for evidence. They told his brother and lawyer to make sure Matt made no travel plans. All three of them are staying at the same hotel we are.”

The waitress came by and took their dinner order.

“I saw you eyeing the shrimp and grits at the next table,” said Red. “Why didn’t you get that instead of a salad?”

Rachel patted her stomach. “I can’t afford the calories.”

Red grunted and ran his hand over his shiny bald head. “You’ve lost weight since you’ve been in Mexico. You could stand to put on some pounds. You don’t have to order salad because of me. I don’t mind eating the rabbit food if that’s what keeps the ticker ticking.”

Rachel called the waitress back over and ordered the shrimp and grits. Red was right, she realized. She had lost a good bit of weight. She was five six and normally weighed around 127 pounds. But the last month had taken a toll on her, and none of her clothes fit properly anymore.

“Let’s go back to the beginning so I make sure I’m not missing anything.” Rachel dug into her purse for the small notebook she always kept with her. “Matt and his family were returning from soccer practice when they went missing. Right?” When she didn’t get a response, Rachel looked up from her notebook. Red’s attention was focused elsewhere. She followed his gaze to the hostess stand.

“Red? What is it?”

“I think you’d get a better sense of what happened if you ask him.” Red nodded to the guy waiting in front of the hostess stand. He was tall and dark haired, wearing jeans and a dark green shirt. “That’s Chris O’Malley. Matt’s brother.”



CHAPTER 5

Red walked to the front of the restaurant and asked Chris to join them. The tall man trailed Red back to their table.

“Rachel Scott,” Red introduced. “This is Chris O’Malley.” Chris O’Malley extended a strong hand. She shook it, taking in his dark curly hair and intense blue eyes. He was very tall, Rachel guessed around six three, and had a muscular build. There was no doubt that if Matt looked anything like him, they made a handsome pair of brothers.

“Nice to meet you,” she said. “I’m sorry to hear about your brother and his family. Red was just bringing me up to speed on what happened.”

Chris flagged down the waitress to order a beer. “I was just here to pick up some food for us so I can’t stay long.” He looked around the restaurant, drumming his fingers on the table. “Matt and I both graduated from LSU, and this was our favorite spot to hang out. I thought some familiar comfort food would help.”

“How is Matt?” Rachel asked.

“They ran some tests, did a CT scan. Doctors think he suffered a concussion. They’re going to keep him overnight for observation and then hopefully we can go home in the morning.”

“What did the doctor think about his head injury and memory loss?” Rachel asked.

“We’re not sure if he was knocked unconscious. Matt is having trouble remembering past and current events. The doctor said it’s typical with his type of injury.”

“Retrograde amnesia?” Rachel asked.

Chris nodded, looking a little surprised that she’d gotten the terminology right. “Yeah, that’s what the doc said. We’ll know more once he sees a specialist. Tomorrow, if we get the all clear from the police, we’ll head back to New Orleans.”

Red cleared his throat. “Do you mind telling Rachel what you told me the other night? How everything happened?”

Chris nodded, rubbed his hands together, and then cracked his knuckles. “Last Wednesday night, my wife and I had plans to meet Matt for dinner at his house. Matt and his family were returning home from soccer practice when he apparently got a flat tire. I had just talked to him a few minutes before this happened. He told me they were heading to the Quarter to drop off one of Erin’s paintings and would be home shortly after that. This was around six thirty. When we got to their house a half hour later, we were surprised that no one was home. After my wife, Melinda, and I unloaded the groceries, I called Matt on his cell phone but it went straight to voice mail. We called his wife Erin, and again, it went straight to voice mail. I began to worry. I could tell they hadn’t made it home from soccer practice because Matt is meticulous about putting away the soccer balls and gear as soon as he gets home. When I went out to the garage and saw nothing was there, I knew something was out of the ordinary. Melinda thought they must have gone to the grocery store or something and suggested that we wait for a little while longer before calling the police. So we waited about a half hour, constantly trying their cell phones. Finally I couldn’t take it anymore. I had a bad feeling. Melinda offered to stay at the house in case they showed up while I went driving around. While I was driving, I made a few calls. Being in the bail bond business, I know a lot of cops. I called a buddy of mine that is with the NOPD to see if any accidents had happened. Nothing. They put out a BOLO for Matt’s truck. Not fifteen minutes later, I got a call from my friend that Matt’s truck was found in an abandoned parking lot by the Riverwalk.”

Chris paused and took a long pull of his beer. Rachel noticed that his hands were slightly shaking. “The back of the truck was opened and there was blood on a tire iron.”

Everyone was silent while the waitress put down plates of food for Rachel and Red. Chris stopped his story long enough to give the waitress his to-go order and then continued.

“We searched all over the French Quarter and Riverwalk area, and up and down every side street in the vicinity of where his truck was found. I finally got back to Matt’s house around one in the morning to pick up Melinda. We were both worried sick. Melinda suggested that I spend the night at Matt’s house in case they turned up, so I took her home and then went back. The next day, I called you guys.” Chris finished his beer and gave Rachel a little smile. “Your reputation precedes you. One of the cops suggested Florida Omni Search after hearing about your involvement in the missing-firefighter case in Florida.”

Rachel smiled back. Chris was doing a good job of laying out the facts of the case. However, she still had a few questions for him. “I’m sure the police have gone over this with you several times, but I have to ask. Do you know of anyone who wanted to harm Matt or his family?”

Chris considered the question before shaking his head. “No, I don’t. In our business, we deal with all kinds. But I can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt Matt. He is the good guy in our operation. I always tell him that he’s too easy on people. If anyone would hold a grudge against someone in our family, it would be against me. Not Matt or Erin, and definitely not the kids.”

“Has Matt said anything to you about his ordeal?” Rachel asked.

“He doesn’t remember anything. Matt’s last memory is getting a haircut and seeing his tax attorney. That was two months ago.” Chris furrowed his brow and turned up his big palms in a gesture of hopelessness. “I don’t know what we’re going to do.”

Rachel dug a business card out of her purse and handed it to Chris. “We’re here to help you. Our plan is to stay in Baton Rouge tonight. Tomorrow morning we’ll take a look at the truck stop where Matt was found. Afterward, we could go to New Orleans and reconstruct Matt’s last movements and go from there.”

The waitress brought Chris’s takeout bag and he paid the check. “We’ll probably head back to New Orleans tomorrow as well if Matt gets the all clear to go home. I’ll call you when we get settled.” They said their good-byes as Chris got up to leave.

“What do you think?” Red asked once Chris was gone.

“I really don’t know what to make of this one,” Rachel said. “A whole family disappears without a trace and then the husband shows up an hour away from where they vanished? Where’s his wife and kids?” She took a couple of bites of food and then pushed her plate away. “I’d like to talk to the trucker who found Matt. See what his take is on this.”

“I’ll call him and see when he can meet with us.”

“That would be great.” Rachel grabbed the check when the waitress dropped it off at the table and put down her credit card. “I have an idea. Remember my friend, Michelle Couch?”

“Yeah. Did she ever forgive you for burning her beach house down?” Red gave a chuckle.

“I didn’t burn the house down, you know that.”

“Just giving you a hard time.”

Recently, Rachel had gone to northern Florida to investigate the case of a missing firefighter. Michelle, who lived close by, had been kind enough to let Rachel stay in a beach house rental she owned. A serial arsonist had set fire to the beach house while Rachel was there. She’d barely escaped with her life, and Michelle’s house had been totaled in the fire. Fortunately, Michelle’s excellent insurance had reimbursed her fully and she was in the process of rebuilding.

“Before I left Miami, I called Michelle, and she said she’s in New Orleans this week attending a medical conference. She has some experience in working with amnesia cases. It would be great if we could have her talk to Matt.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Red agreed. “I’m going to step outside and call Keith while you settle the tab.”

Rachel waited while the waitress took care of her bill. She looked around the restaurant, remembering the good times she’d had while attending Florida State—this LSU crowd had a similar feel. She’d met Michelle in college in a psychology class, and they’d been fast friends ever since. Michelle had been there for her when Mallory went missing and had repeatedly asked if she could help on any cases she had. Now was a good time to take her up on the offer. Rachel signed the receipt once the waitress brought it to the table, and headed outside to find Red. He was just getting off the call.

“We’re in luck. The truck driver is on his way back through the area. He can meet us in an hour.”

Rachel checked her watch. “This late?”

“It may be our only chance to talk to him. You know truckers, they don’t work a regular nine-to-five.”

“That’s fine. I’d like to stop at the hotel and freshen up before we go.”

“Let’s get cracking then. I can’t wait to get your impression of what happened through Keith’s eyes.”



CHAPTER 6

They were staying at the historic Hilton Capitol Center hotel, which overlooked the wide expanse of the Mississippi River. As soon as Rachel entered the hotel’s lobby, she heard her name being called. She turned to see a tall blond woman walking in long strides across the lobby to meet her. The woman was wearing a sensible dark pantsuit with pumps, her short hair pulled into a tight nubby ponytail.

“Agent Krapek. What a surprise,” Rachel greeted her.

Rachel had met FBI Special Agent Cyndy Krapek when they’d worked another case together in the Bahamas, one that involved the missing daughter of Florida’s governor, John Knowles. After the teenager had disappeared during spring break, Knowles had called Florida Omni Search for help. That was how Rachel had ended up working in tandem with Krapek, who was part of the FBI’s Crimes Against Children (CAC) Unit, along with Agent Lee Phipps and Agent Drake Reynolds.

“The NOPD called us for assistance on this one. I figured we would run into you sooner or later,” Krapek said. Agent Krapek was taller than Rachel by about three inches and was built like a fine-tuned athlete. She was intimidating in more ways than one.

“Anything new on your end?” Rachel asked.

“No, we’re still tracking down and interviewing witnesses from the truck stop. We’ve set up an on-site command post here at the hotel.” Krapek looked around the lobby. “I’m supposed to be meeting Phipps here. We’re heading over to the police station for a briefing.”

“Is Agent Reynolds working this one as well?”

Rachel had gotten close to Special Agent Drake Reynolds when they’d worked the Knowles case, but she hadn’t talked with him since she’d been back from Mexico.

“No, he’s on personal leave. His mom isn’t doing well.” Krapek looked around the lobby again, seemingly distracted. “Her cancer is back and she’s doing some heavy-duty chemo treatments. So it’s just Phipps and me on this one.”

“Oh, I didn’t know. Well, please give Drake my best.” Rachel shook Krapek’s hand. “You have my number if you need our help.”

Rachel headed for the elevator and left Krapek to wait for Phipps in the lobby. She liked working on cases in tandem with the FBI, but she was also glad she wasn’t held to the strict rules and regulations that they had to follow. Sometimes she had to do some unorthodox things when it came to locating a missing person.

She dragged her suitcase into the hotel room and threw it on the bed. She had about fifteen minutes to change clothes and freshen up before meeting Red back in the lobby. Rachel changed into a pair of dark jeans and a soft blue polo shirt, washed her face, brushed her teeth, and brushed her shoulder-length auburn hair. She hated the way the humidity played havoc and made it frizzy. No wonder Krapek always wore hers in a ponytail.

Exactly fifteen minutes later, Rachel met Red in the lobby. He was sitting on a leather couch talking with an attractive lady of a certain age. Rachel almost hated to interrupt him. Despite his recent heart attack, Red still looked good, and she knew he wanted a companion. He was in his early fifties, but his stocky frame was muscular and fit from working out and eating “rabbit food,” as he called it.

“Hi, Red. Are you ready to go?” Rachel called out from behind him.

“Sure,” he answered. He introduced Rachel to the lady he was speaking with. She was dressed in business casual wear, with tailored khaki pants and a white button blouse. Rachel thought the lady to be in her late forties or early fifties. Red introduced her as June Hollis and said she was a schoolteacher visiting relatives in the area.

“It’s very nice to meet you,” June said. “Anyone ever tell you that you look like Julia Roberts?”

Rachel laughed. “Yes, all the time. I think it’s the hair.”

“And the smile,” June said as she patted Red on the leg. “See you later?” she asked him.

Rachel raised an eyebrow at Red as he tossed her the car keys.

“I’ll meet you outside in just a minute.” Red gave Rachel a coy smile.

Rachel figured he was lining up a late date with the schoolteacher and left to go bring the car around. When Red got inside the car, she couldn’t resist teasing him just a little.

“I was only gone fifteen minutes and you already have a date with a woman you met in the lobby. That has to be a record. You lead a more exciting love life than I do.”

Red cocked an eyebrow and replied, “Speaking of love life, how’s Mike doing?”

Mike Mancini was a former DEA agent turned private consultant whom Rachel had met during an investigation. They’d shared perhaps a few more intimacies than average professional acquaintances, but Rachel wasn’t ready to define their relationship just yet.

“He landed a big gig with the Jacksonville police department, working with their narcotics division. I talked to him briefly after he left Mexico.”

Mike had come with Rachel to Cozumel when she first learned about the lead on her missing daughter, both for support and for some quiet time together. But he’d eventually had to return to work. They tried to talk on the phone whenever they could, but with their busy schedules, it was hard to do sometimes.

Thoughts of Mike left Rachel’s head a minute later, as Red pulled into a parking spot at the truck stop. Inside, she and Red got a booth and waited for Keith. The restaurant was full of truckers stopping to get a quick bite to eat and gas up their rigs before hitting the road. The tables were sticky, the coffee scalding hot, and the smell of bacon wafted through the air.

“Here he comes now.” Red pointed out the window to a purple eighteen-wheeler pulling into the parking lot. Rachel watched as Keith expertly parked his rig, jumped out, and waltzed into the restaurant. He was wearing tight Levis, a plaid button-down shirt, and cowboy boots. He removed his ball cap as he walked to their table.

Red made the introductions as Keith sat down.

Rachel immediately sized him up. He looked to be around midforties, with sandy blond hair and a kind face.

“Thanks for meeting with us. Tell me about the night you met Matt O’Malley,” Rachel said. She took her notepad out of her purse.

Keith cleared his throat before he began. “I have a private rig and run a route from Katy, Texas, to Jackson, Mississippi, a couple times a week. Last Thursday night, I was headed back to Jackson when I stopped here for a bite to eat around eight thirty in the evening. I was checking my rig when this guy walked up and asked me for money. It’s not unusual, especially in this town, for homeless people to hang around truck stops looking for rides or something to eat. Right off, though, something made me want to help this guy. He wasn’t just your usual vagrant, he seemed more like a regular guy who’d had a rough night or something.”

“Why is that?” Rachel asked.

“For starters, he carried himself a lot nicer than most homeless people who wander around here. The clothes he was wearing were a little disheveled but somewhat clean. His hair was neatly trimmed, and there was a little stubble on his face, but otherwise he was in good shape. I gave him a ten-dollar bill and invited him to eat with me. I had a feeling the guy would have an interesting story. We sat at that table over there.” Keith pointed to a booth a few feet away. “We both ordered dinner, and while we waited to be served, I tried to make some small talk. I started by asking him what his name was and where he was from.”

“What did he say?”

“A strange look crossed his face. I just figured that something bad must have happened to him and he didn’t want to talk about it. So we talked about the weather and sports instead. Or I should say that I talked. He didn’t say much of anything. He didn’t even eat that much. Just a few sips of water and a couple bites of food.”

“What was his mental state like?” Rachel asked.

“He looked a little lost, maybe confused. Thank goodness the food came quick. We ate in silence. I asked him if he needed a lift anywhere when we were done. He said no, thanked me again for the money and the grub, and then hit the restroom. I paid the check, and while I was pulling out, I saw him stumble out to the parking lot. I thought he may have been drinking, but come to think of it, I never smelled any alcohol on him.” Keith shrugged. “That was the last I saw of him until I spotted the flyer.”

“When was that?” Rachel asked.

“The next morning when I left Jackson, I headed out back on the road to Katy. I always stop at the Feed and Fuel near my house. When I headed inside, I saw a flyer on the door with this guy’s face on it. I was shocked. I immediately pulled out my phone and called the tip line.”

Red finished his coffee and pushed the cup aside. “The call came into our hotline, and Janine called me right away. I headed up to Baton Rouge and met Keith later that morning. Along with the Baton Rouge police department.”

“He never mentioned having a family or living in New Orleans?” Rachel asked.

“The only thing I got out of him was his name. Matt. I remember that because it’s my nephew’s name. Like I said, I figured the guy was down on his luck. With this economy, you’d be surprised how many men and women are on the street looking for work.”

Rachel took a business card out of her purse and slid it across the table to Keith. “Please call me if you remember anything else.”

Keith fingered the card before putting it in his wallet. “I’ve been watching the news. Do you think he killed his wife and kids?”

“We don’t know yet. He may be suffering from memory problems.” Rachel finished her iced tea and put a twenty-dollar bill on top of the check.

“I’d tend to believe that. He looked really lost. Sort of dazed and confused. I hope everything works out and y’all find his family.” Keith stood up to leave. “It was nice to meet you.”

Rachel waited until Keith was out of earshot. “Well, that was a total loss.”

“Not completely,” Red said. “We have established somewhat of a time line. Matt and his family went missing sometime Wednesday evening between six and seven. Keith ran into him in the truck stop parking lot on Thursday evening at eight thirty.”

“What I want to know is how Matt got to Baton Rouge from New Orleans. We’ll head to New Orleans in the morning and start at where Matt’s truck was found.” Rachel looked at her watch. “I need to catch up on my sleep,” she said. “Since we don’t need to go back to the truck stop in the morning now, we can leave around nine tomorrow?”

“I’ll be ready.”

As they pulled into the hotel parking lot, they spotted Agents Krapek and Phipps putting their luggage into a dark sedan. She checked the time. It was almost midnight.

“Leaving already?” Rachel said, surprised.

A quick look passed between both agents. Rachel immediately knew something was wrong. A knot settled in her stomach.

“They’ve found a woman’s body in Houma. No identification yet, but we’re going to check it out,” Phipps said.

“Where is Houma?” Rachel asked.

“It’s about an hour southwest of New Orleans,” Phipps said as he climbed into the driver’s seat. “A lot of swamp. We’ll let you know what we find out.”

Rachel watched as they pulled out of the parking lot. She put her hand on her stomach, regretting the blackened alligator appetizer she’d eaten earlier. “I hope that doesn’t turn out to be Matt O’Malley’s wife.”

“Yeah, me too.” Red took her by the elbow as they walked into the lobby. “Me too.”



CHAPTER 7

Rachel and Red left the hotel early the next morning, when the sunny mid-September air still felt cool. The road to New Orleans was crowded, but they still made good time. An hour and a half later, Red and Rachel pulled into the parking lot where the O’Malley truck was last seen. Red shifted the car into park. As Rachel stepped out, she noticed the heat of the day was already picking up.

She followed Red over to a patch of asphalt. “According to the police report, this is where Matt stopped to check his tire,” he said. “The truck was found with the back hatch opened, a flat rear tire, and a tire iron with specks of blood. His wife Erin’s purse was on the passenger floorboard. The kids’ backpacks, soccer equipment, and a cooler were all in the back. The backseat DVD player was still running.”

Rachel looked up, wishing she could know what Matt O’Malley had seen that evening. Now, in the bright morning sunshine, this place seemed completely ordinary. It was a parking lot bordered by the Mississippi River to the south and a hotel chain to the right. Nearby was another parking lot with an attendant station and signs for a paddleboat river ride. She observed several people walking around the riverfront and coming in and out of the hotel.

“It’s hard to believe that nobody saw anything. Anywhere around the riverfront in New Orleans is always jumping with tourists.” Rachel had observed a casino, the aquarium, paddleboat operators, several hotels, and the convention center within minutes of the lot. “When the O’Malley family pulled in here around six thirty or seven o’clock in the evening, the sun would just be setting. Plenty of light.” Rachel looked again at the hotel entrance. “Any chance of security cameras?”

“Yeah,” Red answered. “The detective in charge of the case said they checked it out and found nothing in range of the parking lot.”

“Between here and the city park, Matt stopped for gas. Do we know which gas station?” Rachel asked.

“The police traced his credit card, which was used at a local Chevron located a few blocks away on Poydras Street. About a five-minute drive from here.”

“Police talked to the people at the gas station?” Rachel asked, guessing the answer. Red’s experience as a police detective made him a very thorough investigator, and he would have looked at every angle.

“Nothing out of the ordinary there. No working security cameras on the outside of the station. Matt paid at the pump. Didn’t even go inside.”

“Working security cameras inside the gas station?” Rachel asked.

“Just on the inside,” Red confirmed.

Rachel knit her eyebrows together. “Any reason why we shouldn’t look at the tape anyway? Matt may have been followed. We could have Chris look at the tape. See if he notices anyone familiar,” she said.

“Good point. I’ll check with my contact to see if I can get a copy.”

“You got the whole area covered with flyers? Talked to all the tourist joints around here?” Rachel felt sure the answer was yes, and that only made her feel more frustrated. How did a whole family just disappear in an area that was crawling with tourists?

“I had the team put a flyer on the window of about every storefront between here and the French Quarter,” Red said, nodding.

“No calls yet on the tip line?”

“We’ve had the usual nut jobs call in. The only solid lead was a person saying they thought they saw the O’Malley kids at a McDonald’s in Lafayette. It’s about two hours from here. Turned it over to the detective working the case here, but nothing came of it.”

Anytime Florida Omni Search got a call for help to find a missing person, they put a team in place immediately to start canvassing the area where the person was last seen. Rachel had a database of thousands of volunteers in almost every major city in the United States. Once they got the call for help on the O’Malley case, Janine and her team had created a flyer that was e-mailed out to the team leader in New Orleans, who in turn printed and distributed the information.

“The team took to the street all weekend handing out flyers and talking to tourists and business owners. Hell, the O’Malley family is well-known in the area. And with the media coverage this case is getting, if someone saw anything, we’d know by now,” Red continued. Rachel sighed. Red sounded as frustrated as Rachel felt. It was one thing to find a missing person, but to find a missing family that vanished into the thin air was another thing.

“I wish we’d get word on the body they found in Houma,” said Rachel. “Hopefully that will give us more to go on than an empty parking lot.”

“I’m sure we’ll hear something soon enough. If not from Krapek, then from Detective Kerry Jones at NOPD. Apparently, Detective Jones knows Chris and Matt from working with them on cases involving O’Malley bond clients, so she’s been good about sharing information,” said Red. “Let’s take a ride by the O’Malley residence. Maybe something will shake loose there.” Rachel followed Red back to the car, and moments later they were headed for the Garden District.

“Impressive,” said Rachel, as Red pulled up to the wrought iron gate and she got her first view of the O’Malleys’ home through its ornate bars. It was a beautiful Victorian house on a magnificent lot covered in stately oak trees. A police cruiser kept guard just outside the entryway.

“Think we can go in?” Rachel asked.

“Only one way to find out. I’ll be right back.” Red parked behind the cruiser and got out. Rachel watched as he went up to the patrol car and talked to the officer behind the wheel. After a few minutes, he waved for her to get out of the car. She met him at the front gate.

“How’d it go?”

“Good. I had him call Chris O’Malley, and he gave us the green light to go inside. The front door’s unlocked.”



CHAPTER 8

When Rachel entered through the front door, she thought she’d stepped into an issue of Southern Living magazine. The spacious foyer was covered with black-and-white marble tiles. To the left was a small parlor that looked rarely used; to the right, a grand dining room with a table that could comfortably sit twelve people, and a magnificent staircase that led to the second floor. Rachel walked straight ahead to a big open kitchen that was straight out of a reality TV cooking show: she spotted stainless steel Viking appliances, black granite countertops, a wood-burning pizza oven, and a wine cooler just in one glance. Off the kitchen area was a small breakfast nook that overlooked the backyard, and a patio with a gorgeous pool. A family room to the right held two comfortable leather couches, a couple of oversize recliners, a plasma TV, a fireplace, and a checkerboard game table.

“Nice house,” Rachel said.

“Chris said his brother put big bucks into renovating after their dad passed away.”

Rachel followed Red out to the backyard. The area around the pool was cleverly landscaped with rocks, waterfalls, and palms so that it looked like a tropical oasis. At the end of the pool was a built-in stone hot tub, and beyond that, an outdoor kitchen, complete with a grill, sink, stove, and refrigerator. A large flat-panel TV was hoisted over a tiki bar with a palm-thatched roof and four barstools.

“Wow, this puts my Miami home to shame,” Rachel said.

Rachel still kept the large home that she had once shared with her ex-husband and Mallory. She was having trouble coming to terms with the idea of selling it. After the divorce, she’d moved to a small bungalow that was closer to her office. Now it was just her and Maggie, and she didn’t need all the space the old house had. It was time to start letting go of the house, but she wasn’t sure how.

She looked at the second story of the garage. “Guest quarters?”

“Two-bedroom apartment. Chris said that Erin used it as an art studio.”

“Let’s take a peek.” Rachel walked up the wooden stairs and found the door unlocked. The apartment had a small kitchen and living room. Through one door she saw a queen-size bed that was unmade. “Huh, I wonder who sleeps here?”

The other door was closed. She tried the handle. Unlocked. She pushed the door open. Art canvases littered the room. It smelled heavily of paint and turpentine. A drawing board held several sketches. Rachel picked one up.

“Creepy.” The picture was pencil drawn and featured an old cemetery with broken headstones and a foggy background. “This is really unusual. She has these beautiful watercolors of the Mississippi River and jazz musicians but pencil sketches of old graveyards and skulls. It’s almost like two different people were working in this studio.”

“Yeah, check this out.” Rachel turned to where Red was standing and joined him before a small table covered in deep purple velvet and littered with statues and half-burned votive candles.

“What the hell is that?”

“Looks like an altar of some kind.”

Rachel knelt down to take a closer look. The statues were of different shapes and sizes. One was an old man carved from stone. His eyes were misaligned and too big for his head. He was shirtless and his nipples were pierced.

She stood up and wandered over to a small desk. It was neat compared to the rest of the room, with a small stack of bills on one side and a plain notebook on the other. Rachel picked up the notebook, and a business card fluttered to the floor. She bent down to pick it up. The card was plain, black and white, with weird symbols on it.

“Madame Verdene’s Voodoo Shop,” she read aloud. “Located in the French Quarter on St. Peter Street.”

“Maybe that’s where Erin buys her stuff for the altar,” Red said.

Rachel walked over to a small closet. Inside, it was neat and organized. Paint supplies, candles, and various small bottles labeled in cryptic black script.

“These look like potions of some sort,” said Rachel. “Was Erin into black magic?”

Red shrugged his shoulders. “I have no idea. This is New Orleans. Home to Anne Rice, vampires, witches, and voodoo.”

“I pictured her as a typical soccer mom,” Rachel commented. “Maybe there’s no such thing.”

“You can never tell what dirty little secrets people have in their closets,” Red said, walking out of the apartment. “Literally.”

Rachel pulled out her notebook and quickly wrote down the number of the voodoo shop. She returned the card to the notebook and then followed Red back outside.

“Top of my list is visiting Madame Verdene’s Voodoo Shop,” Rachel said.

“Sounds perfect. I know a great little restaurant in the Quarter that I’ve been dying to go back to. We can stop by and see the voodoo shop and then grab a bite.”



CHAPTER 9

Madame Verdene’s Voodoo Shop was sandwiched between a well-known karaoke club and a homemade-candy shop that was famous for its pralines. The window display of the voodoo shop was draped with black velvet and adorned with various talismans and crosses. Rachel stepped inside and was immediately overwhelmed by the scent of sage. It made her feel light-headed, but luckily that tapered off once she was a few feet inside the store.

“May I help you?” asked a gravelly voice from behind the counter.

Rachel turned to find an older woman wearing a long orange dress that complimented her dark skin, with hair trailing down her back in intricate braids.

“I’m looking for Madame Verdene,” Rachel said.

“Well, you found her.”

Rachel introduced herself and Red. “We’re with Florida Omni Search. A family disappeared near this area last week, and we’re working to find them.”

Madame Verdene narrowed her eyes and looked Rachel up and down, like a simple glance would reveal if she was telling the truth or not. “The O’Malleys?”

“Do you know them?” Rachel asked, surprised.

Madame Verdene walked to the front of the store and picked up a duster. She proceeded to dust around the cashier stand. After a few beats she answered the question.

“Erin O’Malley was a customer.” Madame Verdene put down the duster and lit a single black candle.

Rachel thought about her answer for a minute. “You said she was a customer. Not anymore?”

Red shifted uncomfortably beside her.

“That’s right.” Madame Verdene looked Rachel straight in the eye.

“What happened?” Rachel asked.

“She’s dead.”



CHAPTER 10

“How do you know she’s dead?” Rachel asked.

Two young teenage girls walked into the shop, smacking their gum and talking about buying voodoo dolls. Madame Verdene called out to another girl working at the back of the store. “Mabel, please come up here and watch the store while I help these customers.” Madame Verdene motioned for Rachel and Red to follow her as soon as Mabel took her position at the cashier stand.

They followed her to the back of the store through a heavily curtained door. The back room was surprisingly large and clearly multipurpose. There was a small office area with a paper-strewn wooden desk, a break area with a kitchenette, and a sitting area. The latter was what piqued Rachel’s interest. Tucked in the corner was a round table that seated six people. Madame Verdene walked over to the table and took a seat, and Red and Rachel followed suit. No lights were on except for a red crystal chandelier above the table, which cast sparkles around the dark room. An altar similar to the one Erin had in her art studio was to the left of the table. Rachel wondered if this was where Madame Verdene held séances or read fortunes.

“Erin had been a customer for a long time. She was a very sweet lady. Sweet, but she had a lot of negative energy around her. We were building up her psychic shield to reflect the bad energy.”

“Well, if she’s dead, apparently it didn’t work,” Red mumbled. Rachel kicked him under the table. She knew Red didn’t believe in psychic powers, witches, or anything of that sort.

Madame Verdene ignored the remark. “After Erin’s last visit, I knew it wasn’t working. She was doomed. I didn’t have the heart to tell her, so I asked her to be careful and to be aware of her surroundings. I think she knew something bad was going to happen.”

“What do you think happened to Erin?” Rachel asked. She knew Red was mentally rolling his eyes at the question.

“She got herself killed.”

“Who did it?” Rachel asked.

Madame Verdene closed her eyes for a moment before answering.

“A dark force had entered her life years ago. I don’t know a name if that’s what you’re asking, but I can tell you whereabouts to find her body.”

Rachel nodded for her to continue.

“She was dumped in a swampy area near an old fishing boat. In my vision, I saw a sign that had the words ‘fish camp.’ You should look that up.”

Rachel pulled her notebook out, while Red scrutinized Madame Verdene.

“What about her kids? They dead, too?” Red asked.

“Her kids are still alive.” Madame Verdene closed her eyes again. She started to make a weird humming noise. Rachel sneaked a glance at Red, who was shaking his head. She knew he was reaching his I’ve-had-enough-of-this-shit limit. She was going to have to get him out of here quickly.

“They are being held somewhere close by. Near a body of water. I’m sorry, but I can’t see them as strongly as I can Erin. I do have a feeling that you don’t have much time to find them.” Madame Verdene stood up from the table. “The husband was found, you know.”

“You see that in your vision, too?” Red asked in a snarky tone.

“No. I saw that on the news.”

Rachel stifled a laugh.

“Anyway, if you need anything else, just give me a call.” Madame Verdene handed Rachel a business card. Then she turned to Red. “You better keep watching your diet. That heart of yours is still healing.” She tapped him on the chest with her six-inch-long blood-red nail and walked back out to the front of the store.

Rachel and Red followed her, then headed straight for the exit.

“Thanks for your time!” Rachel called out as they left the shop.

“Lucky guess,” Red said as they stood out on the sidewalk. He shook his finger at Rachel. “Don’t even go there.”

She went there anyway. “How in the world would she know you had a heart attack?”

“She didn’t say specifically ‘heart attack.’ Hell, most men my age have some kind of a heart problem. High blood pressure, high cholesterol, you name it.”

“But she said your heart was still healing.”

Red waved her off. “Let’s go eat.”



CHAPTER 11

Agent Krapek walked carefully around the swamp, her heels sinking deeply in the Louisiana muck. As thick fog rolled eerily through the hundred-year-old cypress trees hanging with thick moss, Krapek rubbed the goose bumps popping up on her arms. She would have to remember to keep an extra pair of boots and a sweater in her bag.

“This is where they found the body.” The sheriff’s deputy pointed to a large cypress tree. “Well, I should say remains. After the gators were through with it, I’m surprised there was anything left.” He spit out a stream of brown juice.

Agent Krapek tried to clear her mind and not think of mangled body parts and ten-foot alligators. She swallowed hard and put on her best professional face. “What body parts were found?”

“Body part,” the deputy corrected. “A left arm, hand and fingers attached. A wedding band was still on the ring finger.”

“Who found it?” Krapek asked the deputy. Her tone of voice was crisp. She refused to show this piddling local officer that this whole situation was putting her on edge.

“Local fisherman. Aaron Boudreaux. He was checking his line for gators and pulled up an arm instead. Called us in and we secured the scene until the detective could come in. Then the medical examiner came and bagged it. You can check with her.”

“Nothing else was found? Clothing, personal items?” Agent Phipps asked.

The deputy adjusted his trousers by his belt and the chew in his mouth at the same time. “No, sir. Just the arm.”

“This area is frequently used by fishermen, correct?” Agent Krapek tried to take a step forward, but her shoe was rooted firmly in the muck. Cursing under her breath, she stepped out of the shoe before plucking it from the mud.

The deputy looked at her in amusement. “Yep. It’s a very popular spot for hunters.” He pointed to the east. “And it’s easy to get in and out of here without being seen, if that’s what you’re thinking. It’s a good place to dump a body. The gator probably dragged it down below the water and hid it under a log until it was ready to finish eating. The arm could’ve floated downriver and ended up here.”

Krapek felt her stomach give another lurch. “Let’s get a call into the ME’s office and go take a look at what’s she got.”

“Our crime scene guys will be combing the area for the next couple of days. I’m not too hopeful we’ll find anything. With all the rain we’ve had, any evidence has probably been washed away,” the deputy said.

Agent Krapek stared out over the swamp. The fog was getting even thicker, and a low roll of thunder shook the ground. It is the perfect spot for dumping a body, she thought. Gators, quicksand-like soil, lots of undergrowth, and complete isolation. Whoever did this knew the area and knew what they were doing. If this arm did belong to Erin O’Malley, she hoped that Erin had been dead before the gator got to her and that the children didn’t suffer the same fate as their mother. Agent Krapek shuddered again, then passed it off as a coughing fit. Another visit to Matt O’Malley was in the works. He had to know more than he was telling. She didn’t buy his bullshit amnesia story one bit.

“What’s next?” Phipps asked as they headed toward the car.

“There’s nothing we can do here until the ME has identified the body. We don’t even know if that arm belongs to Erin. Let’s take a drive over there and see what she can tell us so far.” Agent Krapek drove away from the swampy area and made note of a large sign they passed on the way out. McDaniel’s Fish Camp. Bait. Beer. Groceries.



CHAPTER 12

Rachel hung up her cell phone. “That was Chris O’Malley. He asked if we could stop by his house to talk to Matt.”

They were just finishing up lunch at Emeril’s NOLA restaurant, the spot Red had been so keen to try. Rachel savored her last bite of fried chicken and bourbon–sweet potato mash. It wasn’t fun spending a half hour listening to Red complain that Madame Verdene was a fraud, but at least she was eating a delicious meal while doing it.

“What does Matt want to discuss?” Red grabbed a napkin and wiped his face.

“Chris didn’t say. Just that Matt wanted to ask us some questions.”

“Are you going to tell him about our little field trip to the voodoo place?”

“We’ll see how it goes.” Rachel wanted to change the subject from Madame Verdene. “How’s the catfish?”

“Delicious. I have to say that New Orleans has some of the best food in the South.”

After they settled up the tab, they headed toward Metairie, just west of New Orleans. “I wonder why Chris decided to give up his share of the house and live outside the big city.” Rachel plugged his address into the GPS unit.

“Maybe we’ll find out,” said Red.

Fifteen minutes later they pulled up to a spacious ranch house perched at the end of a cul-de-sac. It was of whitewashed brick and had a neatly trimmed lawn. A garden gnome sat at the corner of the flower bed, with a WELCOME sign in his stubby hands. Rachel had always thought that garden gnomes were a little creepy: small bearded men with smiles on their faces but distrust in their eyes, like they were plotting something evil. She eased the rental car next to a white Mercedes, resisting the urge to run the gnome over.

“A lot different from where Matt lives, huh?” Rachel walked up to the front door and rang the bell.

“Maybe living in a hundred-year-old mansion in the heart of New Orleans isn’t Chris’s style,” Red said.

“Obviously not,” Rachel agreed as they waited.

A beautiful blond woman opened the door. “Hello, you must be Rachel Scott?” She held the door open for them. “I’m Melinda O’Malley, Chris’s wife. Please come in.”

Melinda O’Malley looked like she had just stepped out of Vogue magazine. She had on a navy-blue pencil skirt with a crisp, white button-down shirt and a hint of lace camisole peeking through. She towered over Rachel in her four-inch heels. Her blond hair was just past shoulder length and was worn sleek and straight. Her green eyes were framed perfectly in flawless makeup that avoided being too heavy. She led them through the foyer and into a spacious living room. The smell of something wonderful baking in the oven wafted throughout the house.

“Chris and Matt are outside on the deck. I’ll go let them know you are here. Make yourself comfortable.”

The interior of the house looked like it was straight from a Pottery Barn catalog. Nothing about it seemed warm or lived-in. Two supple leather couches were clustered around a massive antique-looking leather chest that doubled as a coffee table. There was a huge, flat plasma screen mounted above the fireplace and surrounding bookcases. The open floor plan gave the home a roomy, modern feel. Rachel admired the kitchen and breakfast room that were situated behind the living room. From where she sat on the couch, Rachel could see gleaming white granite countertops, stainless steel top-of-the-line appliances, and a gorgeous dark wood table and chairs in the breakfast room.

“It’s a beautiful house,” Rachel whispered to Red. “But unlike Matt’s place, it looks like a museum. I’m afraid to sit on the couch.”

“The bail bond business must pay very well,” he said.

Rachel looked down at her jeans and tennis shoes. “I feel underdressed next to Melinda. Maybe I should’ve changed before we came here.”

“She’s a real knockout, all right,” Red said, ignoring her comment. He was clearly smitten with Melinda. “She reminds me of that lady in the movie Lost in Translation.”

“Scarlett Johansson?”

“Yeah, that’s her.”

“Hmmm…maybe a little.” Rachel wasn’t surprised that Red found Melinda attractive. She decided not to tell him that she’d taken an instant dislike to the woman, who was clearly trying too hard. Rachel knew a few women of that type back in Miami. They dressed immaculately whether they were making a quick run to the grocery store, picking up their kids from school, or running errands around town. They dressed to impress each other and to stake a claim to their position in the social chain. Money and status were of the utmost importance to these women. And Melinda seemed to fit in the same category.

Rachel picked up one of several photo albums that sat neatly arranged on the coffee table. Opening the cover, she was met by a picture of a smiling family in front of the famous garden at Disney World: Matt, his wife Erin, and two kids were standing in front of a concrete ledge. Rachel remembered taking a similar picture with her daughter when Mallory was three years old. Right before she disappeared. That trip had been their last time at Disney World together. She flipped through more of the album pages, recognizing all of the most popular places for taking pictures at the theme park. She flipped past Erin and the kids in front of Cinderella’s castle, the kids in front of the Haunted Mansion ride, Erin and the kids posing right out front of Toontown, and the kids in front of the Splash Mountain log ride. Rachel could tell that Matt was the primary photographer on this trip due to his absence in most of the photos. She laid down that album and picked up a smaller one. This one was mostly of Matt and Erin. The couple looked almost like models posing as the snapshots moved from one on a boat, to one in front of a cute bungalow, to another with a gorgeous pool in the background.

“Little Palm Island, down in the Florida Keys. I took Erin there for our ten-year anniversary,” Matt said.

Rachel turned to find Matt standing behind her. She closed the album, feeling like she’d been caught trespassing on another person’s memories. She looked up to see Matt staring at her curiously.

“Right,” she said, clearing her throat. “It looks like you had a lovely time.”

Matt shrugged. “From what I remember, we always have a good time, no matter where we go.”

Chris stepped into the room and quickly moved to shake hands with Rachel and then Red. “Thanks for coming over, guys,” he said, gesturing for them to sit back down.

Rachel observed Matt as he took a seat across from her. She thought he looked a little tired. His eyes were red rimmed and he had stubble on his face. He looked different from the way he did in the pictures she had just been looking at. He seemed to be a shell of the confident, strong man she’d seen in photos. It wasn’t unlike the look of other people she’d worked for who had lost someone close to them. Having a loved one missing had a particular way of taking a toll on someone, and Matt seemed to be feeling his loss. What made him different, Rachel thought, was that Matt claimed not to have any memory of what had happened to his family. She wished she felt more confident. But this was the first case she’d been involved in where amnesia was an issue, and she didn’t feel qualified to make any assessments. Rachel wasn’t even sure where to begin. She raised her eyebrows at Red, and thankfully, he nodded discretely and took the lead.

“How are you feeling, Matt?” Red asked.

Matt rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands. “Better. Still no memories. Chris brought over some of our family photo albums from the house, hoping we could jog my memory. I’ve been poring over them trying to recover the last couple months of my life, but it’s not working.” He motioned to the albums. “After hours of staring at photos…nothing. Well, nothing and everything. What I can remember is how much I love my wife and my kids.”

Rachel thought how strange it must be for him to look at all the pictures of him and his beautiful family and not know what happened to them. Chris cleared his throat. “In addition to being up all night looking at pictures,” he said, “I’ve been talking over the last couple of months with Matt in detail, covering work and family stuff that happened, but he doesn’t remember anything. The doctor told us it could take some time for him to get his full memory back.”

Melinda brought in a tray of drinks. “Homemade lemonade and chocolate chip cookies. Please help yourself,” she said, putting the tray down on the huge leather chest. Rachel thought she caught a look of annoyance as Melinda picked up the photo albums and carried them back to the bookshelf.

Rachel reached for a glass of lemonade, while Red grabbed a bottle of water.

“Thank you,” Rachel said. “It’s been really humid outside.”

“The calendar says it’s fall, but we all know summer isn’t over yet,” Melinda said cheerfully. She took a seat beside her husband.

“Are you and Erin close?” Red asked Melinda.

“Yes. Of course. Erin and I have known each other since high school.” She looked over at her husband and smiled. “That’s how we all met.”

“We always do things together,” Chris added. “Wednesdays were always our night to get together. We took turns having family dinner at each other’s houses.”

“Matt,” Red said, continuing with his questions. “Did anyone know your schedule? Your daily routine?”

Matt shook his head. “Just the people at the office. Our office manager and some of the employees. I always left early on Wednesdays to coach soccer practice. Everyone knew that.”

“Did Erin ever mention going to a voodoo shop in New Orleans?” Rachel asked, changing the subject.

Melinda laughed nervously. “Madame Verdene?”

Rachel nodded.

“I went with her a couple of times.”

“Erin’s interested in voodoo?” Rachel asked.

“She’s an artist and a bit of a free spirit. She’d been having trouble lately coming up with what she called her creative juices. Erin felt she was getting some bad juju or something. We went to see Madame Verdene for help. Erin got some white sage to burn in her studio and around the house. Verdene also got her to do a spiritual cleanse.”

“What does that entail?” Rachel asked.

“Verdene uses a combination of special herbs on the body and even does the purification herself. She had Erin strip down to her underwear and smeared her with this special potion. Then she burned white sage and did some weird chant while blowing the smoke from the sage all around Erin. Verdene believes that when you are stuck with negative forces and energies, you must cleanse the body to get rid of them. Erin thought it was great, even though I never understood why she felt like she needed it. She has a picture-perfect family.” Melinda gestured toward the photo albums she’d returned to the bookshelf.

Rachel thought she caught a look of irritation that Chris tossed Melinda’s way.

“After the cleanse, Erin said she could already tell a difference. She said she felt lighter and more free,” Melinda continued.

Rachel turned her attention to Chris. “You don’t believe in spiritual cleansing?”

“No. I think Madame Verdene sounds like a quack.”

Melinda punched her husband in the arm. “Madame Verdene is well-known in New Orleans as the voodoo queen. She’s helped people from all over. There are celebrities in Hollywood who have her on speed dial.”

“Did you know about the altar Erin had set up in her studio?” Rachel asked Melinda.

“That was another part of the ritual. Madame Verdene suggested she set one up and do daily prayer and meditation to complement her cleanse.”

“And Erin continued to believe it was helping her?”

“I guess so. She was back to painting before she disappeared.”

“Is there anyone you can think of that may have wanted to hurt Erin or her family?” Red asked.

“No,” Chris answered. “Erin’s the sweetest person I know. She never made an enemy.”

“That’s right,” Melinda agreed. “Erin is always the first person to volunteer at school functions and has a lot of friends. She also spends her time volunteering at local charities. It’s kind of hard to imagine anyone more perfect. And the kids, Mary Kate and Patrick, are just dolls. I love them just as if they were my own.”

She gave a little laugh, and Rachel had the fleeting thought that it wasn’t the laugh of someone grieving. Rachel was beginning to think Melinda might be a little jealous of her sister-in-law.

“Chris, what about the business? You must make some enemies,” Red speculated.

“We’ve had our fair share of problems,” said Chris, nodding. “But like I told the detective who questioned us, I can’t think of anyone who would want to hurt our family. Some people think the bond business is exotic and dangerous. The truth of the matter is that only a portion of our clients are real criminals. The rest of them are regular people who have been caught in extraordinary circumstances and need help getting out of a stressful situation. A lot of people think we deal with ‘bad’ people all the time. Generally, a person who needs to be bailed out is somebody’s sister, father, or close friend. We deal with regular people—like you and me—who have made mistakes and find themselves in a regrettable situation.”

“What about Rupert Meaux?” Melinda asked her husband. “He definitely wanted to hurt our family.”



CHAPTER 13

“Who is Rupert Meaux?” Red asked.

“Rupert Meaux is harmless,” Chris answered, clearly getting more annoyed with Melinda. It was obvious that there was something brewing between husband and wife.

“We had to put a lien on his house because he skipped bail. It’s not something we normally do, but this was an extreme measure. Rupert skipped on bail and went into hiding. His wife, Frances, was pretty livid and showed up on our doorstep with a baseball bat.”

“You told the detective this?” Red asked.

“A police report was filed at the time. They’re aware of it.”

Rachel noticed that Matt looked bored. His eyes were glazed, and he kept rubbing his palms over his eyes like an exhausted kid. Rachel wondered if he was still heavily medicated.

“And if the person skips on bail,” Rachel asked, “like Rupert Meaux, do you always put a lien on their property?”

“We do that as a last resort. Sometimes, depending on the amount of bond, we employ a bounty hunter to track down the fugitive. If that is unsuccessful, and the courts have approved, we are entitled to the full bail amount. We will put a lien on the property that was used to secure the bail bond.”

“What happened to Mrs. Meaux?” Red asked.

“She was able to pay off the bail amount and we removed the lien.”

“Not before she had a heart attack and her oldest son came after Chris with some buddies one night,” Melinda said.

Chris shot Melinda another irritated look. “Melinda! Enough.” He turned his attention back to Red and Rachel. “Look, it was nothing. The family was a little pissed off and I defused the situation. It happens sometimes. The Meauxs had nothing to do with Erin or this situation.”

Rachel was a little uncomfortable with the tension in the room. Thankfully, the doorbell rang. While Melinda went to answer the door, Rachel took the opportunity to ask Matt something she’d been thinking about.

“Matt, I have a friend who is in town this weekend. Her name is Michelle Couch, and she’s worked with amnesia patients before. I thought we might give it a shot and have you talk with her. See if she can help you recover your memory.”

“Sure. That’s why I called you guys to come over. I wanted to see what I could do to help find my family. I feel so helpless just sitting around doing nothing.”

“I know how you feel.” Rachel told him about her missing daughter, Mallory. “I’ve been in your shoes and I know that helpless feeling very well. But there are ways that you can help, and talking to Michelle would be a good first step.”

“I’d be willing to do that,” Matt agreed. “And I’m sorry to hear about your daughter. It must be hard.”

“It is.” Rachel finished her drink. “I’ll set something up in the next day or two with Michelle. We’ll find…” She was interrupted by Melinda coming back in the room with her guests. Rachel looked up in surprise to see Agents Krapek and Phipps standing behind Melinda.

“The FBI is here to talk to Matt,” Melinda announced.



CHAPTER 14

Rachel knew immediately that Agent Krapek was bringing bad news. She’d experienced this when working with the FBI in the past. They usually didn’t call the bad news in. They showed up unexpectedly. Like this.

Agent Krapek had her game face on. Dressed in her typical tailored work outfit, she wore navy trousers, a white shirt, and a gray blazer, even though it was a humid day. Everything about her said that she was here on serious business. She was accompanied by Agent Phipps and another law enforcement officer, who was introduced to Rachel as Detective Kerry Jones of the NOPD. Rachel watched the professional but friendly handshake between Jones and the O’Malley brothers and remembered what Red had said about the three having worked together before. It had to be a relief to the O’Malleys that an intimidating FBI agent like Krapek was accompanied by a local officer with a familiar face. Rachel studied Detective Jones. She was about five eight, with mocha-colored skin and slick dark hair that formed a tight bun. Rachel could tell that Jones meant business.

“Sorry to come unannounced.” Krapek directed her words toward Matt. “Something has come up. Can we talk in private?”

“It’s not necessary. You can speak freely in front of everyone here,” Matt told her.

“Okay.” Agent Krapek took a seat next to Matt, while Jones and Phipps stood by. “A woman’s body was found in Houma. We have reason to believe that it’s your wife.”

Rachel held her breath, thinking back to what Madame Verdene had told her about Erin being found in a swampy area.

“Are you sure?” Matt asked in a quiet voice.

“We need you to take a look at a photo.” Krapek nodded to Phipps as he pulled out a Polaroid that was taken at the ME’s office. “I have to warn you that what I’m about to show you is a little shocking.”

Matt held out his hand. “I want to see it.”

Melinda got up and walked out of the room. Rachel heard the back door open and then quietly close. She imagined that Melinda didn’t want to hear the bad news that was likely to be revealed. Or, she thought, remembering the comments Melinda had made about Erin’s perfect life, maybe Melinda just wanted to freshen up her lipstick. There was something so superficial about the woman. Rachel wanted to warm to her, but couldn’t.

“I should clarify that the sheriff’s office in Houma found a body part only,” said Krapek. “Not a whole body. This is the left arm. A wedding ring was still attached.”

Matt studied the picture, and tears welled up in his eyes. “This is Erin’s wedding band. I may not remember the last couple of months, but I remember slipping this on her finger.” He made a kind of choking noise, and Rachel could tell he was trying to keep from all-out crying.

Chris glanced at the photo. “Are you sure, buddy?”

Matt nodded. “There’s one way to know for sure. It has our initials engraved on the inside of the band with our wedding date.”

“Right,” said Krapek, with a grave expression. “The initials E and M were found on the inside, along with an April date.” Agent Phipps handed Matt another photo. “Here’s the other picture we took of the ring.”

Rachel watched as Chris put his arm around Matt. The color was draining from Matt’s face.

“Not to sound harsh, but even if it’s Erin’s ring, how do you know that’s actually her?” Chris asked.

“The ME is running DNA and tox reports. We’re not one hundred percent, but with the ring…” Krapek shrugged.

Matt handed the photo back to Phipps with shaky hands. “It’s her. She had a mole on her hand. It always bothered her and she wanted to have it removed.”

“Well, this doesn’t prove Erin is dead,” said Chris. “You just found an arm, right?”

“Right,” Krapek answered. “But you have to admit it doesn’t look good.”

“What about the kids?” Matt asked.

“Nothing yet,” Krapek answered. “With a solid ID on Erin, we can have our crime scene unit assist the sheriff’s office and scour the area. Unfortunately, the weather elements combined with topography will make it difficult to find evidence.” Krapek looked to Detective Jones to see if she wanted to add anything about their investigation.

“We’re still waiting on our crime lab for the results of processing your vehicle and the scene,” said Jones. “So far, we know the only prints we’ve found on the tire iron are yours, Matt.” The woman shifted her heavy frame from one foot to the other.

Rachel watched Matt closely as he acknowledged Jones’s statement with a nod. He seemed genuinely surprised and upset by seeing the grisly photographs that seemed to prove his wife’s death. But Rachel still had her doubts about whether or not he was truly suffering from amnesia or just hiding the truth of what had happened. She just had to trust that the truth would come out in the end. And pray that the kids were still safe.

“Do you mind if we talk alone now?” Krapek asked Matt.

“Sure,” he answered.

“You can use my office,” Chris offered.



CHAPTER 15

Matt could tell from Krapek’s posture that she wasn’t in the mood to waste any time. She gestured for Matt to take a seat, watched as Agent Phipps and Detective Jones did the same, and then started asking questions from behind the room’s wooden desk. “Have you remembered anything?”

Matt glanced around his brother’s office and spotted the mini-fridge that held some of his brother’s favorite local brews. He opened the door, grabbed a NOLA Blonde Ale, and popped the top. He stared into the bottle as if he’d find an answer there—an answer that would convince Krapek that he was innocent in the disappearance of his family.

“Nope. I’ve looked through countless family photo albums and videos. Nothing has worked.”

“Look, Matt. We’re running out of time here, so don’t pull any shit with us. Your kids’ lives could be in jeopardy. We need something to go on.” Krapek gripped the edge of the desk and leaned over so she was within inches of Matt’s face. A few blond tendrils came loose from her ponytail, and she tucked them behind her ear. “Give me something.”

Matt set his beer down on the desk. “I’m doing everything I can. What do you want from me?”

“We want you to tell us the truth. What really happened that night?” Krapek asked.

“I don’t know. I’m trying my best to remember. But I really don’t know.” Matt ran his hands through his dark hair. He didn’t know what it was going to take to get Krapek to believe him. “Look, I want to find my kids just as bad as you do. They’re my kids, for Christ’s sake. What do you want me to say?”

Krapek stared at him like her eyes might be able to crack him open. Matt’s eyes met hers and he didn’t look away.

“Matt, we’d like to come by your office tomorrow and sit down with you. Go through any cases you’ve worked on that may have had any disgruntled clients,” Phipps requested.

“Fine,” he said, with a hint of frustration. “What time?” Matt tilted back the beer bottle, took another swig, and set it down with a loud clank. He could sense that Krapek didn’t approve of his daytime drinking or his attitude, but he didn’t care.

“We’ll meet you there at nine.” Krapek sighed and slid off the side of the desk. “Sorry again for being the bearer of bad news. We’ll see ourselves out.”

Matt stayed in the room and watched the agents and detective leave. He heard them call out their good-byes. He reached in the fridge and grabbed another beer, this time choosing an IPA. He took a long pull from the bottle before setting it down. He knew time was running out. Agent Krapek was out for blood, his blood, and he could possibly be arrested any time now.

The Holy Bible was sitting on the edge of Chris’s desk. Matt picked it up and flipped through the pages. His eyes settled on Psalm 90:1. As he read the passage, an image of a homeless man popped in his head. A homeless man with perfect white teeth.



CHAPTER 16

Chris O’Malley looked out the living room’s front window and watched as the visitors backed down the driveway. Rachel and Red had made their exit as soon as Matt and his FBI visitors went to talk in private. Now they were gone as well. Closing his eyes in frustration for an instant, Chris went in search of his wife and found her in the kitchen, her back to him as she poured a martini.

“Melinda! What the hell was that all about?”

Melinda startled at his voice, clearly not expecting him. She dropped her martini glass on the kitchen’s marble tile floor. An olive rolled under the refrigerator, and the smell of vermouth assaulted Chris’s nose.

“You scared me!” Melinda grabbed the broom and started sweeping up the bits of broken glass. “What’s wrong with you?”

“What’s wrong with me? Why were you running your big mouth about the Meaux family? You know that company business is confidential. I told you to refrain from speaking about it to any investigators. You leave that to me!”

Chris watched as his wife used a wet paper towel to pick up the tiny fragments of the shattered martini glass the broom didn’t catch.

“I was just trying to help. Your poor brother is brain damaged, his wife and kids may be dead, and you don’t want me to say anything that may be helpful in finding them?” She threw the paper towel in the trash and then put her hands on her hips. Her normally well-coiffed blond hair was messy, and her lipstick had faded.

“You know what I mean, Melinda. This isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation. Leave the business end of it to me. I don’t want you to talk about our clients. Period.” Chris threw his hands up. “Just keep drinking your martinis and keep your mouth shut about everything else.”

“That’s the problem, Chris. I’ve been keeping my mouth shut for too long. I’m tired of living in this damn house out in the middle of nowhere. You promised me we would only be here for a few years. Where are our mansion and our fancy cars? That’s one thing I could never understand. Matt has given you plenty of opportunities to invest in stocks and real estate with him, and you never take him up on his offer. He’s made millions on his investments. Millions. And we have nothing because you’re too afraid to take a risk.” Melinda stomped her foot like a spoiled child, her four-inch heels making a clacking sound on the marble tiled floor. “Not only are you afraid, but you let Matt walk all over you. You let him have the mansion when your father died. You let him take control of the business. You are nothing but a puppet on a string. It’s pathetic. I obviously married the wrong brother!”

“Why do you have to make this all about you? My brother has lost everything and you want to talk about why you don’t have all the fancy things you think you’re entitled to? The faster I make money, the faster you spend it. It wouldn’t have mattered whether or not I made those investments, we’d still have nothing to show for it! Because of your reckless spending, we’re hundreds of thousands in debt!” Chris moved closer to Melinda and grabbed her chin with his right hand. “If you married me to get back at Matt, then that was your choice. And if you don’t like things the way they are, then there’s the door.”

Melinda stared at him so coldly that Chris felt himself shudder. He felt close to hating her. When had it all gone wrong? Lately, she had seemed so detached. The more distant they became, the more Melinda spent. Or had she always been like this and he’d just never noticed? Her body was incredible enough to distract him from just about anything, that was for sure. Even now, he found himself staring at her curves beneath the tight pencil skirt, the swell of her breasts stretching the fabric of her shirt, and he reached out to caress her.

“I’m not going anywhere, Chris. If you think that, you’ve got another thing coming.” Melinda pushed Chris’s hand away just as he heard a thump. He turned quickly and was startled to see Matt right behind them. He was leaning on the breakfast bar, his hand resting on the Bible he’d found in Chris’s office, a hint of worry on his face.

“I think I remember something.”



CHAPTER 17

Chris heard Melinda let out a deep sigh. He knew she was a couple of drinks away from passing out. Melinda rarely drank, but lately she seemed stressed and had been drinking more than usual, and this had Chris concerned.

“Why don’t you go upstairs and rest?” Chris said, his tone softer. “I’m going to take Matt out for dinner.”

Chris watched as Melinda kissed Matt on the cheek before leaving the room.

“Sorry you had to witness that,” Chris said to his brother. “So. What do you remember?”

Matt shrugged. “It could be nothing, but I was flipping through the Bible and read this passage: ‘A prayer of Moses, the man of God. Lord, you have been our dwelling place in all generations.’ I think it triggered a memory.”

Chris gripped his hand around his beer. “Tell me.”

“Well, after reading that, I suddenly remembered a homeless man asking me for money. I gave him twenty bucks.”

Chris laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Matt asked, confused.

“You think that’s a recovered memory? From when? Brother, you are always giving money to the poor and unfortunate. That memory could be from three months ago or three years ago. You are a magnet for poor, troubled souls. Just a couple of weeks ago we were rushing to the courthouse, and a single mom with two kids approached us at a crosswalk. I couldn’t believe you stopped to listen to her sob story. She said she was hungry and her husband kicked her and the kids out of the house. You marched that woman and her kids to the closest restaurant and bought them all ham and egg biscuits, and didn’t even care that you made us late for our appointment. You probably gave her money, too.”

“I don’t remember that.” Matt drained the last of his beer.

Chris picked up the Bible and flipped through the pages. “Trust me. You’re a regular bleeding heart.”

“This homeless guy told me his name was Moses,” Matt said, ignoring Chris’s comment. “He was black and his clothes were grubby.”

“Are you sure this is a memory and not something you’ve dreamed up?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Matt said.

Chris checked his watch. “I’m starving. We’ve got a couple hours before Mother’s closes. Let’s go for a ride.” Mother’s Restaurant was their favorite go-to place to grab the best shrimp po’boys in the area.

Matt chucked his empty beer bottle into the recycling bin. “Sure. Let’s grab something to go and then swing by my house. I’d like to pick up a few things, if you don’t mind.”

“Give me a minute to check on Melinda. Then we’ll go get your po’boy and you can tell me more about this homeless guy you remember.”



CHAPTER 18

Matt stared out the window as his brother pulled onto St. Charles Avenue, which ran through the heart of the Garden District. The smell of the shrimp po’boys and dirty rice tucked snugly in a white paper sack in the back seat was intoxicating and made his mouth water. It was the first time since being out of the hospital that he really felt hungry.

The scenery was picturesque as they traversed St. Charles, famous for its streetcar line and leafy canopy of ancient live oaks. The grand mansions that lined the street were like an architectural student’s wet dream. Tourists traveled from far away just to admire the largest collection of architectural styles in the country, including Greek Revival, Colonial Revival, Victorian, Italianate, and center hall cottages. A majority of the mansions had grand embellishments, such as ornate wrought iron fences lushly overgrown with Southern flora. As his brother turned off St. Charles Avenue onto Valmont Street and Matt saw his house, he couldn’t help thinking that it kept up appearances. Nobody driving by would guess that anything with his family was amiss. His large Victorian mansion looked as stunning and grand as the other houses on his street. Chris pulled around the side driveway, unlocked the gate, and then parked next to Erin’s car.

“Did the police say when I could pick up my truck?” Matt grabbed their bag of takeout food from the backseat and hopped out.

“That detective said they were almost done processing the truck. I’ll check on it tomorrow morning.” Chris followed Matt inside, where they sat at the kitchen table and dug into their sandwiches.

“I want to go in to the office with you tomorrow,” Matt mumbled, his mouth full of food.

Chris put down his half-eaten sandwich. “Are you sure you’re ready?”

“I’m tired of hanging around the house and doing nothing. Besides, the FBI wants to come by and take a look at our operation. They seem to think that one of our clients pulled this stunt.”

“What do you think?” Chris asked.

“I dunno. I can’t think of anyone who would do this to us.”

“Me either. They’ve already been through all this with me. But maybe they’ll see something we haven’t thought of.”

Matt tried to gather his disorganized thoughts. “Chris, do you think I had something to do with this?”

Chris stared at him. “Hell, no! Why would you even ask that?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been wondering what happened in these last two months that I can’t remember. Maybe the homeless guy plays a part in all this. Why would his image be the first I remember? Maybe something was going on with Erin that I didn’t know about. I’m going out of my mind trying to remember something. Anything!” Matt took his napkin and wiped his face before crumpling the paper into a ball with his fist.

“I know you’re frustrated, but you just need to calm down. Relax. Your memory will come back in time.”

“But we don’t have a lot of time,” Matt said. “Erin’s dead, I feel sure of it. I don’t even want to think about what may have happened to the kids.”

Chris patted his brother on the shoulder. “We’ll find them, buddy. One step at a time. We’ll go into the office tomorrow, cooperate with the feebs, and then see what we can find out about this homeless guy.”

“Do me a favor,” Matt said. “Don’t mention the homeless guy to Agent Krapek. She already has it out for me. I don’t know for sure what that memory means yet, and I’m not ready to share that information with her.”

“You got it, buddy.” Chris finished his sandwich in two bites. “Should we jet?”

“I’m going to stay here tonight. Maybe I’ll remember more being in my own house.”

“Is this about Melinda? I know staying at our place isn’t exactly relaxing. She’s been a little stressed over the whole situation.”

Matt looked around the kitchen for the trash can. “No. I appreciate all your help, but I need to start finding my way back. I need to find out what happened to me and my family. The sooner I get my memory back, the better. The only way to do that is to get back home and back into my routine. At least that is what Dr. Mendoza, the great neurologist, says.”

“I agree. I’ll swing by in the morning and pick you up. We’ll call the station and see if we can pick up your truck on the way in.”

Matt gave his brother a quick hug. “Thanks for everything, brother. I’ll see ya in the morning.”

After Chris left, Matt wandered around the house picking up knickknacks and photos. “Tell me something,” he said aloud. He looked at a photo of Mary Katherine in her soccer uniform, standing with her foot on the ball and smiling at the camera.

“I’m going to find you, Mary Kate. You and Patrick. I promise.”

He put the frame back on the fireplace mantel and walked outside to the back patio. The pool light was on, the water glistening and inviting. Matt chucked his flip-flops off and dipped his foot in the water. It was nice and cool. He stripped off his clothes, diving headfirst into the refreshing water. He started with slow, even strokes, making his way back and forth across the pool. With each lap, his speed increased until he was tired and out of breath. He threw his arms onto the tiled edge of the pool and rested his aching head on the back of his hand, his heart beating furiously against his chest. After a few minutes, he looked at the back of the house. For a brief second, he thought he saw the curtains flutter on the second story. His bedroom. Matt rubbed his eyes, thinking he was seeing things. He quickly got out of the pool and ran through the back door, his wet feet skidding as soon as they hit the wood floors. He took the stairs two at a time and ran down the long hallway to the master bedroom. Bursting through the door, he flipped on the bedroom light, his eyes glancing around the empty room. The bed was made, with a half-empty glass of water sitting on the nightstand. Matt walked cautiously into the adjoining master bathroom, flipping on lights as he went through. The bathroom was immaculate and also empty. No one lurked in the linen closet or behind any doors. Matt made his way through all the rooms upstairs, checking under beds and in the closets. Satisfied that no one else was in the house, he returned to his bedroom and sat on the bed staring at the view of the pool.

He wondered if paranoia was a side effect of his current condition and guessed that it probably was. He thought back to his recovered memory of the homeless man named Moses. The dirty trench coat, mud-caked shoes, and torn jeans. There was something else that was peculiar about the man. Matt closed his eyes, struggling to remember. It was his teeth. Moses had perfect white teeth. Matt remembered watching Moses leave and then turning his attention to the upstairs window and seeing his wife watching through the blinds. Then the memories of the previous Wednesday night came flooding back in a rush that made his head hurt even more.

Getting ready for soccer practice. Giving the homeless man twenty dollars. Coaching the kids on the field. Stopping to get gas on the way home. Talking with Chris and telling him they needed baking potatoes for the family dinner. Getting a flat tire on the way to Antoine’s to drop off Erin’s painting. Stopping at the empty parking lot near the Riverwalk to inspect the damaged tire. A voice coming from behind while he was crouching down to fix it. A tire iron coming down hard and fast toward his head.

Whose face was it that he saw that night? Who was holding the tire iron? Matt pressed his hands against his temples and struggled to remember. It was just out of his grasp. Somebody he knew hit him. It was like his mind was trying to protect him from a painful memory. Matt knew that it was someone close to him, he was sure of that. But who?



CHAPTER 19

Matt was dressed and waiting for Chris to come pick him up by seven thirty the next morning. He’d filled a travel cup with the rest of the coffee, poured in a generous amount of French-vanilla creamer, and unplugged the Keurig machine. He’d called the police department, spoken briefly to Detective Jones, and confirmed that he could pick up his Durango. Just as he was putting some paperwork in his briefcase, he heard Chris honking from the street. He grabbed his things, set the house alarm, and headed out the front door.

“Morning. You ready?” Chris greeted him as Matt slid into the front seat.

“Yup. I just talked to Detective Jones. I can pick up my truck from the impound lot anytime today.”

Chris nodded as they headed down St. Charles Avenue, passing by an empty streetcar. “How was last night?”

“Rough. I can’t get that image of Erin’s…severed arm…out of my head. Her wedding ring on her…pale hand.”

“Sorry, brother. I know this has got to be hard on you.”

Matt choked up, struggling with his words. “I have to find Mary Kate and Patrick…I can’t imagine what they must be going through…if they are…” He couldn’t bear to think that his kids were gone.

Chris put one hand on his brother’s arm. “We’ll find them, brother. You got the best team on your side helping look for them. Keep the faith.”

“I’m trying.” Matt briefly considered telling his brother about the memory he recovered the night before. Something stopped him.

“Maybe going into work will help distract you. We had some new cases come in last night. I thought we would go to the office for your meeting with the feebs, and then we can pick up the files and head to the station. We’ll get your truck on the way back.”

“New bonds?” Matt asked.

“It’s been a busy week. Corrine has been working overtime since you’ve been out. It’ll be nice to have you back at the office for a bit.”

“As long as we’re back by nine. I don’t want to keep Agent Krapek waiting.”

The office of O’Malley Bail Bonds was located at the corner of Tulane and South Broad Streets, just a short walking distance to the jail and police station. The office was housed in an ancient two-story redbrick building that the O’Malleys had owned since the early 1940s. The bail bond office took up the entire first floor. The second floor was leased to a group of family-law attorneys. It made good business sense, and referrals were often exchanged between the two businesses.

Matt walked into the office and was immediately enveloped in a hug by Corrine, the office manager. Corrine was in her late seventies, with a bouffant of white hair that reminded Matt of a soft, pillowy cloud. She had been hired by his grandfather as he neared retirement; Corrine knew the business inside and out. Matt and his brother had tried several times to get her to retire, to no avail. Corrine not only was the office manager but also had taken a maternal role when Matt and Chris’s own mother passed away when they were kids. She was like a grandmother to Mary Kate and Patrick, always baking them sugary treats and buying them loads of presents on their birthdays and at Christmas.

“How are you, cher?” Corrine asked Matt.

“Good.” Matt gave her a quick kiss on her papery cheek.

“You’re looking better. Any memories coming back?”

Matt vaguely remembered her coming to the hospital in Baton Rouge to see him. He trusted her, but he wasn’t ready to let anyone know he had started to recover bits and pieces of his memory. There were still too many questions, and he needed answers first.

“No, nothing,” he said, giving her one more hug before heading to his office. He needed a minute alone to make some calls.

“Let me know when you are ready to head over to the station,” he said to Chris.

“We’ll leave after your meeting,” Chris answered.

In the solitude of his office, Matt sighed. Fooling his brother was going to be the hardest part. Since childhood, they’d always been tight and never kept secrets from each other. At least, he never kept secrets from Chris. He wasn’t sure now if Chris had always told him the truth about everything. Like the trouble he’d seen between Chris and Melinda yesterday at their house, for example. Chris always acted like his marriage was great, but Matt had seen for himself that that definitely wasn’t the case. As he thought back over the events of the night he was injured and his family was kidnapped, he realized that he wasn’t sure if he could trust anyone right now.

One person he could probably rely on was Rachel Scott. Tonight, he would call her so they could discuss the partial memory he had recovered about the night his family went missing. Together maybe they’d be able to come up with something to help find his kids.

A knock on his door brought his attention back to the present. “There is an Agent Cyndy Krapek here to see you,” said Corrine, peeking her head into his office.

“Bring her back,” Matt instructed.

Within a couple of minutes, Krapek and Phipps were sitting in front of his desk. Matt was prepared for their meeting and handed Krapek a spreadsheet of the last three months’ cases the office had handled.

“Chris is on his way to join us. He had a few phone calls to make. This is the list of recent clients we’ve helped. According to him, nothing out of the ordinary. Just routine stuff.”

Krapek casually glanced over the list and then put it aside. “Any more thoughts on the night your wife and kids disappeared?”

Matt met her gaze head on. “If you’re asking if I have remembered anything, the answer is no. And I don’t know who would’ve done this. Like my brother told you, we don’t have any enemies.”

With a friendly smile, Chris breezed into the office. He said hello and situated himself next to Matt, leaning his tall frame against the wall.

“Does the name DeShaun McAllister ring any bells?” Phipps asked.

Matt shook his head no and then looked to Chris, who replied, “Not to me either. Why?”

“His prints were found on the exterior of your vehicle,” Phipps answered.

“He has a record?” Chris asked, buzzing Corrine on the intercom before Phipps confirmed. “Check our files for a DeShaun McAllister.”

While they waited for Corrine to respond, Krapek continued her questioning. “Did you and your wife have any marital problems, Matt?”

Chris reached over and laid a hand on his brother’s shoulder. “Don’t answer that,” he instructed. “Is my brother a suspect?” he directed at Krapek.

“We are just asking routine questions. If your brother wants our help in finding his kids, then he should have no problems in cooperating.” Krapek casually picked up the spreadsheet again and thumbed through it.

“I don’t feel comfortable where this is going. If you need me to answer any more questions, you’ll have to do it in the presence of my attorney,” Matt told her.

Corrine knocked once and then reached over and handed Chris a file. “Thanks, Corrine,” he smiled, politely dismissing her. He peeked inside the folder and then handed it to Matt. After Matt looked it over, he cleared his throat and closed the file. “Looks like DeShaun was a former client. This file dates back over ten years ago, but we bonded him out on a misdemeanor charge. I have no recollection of it.”

Krapek smiled. “That attorney of yours? You better call them.”



CHAPTER 20

“I still can’t believe you are going to that mumbo jumbo ceremony,” Red said for the third time.

“And as I’ve been telling you, I think it’s a good way to get a feeling for what Erin was going through.” Rachel grabbed her makeup case off the bed. “Anyway, you’re not obligated to go. I told you, Michelle is coming with me.”

Rachel started rooting around in her suitcase, looking for something to wear. Earlier that morning, Madame Verdene had called to invite Rachel to a cleansing ritual that she held once a month in her shop. Rachel accepted the invitation, feeling lucky that her friend Michelle was in town for a medical convention and could come with her. They’d decided to meet up for drinks before heading over to the voodoo shop. They were calling it a girls’ night out. Red was calling it a waste of time.

“What does someone wear to a voodoo ceremony?” Rachel said, as Red flipped through the channels looking for a game to watch.

“How the hell should I know? Isn’t that what your girlfriend is for?”

“Good idea.” Rachel picked up the hotel phone and dialed Michelle’s room.

“The line is busy,” she said hanging up. “I’m going to go with comfortable. Jeans and a T-shirt.”

“Sounds good,” Red grunted from the couch. “It’s not like you are trying to impress the dead. Because they are…dead.”

Rachel carried her outfit to the bathroom to change, bringing her toiletry bag so she could also freshen up. “I’ll be out in a bit. Keep an eye out for the pizza delivery guy.”

Rachel changed her clothes quickly, and settled for one coat of mascara. Her anticipation was making her restless. She hoped the ceremony would reveal more about what was going on in Erin’s life before the woman’s disappearance. She also hoped it would lead to clues about what had happened to Erin and her family.

After eating a couple of slices of pizza and watching part of a football game on TV with Red, Rachel was ready to go.

“Hey, clean up after yourself before you go back to your own room,” she reminded him.

“Yep. Good luck tonight.”

Rachel met Michelle in the hotel’s lobby bar. She was glad to see that her friend had dressed casually, too, in jeans and a black T-shirt. Michelle’s blond hair hung loosely around her shoulders, and she wore minimal makeup. After a couple of drinks, they made the quick drive to Madame Verdene’s shop, parking on a side street that looked questionable. When they stepped inside, several other women were already waiting in the shop and looking over merchandise. Rachel counted eleven other women browsing around the store waiting for the ritual to start.

Michelle picked up a voodoo doll kit. “I think I’ll buy a few of these for stocking stuffers. What do you think?”

“Good idea. These are for your family. Not patients, right?”

Michelle laughed as she twirled one of the six-inch colorful dolls around. “Well, I can think of a couple of patients that might find a good use for them,” Michelle said, sticking a large pin in one of the dolls. Rachel knew that Michelle had a challenging job as a couples therapy counselor.

“And you wouldn’t want that on your conscience,” Rachel commented.

“Good evening, everyone.” Rachel turned to see Madame Verdene walking toward the front of the shop. She was wearing another long black skirt with a matching black peasant blouse. Rachel noticed she was using a black cane to help her walk tonight. She hadn’t noticed the cane the first time she’d met Verdene.

“We always start this evening’s ritual with a tour of the historic graveyard nearby,” she said. She pointed her cane at her shop assistant. “This is Debbie. She’ll be leading the tour. I’ll see everyone back here for the cleansing ceremony.”

As everyone else lined up at the door to head outside, Rachel walked over to Verdene.

“I’d like to speak with you after the ceremony. We’ve found some information about Erin, and…”

Verdene cut her off. “I know what you want to talk about. We’ll talk later, honey.”

“Okay,” Rachel said, feeling taken aback. She’d been hoping to find out whether Verdene had more visions of Erin to share, but she guessed it would have to wait. She held back the urge to tell the woman about the arm found in the swamp, as she knew it was confidential. She almost smiled thinking how Krapek would have her head if she found out Rachel was spreading the word about the discoveries on the investigation.

The tour through the graveyard turned out to be fun, packed with details about the most famous witches, voodoo queens, and ghosts in New Orleans’s long history. During the tour, Rachel thought back to the pencil drawing she’d seen in Erin’s art studio. The graveyard on the tour looked very similar to the one in the drawing. She filed that thought away to discuss with Red later.

Debbie, their tour guide, explained to the group that Cajuns had their own hybrid version of voodoo that reflected the culture that was unique to the area. Rachel hadn’t realized that the history of voodoo dated back over two centuries, to the time when African slaves arrived in the city, bringing with them a religion that had originated over seven thousand years ago.

“Voodoo,” Debbie said, “means spirit or mystery. Believers of voodoo accepted the existence of one god, which the powerful spirits referred to as Loa. The powerful spirits were responsible for daily matters in the areas of family, love, money, happiness, wealth, and revenge.”

Michelle nudged her and whispered, “Did you know voodoo could help you with love?” Rachel laughed quietly and returned her attention to Debbie.

“There was one powerful and well-known voodoo queen in New Orleans named Marie Laveau,” said Debbie. “Laveau was a poster child for the mixed races that emerged from New Orleans, as she is said to have been a free person of color and part Choctaw. She was born to a wealthy French planter named Charles Laveau and a mother who was a voodoo practitioner from the Caribbean and also a slave.”

As the tour wrapped up and the group followed Debbie back to the shop, Rachel felt like she knew everything there was to know about New Orleans voodoo history. She just wasn’t sure how much she really believed in it. Clearly, Erin had believed that it would help with her artwork—and maybe with other things, too. Whatever the case was, Rachel hoped to find out more.

Back at the voodoo shop, the mood had been transformed. They were led back to the office where Rachel had first met with Verdene. The area had been cleaned up, and there were several candles lit. The smell of sage lingered in the room.

“Please have a seat on one of the mats,” Verdene instructed the group.

Rachel and Michelle joined the rest of the guests in sitting down and forming a circle around the voodoo queen.

“This room has been cleansed of any negative energy. Likewise, the purpose of today’s ritual is to remove any negative energy that you may have lingering around you. After the ceremony, you should expect to feel light and free from any negative thoughts or energy.” Madame Verdene stood in the middle of the circle. “Now, the first thing I want you to do is close your eyes and relax. Inhale and exhale at a nice leisurely pace. Feel your breath become fluid within you.”

Rachel had taken plenty of yoga classes before, so the phrase sounded familiar. She closed her eyes as Madame Verdene had instructed and did the calming yoga breathing she’d learned in the past.

“I’ll be walking around to each of you to check your aura and energies. I will not be touching you, but you may feel a sensation of hot or cold when I do this. It will not hurt and should not be uncomfortable. Please try to keep your eyes closed, breathing nice and easy, and keep your mind clear.”

After a couple of minutes, Rachel sensed that Verdene was in front of her. She felt warmth traveling down her body. It was an odd sensation but nothing unpleasant. It was similar to lying on the beach and feeling the sunlight caress your body. Within a few seconds, the warmth drained away and coolness followed. She tried to keep her breathing steady and her mind calm and empty. Another strong smell, one of sage mixed with lavender, enveloped her.

She sensed rather than saw Verdene leave her and move to the next person. Rachel risked a peek and saw Verdene moving her hands across the length of Michelle’s body. Verdene wasn’t touching Michelle, but her hands were within six inches of her. After Verdene’s hands had gone up and down the length of Michelle’s body, Debbie handed Verdene a bunch of dried herbs, which emitted a light smoke. Verdene then ran it across Michelle. This was similar to the smudge stick Debbie had run across them when they returned from the graveyard tour.

Rachel closed her eyes again and let her mind wander while she waited for Verdene to finish with the rest of the group. An image of Mallory popped in her head. Mallory was wearing a pink polka-dot bathing suit, and her long red hair was in a braid that ran down the length of her back. Her back was turned to Rachel, and she was building a sand castle. Rachel could feel the coarseness of the brown sand against her bare feet as she walked toward Mallory. She called out to Mallory and her little girl turned to face her. Mallory smiled and held her hands out to Rachel. Rachel started running to Mallory, but the faster she ran the farther away Mallory drifted. She screamed Mallory’s name over and over, but Mallory was gone.



CHAPTER 21

A strong smell of ammonia attacked her nose, waking her up. Rachel felt a cool cloth on her forehead as she tried to sit up. A feeling of dizziness and nausea passed over her, forcing her to lie back down.

“Take it easy.” Rachel looked up to see Michelle sitting beside her. “You had a bit of an episode. How are you feeling?”

“A little shaky. What happened?” Rachel looked around and saw they were alone in the back office. Everyone had left.

“I don’t know. You were calling out Mallory’s name, and then you fainted. Have you had anything to eat lately?”

“I ate some pizza at the hotel before we came here for the tour. Where is everyone?”

“After you fainted, Madame Verdene gave me some smelling salts. She ushered everyone out.”

Rachel felt a little embarrassed as Verdene came back in the room. “Are you feeling better?” she asked Rachel.

Rachel sat up, her head still swimming. “I think so. Just a little dizzy.”

“That’s only happened one other time I’ve had a cleansing. It seems to affect a select few quite differently from others. Did you have a vision?”

Rachel remembered Mallory sitting on the beach, smiling and playing in the sand. “My daughter Mallory. She was at the beach.”

“Your daughter that is missing?” Madame Verdene asked.

Rachel was surprised. “My daughter has been missing since she was three years old. She’s never been found. How did you know?” she asked.

Madame Verdene was quiet for a moment. “I felt a presence while doing the ritual on you.”

“You’re a medium?” Rachel asked.

“If that’s what you want to call it. I communicate with the afterlife.”

“Mallory is dead?”

“No, she’s not. This was a spirit of an older woman. Does the name Queenie mean anything to you?”

Rachel felt goose bumps on her arm. “Beatrice is the name of my grandmother. We called her Queenie.”

“She was with you during the spiritual cleansing. That’s usually the time when the spirits come through the best.”

“What did she say about Mallory?”

“The woman indicated that you lost a child. She wanted me to tell you that your daughter is safe.”

Rachel couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. But then again, Verdene could’ve read all about Rachel and Mallory on the Internet. It wasn’t too hard to get the story online. Especially with all the media surrounding the O’Malley case, Rachel and her team were in the news constantly. Still, how did she know about Queenie?

“You don’t know what happened to your daughter?” Verdene asked.

Rachel shook her head. “I’ve been working on leads for years, but I’ve found nothing but dead ends so far.”

“When you feel better, I can do a reading for you. See if I can help you find your daughter,” Madame Verdene offered.

Michelle helped Rachel stand up. Her head was starting to clear and she felt stronger.

“Maybe,” Rachel said. She gathered her things. “Thank you for an interesting evening.”

Verdene reached out for Rachel’s hand and put it in her own. “The visions only come to those who have an open mind and are willing to let the spirits guide them. You have a special gift and only need some guidance to learn to channel those visions properly. Let me know when you are ready.”

Just as Rachel was about to walk out the door, she remembered what she was going to ask Verdene earlier. “About Erin. You mentioned that they would find Erin in the swamp?”

Madame Verdene nodded. “They found her wedding ring, right?”

Rachel thought about the picture of the swollen arm and the gold wedding ring still attached to the finger. “How did you know?”

“I saw the vision before Erin even died. I knew she’d be found in the swamp.”

“Why didn’t you warn her?” Rachel asked.

“It wouldn’t have done any good. It was her destiny.”



CHAPTER 22

“Okay. That was weird. You don’t believe in all that, do you?” Michelle asked.

They were back at the hotel, where Michelle had insisted they go immediately after the incident at the voodoo shop. Michelle poured more red wine into Rachel’s glass and put another slice of leftover cold pizza, which Red had thoughtfully stored away in the mini-fridge, in front of her.

“I don’t know. It was definitely a unique experience.”

Rachel knew that Michelle was skeptical of the whole voodoo thing, just like Red was. Hell, she was skeptical, too. But Rachel desperately wanted to believe that Mallory was alive. It was always what she felt in her heart. She kept hope that one day they would be reunited. The most important thing was that Mallory was alive and well. From the information Rachel had gotten in Mexico about the illegal adoption ring, she had reason to hope that Mallory was with a nice family.

“The voodoo tour was fun and informative, but I was a little dubious of the whole cleansing thing.” Michelle drained the rest of her wine. “I just don’t want you to get your hopes up.”

“You’re a good friend, and I appreciate you going along with me tonight.” Rachel knew it was probably all hocus pocus and she had probably passed out just from the heat of the day or from not having eaten enough. She had dreams of Mallory all the time, so how was this really any different? But, on the other hand, it couldn’t hurt to take Verdene up on her offer to help. “The conference ends tomorrow at noon,” said Michelle. “I can spend an extra day or two in New Orleans if you’d like some help with the O’Malley case.”

“Really? It would be nice to get to spend some more time with you. Plus, we could use all the help we can get.”

“Well, that settles it. I’ll call Jim and let him know that I won’t be home until Monday afternoon.”

Rachel finished up her cold slice of pepperoni and mushroom while Michelle called her husband.

“I’m all yours,” Michelle said, after she hung up the phone.

“Great. Can I ask you a favor?”

“Shoot.”

“Would you be willing to talk to Matt O’Malley tomorrow? Seeing as you’re willing to help, I’m hoping you can assist him with recovering his memory.”

“Of course. What exactly do you want me to do?” Michelle asked.

“Just talk to him. Maybe you can give him some exercises to help with his memory.” Rachel threw the entire pizza box and empty beer can away. “I would also like your professional opinion about him.”

“You think Matt is lying about the amnesia?”

Rachel shrugged. “At this point, I really don’t know. We don’t have much to go on.”

Michelle picked up her purse and her shopping bag. “Okay. I can meet you back here at the hotel around two o’clock?”

“Perfect. I’ll ask Matt if that will work for him.” Rachel gave Michelle a hug. “And thanks for tonight.”

“Not a problem. It was…an experience.”

As Rachel was getting ready for bed, her cell phone rang.

“Hey, Rachel, this is Matt O’Malley. Sorry for the late-night call. Do you have a sec?”

“Sure. I was going to call you in the morning. What’s up?”

“I met with the FBI earlier today.”

“Really? How’d that go?”

“That’s what I’d like to talk to you about. Can we meet tomorrow?”

“Remember the psychologist friend I talked to you about the other day? She said tomorrow would work if you’re willing to see her. We can talk afterward?”

“Give me the time and place. I’ll be there.”



CHAPTER 23

When Matt showed up at Rachel Scott’s hotel room the next day, he was relieved to find that the woman psychologist seemed approachable. Not like she wanted to trap him in a lie. After his meeting with the FBI agents, he’d felt like they were looking hard at him for Erin’s apparent murder and his own kids’ disappearance. Now, with the media whirlwind surrounding the sensational case of his missing family, Matt was feeling the pressure all the way around. Even television personality Nancy Grace was calling him for an interview, and that was a headache he wanted to avoid. Everyone knew Nancy had a penchant for tearing into any husband of a missing wife or child.

“Would you like me to give you guys some privacy?” Rachel asked.

“No, I’m fine with you staying,” Matt said.

Michelle agreed. “Well, let’s get started.”

They all sat around the small table near the hotel window.

Michelle’s first round of questions related to his health and his experience with the doctors in Baton Rouge.

“So all your blood tests and physical examination came out normal?”

Matt nodded. “Just a bump on the head and a possible concussion.”

“Okay. Let’s get to what your last memory was. What do you remember?”

“A couple months prior to the accident I took the day off to get a haircut and run some personal errands.”

“Anything particular that happened that stands out in your mind?” Michelle asked.

“It was a nice day, so after a visit to my tax attorney, I walked to a nearby coffee shop for a bite to eat. That’s about it.” Matt sighed. “I’ve been over this a million times. I feel like something significant happened that day, but I just can’t quite grasp it.”

“That’s fine,” said Michelle. “I want you to relax and take your time. Close your eyes and let the memory flow naturally. This time, mentally use all your senses. I want you to hear the click of the scissors while the barber cuts your hair. Feel the warmth of the sun on the top of your head as you walk down the street. Smell the coffee brewing in the café.”

Matt took a seat next to the window and closed his eyes, just like Michelle suggested. Making himself comfortable, he let his tense muscles relax. He caught a thread of memory and followed it, not talking aloud, but pretending he was recounting that day’s events to someone listening.

That morning, I started the day off with a hair appointment at a local barber. Erin had been on me for weeks about getting my hair cut because it was getting close to my shoulder. My hair is naturally curly, and Erin kidded me that I was looking like a surfer dude with the long hair. After a thirty-minute appointment, I left and met my tax attorney about an issue on my income taxes. That problem was resolved, and I left the attorney’s office earlier than anticipated, although five thousand dollars poorer.

The tax attorney was located downtown near the French Quarter. I had an hour to kill before my next appointment, so I went to one of my favorite coffee joints to get a pick-me-up and a quick bite to eat. It was a beautiful day to walk, the air was crisp and not too hot, and the sky was a brilliant blue, with not a cloud in sight. I proceeded down Royal Street looking for the Flora Gallery and Coffee Shop.

Flora was unlike any other coffee place in town. It was what Erin would call hippie-fied. The inside was filled with weathered wood and stained glass. Local art filled the walls, including a couple of pieces from my wife. Erin had two watercolors on display. My favorite was a scene from our family vacation spot in Grayton Beach, Florida: it showed two small children playing on the beach with a weathered 1950s cottage in the background. The other piece featured a centuries-old graveyard in the heart of New Orleans.

I loved coming to eat here, and my mouth was watering thinking about the Ethiopian coffee I was going to order along with a cheese omelet and home fries.

Abruptly, he reached the end of the memory. Matt opened his eyes for a moment, taking in Michelle and the surrounding hotel room. This is where his memory of the fateful day usually ended. But this time, Matt was determined to push through. He closed his eyes again, took a deep breath, and did what Michelle had suggested. Matt imagined the feel of the sun beating down on his face, the smell of coffee brewing, and seeing…seeing what? A flicker of an image…just like watching a home movie on an old reel…distorted at first and then all of a sudden becoming clear and in focus.

Just as I was about to cross the street, I saw Erin sitting outside Flora at one of the patio tables. Something made me hesitate. I pulled back from the crowd crossing the street and watched from under the overhang of an awning outside a furniture store. Erin wasn’t alone. Another man joined her at the table, handing her a Styrofoam cup. No doubt the cup was filled with her favorite, chamomile tea. She laughed at something he said. I didn’t recognize the man, but something in her mannerisms made me think that she knew him well. Erin wasn’t a stranger to Flora. The café showcased her art, she knew the owner, and she hung out there often. But thinking about what she’d told me earlier that morning made me hesitate at the crosswalk. She’d said she had an appointment at the school with the PTA president about some volunteer work and then was going to an art supply store in Metairie to pick up supplies that were specially ordered for her. So what was she doing at Flora with another man who I didn’t know? I needed to think about what to do. Pretty soon she could look up and see me cowering in the shade of the furniture store. I didn’t want to look like a jealous husband who was watching every move she made. I trusted Erin. I struggled with the decision: Should I just walk up to her and say hello? Who’s your friend? Put it on her to explain? Or I could just walk away. Go to another place to drink coffee and ponder this situation. Maybe I could bring it up later that night and see what she might say about her day. Just as I decided to go with the latter option, the man reached over and kissed my wife on the lips in a way that showed they were far more than friends.

Matt’s eyes sprang open with a jolt as he realized the significance of what he’d just remembered. But he didn’t feel ready to share it. As he turned back to Michelle’s expectant face, he put on a confused expression. He’d play the helpless victim.

“I guess it didn’t work,” he said, shrugging his shoulders. “From what I can remember, it was just another normal day.”

If Michelle didn’t believe him, she didn’t show it. She just nodded and wrote something on her little notepad.

Matt felt a sudden longing to confide in Michelle and Rachel. To tell them he’d just remembered seeing another man kiss his wife. That Erin had looked happy and relaxed while drinking tea next to a man whose face he didn’t recognize. That now he had full recall of that horrible day when he’d discovered her affair.

Matt felt rooted to the floor as more memories of that day came flooding back. He couldn’t stop them. He remembered how he’d wished he’d confronted her right afterward. But he hadn’t been able to. While lying in bed with Erin that night, he’d asked how her day was. She’d shrugged and mentioned that her meeting went well. Of course, she hadn’t mentioned her little stop by Flora or the man she met for tea. Now he had to wonder: Was the man related to her disappearance? Or, worse, her murder? Could he trust Rachel to help him find out?

“Matt? Are you okay?” Michelle asked. Apparently, she had been talking and he hadn’t heard a word of what she had said.

Matt shook his head, trying to clear his mind. “Yeah, I’m fine. Sorry, I’ve got a big headache coming on.”

“It’s okay. We’ll wrap this up quickly,” Michelle said, then asked him a few more questions about his relationship with his wife and kids.

Matt noticed that Rachel looked a little disappointed that Michelle hadn’t helped him make a breakthrough. If only she knew. Before Michelle left, she gave Matt a list of exercises to help him with his brain function. Puzzles, word associations, and games to play. Michelle also encouraged him to follow up with his neurologist and to keep up with his physical therapy. Matt thanked her for her time and felt relief when she finally left.

“I’m still holding out hope that you’ll remember soon,” Rachel said, when Michelle closed the door.

“Me too,” said Matt. “Look, I know you are skeptical about all this, but I want you to know that I’m trying as hard as I can. I want to find my kids just as much as anyone else does.”

“I’m sorry if I gave you that impression. I’m not questioning your amnesia. I just want to do whatever I can to help.”

Matt wondered if she would still feel that way if she knew that he was holding out on her. He just needed a bit of time to think it through before revealing the truth. If he could just remember who the person was that hit him over the head. He blanked on that part each time. When he got home later, he was going to try the tactic Michelle had taught him one more time. Maybe it would work again.

“What happened with the FBI yesterday? You said you wanted to talk to me about it,” Rachel said. Matt watched as she crossed one long leg over the other and stared at him with her inquisitive green eyes.

“Agent Krapek wanted to go over all the business we’ve done in the last few months. I guess they are trying to connect this thing with a vengeful client.”

“No luck then?”

“A man’s fingerprints were found in my Durango. It belonged to a former client.” Matt scrubbed his face with his hands, feeling two days of stubble.

“Do you remember this client?”

“We bonded him over ten years ago. I don’t remember many clients unless they are repeat offenders.”

“So there is no logical reason why this guy would have his prints on your truck?”

“Right.”

Rachel sighed. “What does Krapek think?”

“I think she thinks that I conspired with this guy to have my wife killed. Which is completely ridiculous.”

“Could you have had any interaction with this guy within the last three months?”

“Don’t think so.”

“What else has Krapek said?”

“She doesn’t understand how I ended up in Baton Rouge while Erin was found over three hours away in Houma. How did I survive while Erin is dead? And where are the kids?”

Rachel blew out a breath of air. “It all does sound like something out of a mystery novel.”

Matt looked her directly in the eyes. “Do you think I killed my wife?”

“No, I don’t,” she said without hesitation.

“Thank you.” Matt needed someone on his side. He desperately needed someone to believe in him, which made it all the more difficult to keep the memory of Erin’s affair from Rachel. If he told Rachel about the affair, would she still help him? He had an idea he wanted to try first.

Rachel got off the couch and walked Matt to the door. “Don’t give up. We’ll keep digging.”

After he left Rachel’s hotel, Matt scrolled through the contact list on his cell phone. He found the number he needed and pressed send. After a few rings, the person picked up.

“I need your help.”



CHAPTER 24

After calling Michelle and thanking her for her time and help with the O’Malley case, Rachel packed her overnight bag. She told Red about Matt’s meeting with the FBI and the fingerprints found on the truck. They both agreed it would be a good idea to head over to Houma for the day to take a look around the site where Erin’s arm was found. After clearing it with Agent Krapek, Rachel assembled her core team. Rankin Smartz was her lead guy on search-and-rescue missions. He always brought along his black Lab, Max, who was a trained search-and-rescue dog. Max was invaluable to helping them find clues. Peter Moore was her equipment specialist. He had all kinds of gadgets and gizmos, as Rachel called them, that were used during searches. His handheld thermal imager was used the most during their missions. It helped the rescuers search large areas in a short amount of time.

“Time to go, Red,” said Rachel. She’d arranged for Rankin and Peter to drive separately to Houma and meet them at the site. Rachel hopped behind the wheel and headed out to their destination.

“It should take us about an hour and a half to get there,” Red said, checking the GPS system.

Rachel was just settling into the drive when her company cell phone rang.

“Rachel. Long time no hear. Still looking for Mallory?”

Rachel almost dropped the phone at the mention of Mallory’s name. She pulled over to the side of the road, her hands shaking. Red noticed her distress and motioned for her to put the phone on speaker.

The voice was familiar, but she couldn’t place it. There was a lot of static on the line, and putting the call on speaker made it worse. “Who is this?”

“Scotty Jensen.”

Rachel fumbled the phone again and caught it before it hit the floorboard.

“Are you still there, Rachel?” Now Scotty’s voice came through loud and clear.

She had to take a second to pull it together. After all this time of trying to track down Scotty Jensen, now she had him on the phone. She didn’t want to blow it without finding where Mallory was.

“I’m here,” she answered.

“How was your trip to Mexico? I heard you got a little R and R in. Paddleboarding?”

Rachel’s face turned red. Her nervousness disappeared quickly, replaced by anger. She looked over at Red, who had stepped out of the vehicle and was now on his cell phone. No doubt calling the FBI to try and get a trace on her phone, she thought. She would have to keep Scotty on the line as long as possible.

“Where’s Mallory?” she asked.

A brief silence on the other end. Then his answer: “I don’t know.”

“Bullshit! Your name was all over the place on those seized computers.”

“Believe it or not, I had nothing to do with it.” Scotty paused for a moment. “I might know where she is, though. For the right price, I can find out.”

Rachel’s hand gripped the phone so hard she felt it was going to break into pieces.

“Then stop playing games and tell me. Where is she?”

“I’ve got to go, but we’ll stay in touch.” And the connection was gone.

Rachel put the phone down, resisting the urge to throw it. “Son of a bitch!”’

Red got back in the car and handed her his cell phone. “The FBI wants to talk to you. They weren’t in place to pull a trace.”

Rachel went over the details of the phone call. Agent Hammond Lewis, who’d worked with Rachel in Mexico, listened to her frustrations.

After a few minutes, Rachel hung up.

“What did he say?” Red looked concerned.

“Hammond said they’d put a tap on my phone and be ready if Scotty calls again. Of course, he’ll probably find another way to contact me. That’s if he gets in touch at all.”

Rachel got the car back on the road and headed toward Houma.

“I’m sure he will,” said Red. “I think he likes the attention. The question is, does he really know where Mallory is?”

“His name was all over the computer the FBI confiscated. E-mails back and forth between him and the Amsels.”

“Nothing in those e-mails mentioned Mallory, though,” Red said. “Just her photos were on that computer—along with photos of tons of other kids. And I hate to point out the obvious, but Scotty could still be furious with you for helping Janine get her son back. He might just be pulling your strings.”

“I’ve thought about that, but it’s a little suspicious that he got involved with a kidnapping ring after he tried to take back his own son.”

“Maybe he was always involved in kidnapping. Rick told you about all the employment problems he had with Scotty. Always late to work. Sometimes not showing up at all. Seeming to pull extra cash from thin air. Maybe it was after Rick fired him that Scotty started cultivating a vendetta against your family.”

“I’ve been all over Scotty. Tracking down his whereabouts the last days of his employment at the dealership and around the time Mallory was kidnapped. I’ve come up empty-handed each time. There’s nothing to tie her disappearance to him.”

“We just have to look harder.” Red patted Rachel on the arm. “We’ll get him. One way or another.”

A sign announcing their arrival into Houma greeted them. A low rolling fog seemed to greet them at the same time. After ten minutes of following the directions Krapek gave them, Rachel gasped as she noticed a sign that read McDaniel’s Fish Camp. Madame Verdene had mentioned a fish camp when they’d first met. She’d said that was where Erin could be found.



CHAPTER 25

Rachel held up her hand, shielding her eyes against the harsh midday sun that periodically pushed its way through the fog. An unpleasant briny smell floated through the muggy air, and mosquitoes made a landing strip of her arms. Thank goodness she’d had the sense to wear long pants and sturdy boots. She lifted the yellow crime scene tape that was hanging between large cypress trees. Peter and Rankin, who’d met her at the scene, followed her and ducked under the tape, as did Red.

“Hey, Agent Krapek,” said Rachel, spotting the woman’s shiny blond hair. “I didn’t think we’d see you this morning. Anything new?”

Krapek looked up from the notepad she held in her hand. “Not yet. Our guys have been out here the last two days. We’re just wrapping it up.”

Rachel knew that the local sheriff’s office plus the FBI’s crime scene investigators had been through the swamp in recent days. If anything was there to be found, it probably would have been found by now. But nonetheless, Rachel was determined to take a look for herself, for the sake of the O’Malley kids.

“Can you show us where the arm was found?” Rachel asked.

Agent Krapek led the Florida Omni Search team over to the edge of the swamp where the local fisherman had pulled up his line. “Right over there.”

Rachel had Peter work his magic around the site with his thermal imager, while Rankin walked around the perimeter with Max in tow. Rachel was able to secure some clothing that the kids and Erin had recently worn. She watched as Rankin followed Max around the dirt trail that wound its way along the bayou. Max would sniff the ground, pause, continue walking along the trail, and sniff again. Red went to talk to the crime scene techs, who were loading up their equipment.

After two hours of going over an expended area, Rachel called it quits with her team. “I’m going to head over to the bait store and get some cold drinks. I’ll meet you guys back here in a few,” she called out to her team.

“Want me to drive you over? That’s a bit of a walk,” Red offered.

“It’s okay. I need to clear my head.” Rachel used a purple bandanna to wipe the sweat from her brow and headed down the road toward McDaniel’s Fish Camp.

It was a ten-minute walk, and Rachel was grateful for the silence. She walked into the two-story worn clapboard store.

“What can I get ya?” an old man called out from behind the counter.

“Just looking for something cold to drink.”

He pointed to the back of the store. “Soft drinks to the right, beer and wine on the left.”

“Thanks.”

Rachel felt his eyes on her as she made her way down the aisle. Dust covered most of the merchandise. Grimy boxes of cereal, bread, Pop-Tarts, and cookies filled the rows of shelving. At the end, a large walk-in cooler held water and soft drinks. Rachel grabbed two bottles of water, a soda for Rankin, and an energy drink for herself. On the way through the snack aisle, she impulsively added a large bag of salted cashews that seemed slightly less dirty than the rest of the merchandise. Juggling her purchases, she laid them down on the counter. The old man started ringing them up without even looking at her.

“That all?” he asked, bagging the items.

“Yes, thanks.”

“You looking for that missing family?” he asked, startling her with the question.

“I am. Did you know them?”

The old man shifted a wad of chewing tobacco around in his mouth. “Me? Naw. I just read about it in the news. I haven’t seen you around the last week, though. Most of the sheriff and FBI folks have been in, but you, I haven’t seen yet.”

“I’m with Florida Omni Search. We assist law enforcement agencies in locating missing people,” Rachel said. She dug out a business card and handed it over to him. “I’m Rachel Scott.”

He looked at the card and then stuffed it in his shirt pocket. “I know the guy that found the arm,” he said as a matter of fact.

Rachel studied his worn, leathery face. “Really?”

“Yup. He’s my son.”

“So that’s an area where he normally hunts?”

“Yup. He pulled up the line to check for gators and pulled up a woman’s arm instead. Ran down to the store screaming like a little girl. After he calmed down, we called the sheriff.”

“I suppose the sheriff’s department has talked to you and your son?”

He nodded before grabbing an empty plastic soda bottle and spitting a stream of brown liquid into it.

“Did you notice anyone strange in the area the week before he found the arm?” Rachel asked, trying not to look repulsed by his actions.

“I told the deputy sheriff about it already. Aaron ran off some man last Friday just as he was coming in for the night. My boy is very territorial with his lines and traps, and this guy looked like he was up to no good.”

Cha-ching. Something Agent Krapek hadn’t shared with her, Rachel thought.

“Did your son Aaron happen to see what kind of vehicle this guy was in?”

“No. He just saw the boat. Pulled up next to the guy and told him to beat it.”

“Can you give me a description of the boat and the man?” Rachel asked, holding her breath. She wasn’t law enforcement, and this tidbit of information apparently wasn’t going to be shared with her. If Drake Reynolds had been on Krapek’s team this time around, he would’ve shared this with Rachel already. But Krapek and Phipps tended not to be so generous. The FBI liked to solve its own cases, and in the last big one the agency had been involved in, Rachel had found the missing teenager before the agents did. This was the case of the daughter of the Florida governor, and Krapek didn’t like getting her toes stepped on given it was such a high-profile case.

“Camo-covered johnny boat. Black guy was driving the boat. Not many black fellows fishing in this area. The FBI had some artist come in earlier today and had my boy describe the fellow he saw.”

Well, that was something to go on, Rachel thought. She thanked the older man and then headed back to share the information with her team. All it took was something small like this to crack a case wide open. The black man and his boat may not have had anything to do with the O’Malley case. Then again, it may have everything in the world to do with it.



CHAPTER 26

Rachel called Matt on the way back from Houma.

“Your timing is perfect. The FBI wants me to come in and take a look at a sketch,” Matt said.

“When?” Rachel asked. She had a pretty good idea that the sketch the FBI wanted to show Matt was the one of the man who Aaron had run off.

“This afternoon. Anything new turn up?” he asked.

Rachel could hear the desperation in Matt’s voice. She couldn’t bear to think about what Matt was going through. Losing his wife and not knowing where his kids were. If they were safe or not. Unfortunately, she knew the pain only too well.

“We’re on our way back from Houma. Part of my team is going back to work canvassing the area where your truck was discovered,” she answered. “I just wanted to call and check in with you.”

Rachel couldn’t believe she hadn’t received any strong leads from the hotline, other than the usual crazy people who just wanted attention. She hated that she didn’t have anything new to tell him. After all the media surrounding this case, no witnesses had come forward yet. Rachel wanted to go back to the original scene of the crime. It hadn’t taken place in a desolate, rural area, after all. This was freaking New Orleans, for goodness’ sake. Similar to New York, the city that never sleeps, New Orleans was open twenty-four hours a day. There was always activity. Homeless people, tourists, and locals all commingled at all hours of the day and night around the Riverwalk and French Quarter. She felt certain somebody had seen something.

“I’ve got a few things I’d like to discuss with you,” said Matt. “Alone. Is there a place and time where we could meet in private?”

“Of course.” Rachel said. “You just tell me when and where.”

“I’ll meet you tonight at seven o’clock. There’s a place called Crescent City Brewhouse on Decatur Street, not far from your hotel.”

“Okay, see ya then.” Rachel checked her watch. She had a couple of hours to kill before meeting Matt.

“What was that about?” Red asked.

“Matt wants to meet me tonight.”

“What’s going on with him?”

“He didn’t say, but I’m pretty sure the FBI is showing him the sketch of the man from Houma,” Rachel said. “I’m meeting Matt at seven, so that gives us about two hours to go back to the Quarter and take another look around.”

“Rach, we’ve canvassed that area a dozen times. I don’t see the point of going back again. Flyers are all over the place. If someone saw something, we would have gotten a call by now.”

His words caught Rachel by surprise. “What else do we have? You of all people should know that we don’t give up that easily.”

“I’m not talking about giving up. I’m talking about changing things up. We’ve laid all the groundwork with the flyers, the canvassing, and working the tip line. We need to start looking at motivation. This is different from any other case we’ve worked. A whole flipping family disappeared. That’s not an everyday occurrence. Something out of the ordinary happened here. It’s not like we are dealing with your typical runaway, bored housewife, or family member kidnapping.”

Rachel trusted Red’s judgment. In his role as a detective at the Miami PD, Red had solved many missing-persons cases and was knowledgeable in more areas of the law than she’d ever be.

She took a deep, calming breath. “Of course we’re not. So what do you suggest? Where do you think we need to be looking?”

Red opened his notebook. “I’ve been thinking about something. What would Matt have to gain from his whole family disappearing?”

“We’ve been over this. I don’t feel like Matt orchestrated such a complex scheme. You’ve said it yourself. His financials are solid. No evidence of an affair or anything like that. Everyone we’ve talked to said he is the ultimate family man, husband, father, brother…”

“Who else would have something to gain?”

“His brother, Chris?” Rachel guessed.

“With Matt and Erin out of the picture, Chris and Melinda would get the house. The business, the money, all of it would be theirs.” Red drew a big red circle in his notebook. “In all the cases we’ve worked together, the majority of them have one common denominator.”

“Revenge,” Rachel said, looking at the word Red had written. “You’re forgetting a couple of things. Why leave Matt alive? Why kill his wife, and kidnap his kids? That doesn’t make sense. I’m sorry, but I just don’t see Chris hurting his brother just to get the house. The same house he willingly gave up years ago.”

“Right, well, someone had it out for Matt. They injured Matt but didn’t kill him. They wanted Matt to look like the fall guy, maybe? Then they killed Erin and dumped her body in a different area to throw the cops off. Kidnapped the kids…” Red trailed off.

“Who is they?” Rachel asked. “What is there to gain from having Matt take the fall for his wife’s murder?”

Red tapped his pen on the paper.

“The police and the FBI have questioned all his business associates, former and current clients, and all his friends and acquaintances. They’ve turned up nothing,” Rachel continued.

“Maybe they missed something,” Red answered. “We are missing something…”



CHAPTER 27

Matt arrived at the FBI office on time. The expansive lobby held a reception desk and a waiting area with several couches and chairs. He announced himself to the receptionist, who asked him to wait for an escort. Instead of sitting, Matt walked to the end of the lobby and stared at the Wall of Honor, which displayed the names of FBI agents who had been killed in the line of duty. A short five minutes later, Agent Krapek stepped out of the elevator.

“Thanks for coming in, Mr. O’Malley. Please follow me.” Krapek turned and headed back to the elevator.

“You can call me Matt,” he reminded her again, as he’d done each time they’d met.

Krapek nodded silently as she pushed the number three button.

Matt decided to play her game and said nothing on their ascent. Chris had recommended that Matt call their attorney to accompany him to this meeting, but Matt brushed the idea off. He wanted to see what they had first before involving his attorney. The doors opened and he followed her out.

“Coffee or water?” she offered.

“No, thanks.”

“Right this way.” She led him to a small conference room, where Matt took a seat at the head of a glossy mahogany table. Agent Phipps came in with a manila folder.

“Hi, Matt. Thanks for coming in on such short notice. As Agent Krapek informed you on the phone, we’ve met with the man who found the, uh…arm that was caught on his fishing line. He gave us a description of another man who he spotted in the area earlier in the week. We had our sketch artist work with him to come up with this.” Agent Phipps pulled the sheet of paper out of the folder and put it in front of Matt. “We’re taking a shot in the dark here, but maybe you recognize this man?”

Matt slowly cast his eyes on the sheet of paper. He fought hard to keep his facial expression neutral. It wasn’t an exact match, but Matt did know the man in the photo.

It was Moses, aka DeShaun McAllister.



CHAPTER 28

The Crescent City Brewhouse was crowded. Rachel scanned the bar and immediately saw Matt waving her over.

“Hey, you made it,” Matt greeted her. “What would you like to drink?”

“What are you having?” Rachel pointed to his glass.

“House brew. Red Stallion.”

“I’ll have the same,” Rachel said to the bartender.

“Johnny, put in an order of baked oysters for us?” Matt added. The bartender nodded. Matt turned back to Rachel and smiled. “You like oysters, I hope?”

“Sure.”

“Well, you’re in for a treat, then. They bake them three ways. Crab, spinach, and shrimp. Delicious.”

“Sounds good.” Rachel felt a weird vibe from Matt, like he was nervous or something. He hadn’t been talkative the other times she’d met him, but he certainly seemed that way now. “How did it go with Krapek?”

“It was interesting. The local who found Erin’s arm reported seeing a man he didn’t know trolling around the area. Krapek thought that was suspicious, so she had the local guy give an FBI sketch artist some details, and they came up with a composite.” Matt paused before continuing. “I guess they thought I might recognize him as a former client or something.”

“Did you?”

Matt pulled out his cell phone, brought up a photo of the sketch, and handed it to Rachel. “I snapped it when Agent Krapek and her partner left the room for a moment. I wanted to show it to you. I wasn’t sure how to go about this. Since you work for me, you have to keep what I tell you confidential. Right?” Matt asked.

Now it was Rachel’s turn to feel uncomfortable. “As long as what you tell me is nothing illegal. I mean, I do have a moral obligation to inform the authorities if you tell me something that is life threatening to you or someone else.”

“No, it’s nothing like that. I started getting bits and pieces of my memory back the night we all met at my brother’s house. After the FBI left, I picked up a Bible in Chris’s office. It flipped open to a verse about Moses. That triggered a memory.” Matt took a sip of his beer. Some liquid courage, Rachel thought. He continued, “The afternoon of the incident, I was packing up the truck for soccer practice when a homeless man approached me. I gave him some money, and he thanked me and left. I remembered he told me his name was Moses.”

“That was the guy you saw in the sketch?” Rachel asked, going out on a limb.

Matt nodded.

“What did Agent Krapek say?”

“It turns out, this guy in the sketch is DeShaun McAllister. The same guy whose fingerprints were found on my truck. The same guy who I bonded out ten years ago.”

Rachel looked around the bar. No one seemed to be paying any attention to them. The TV was blaring a sports game, patrons were busy eating and drinking. She lowered her voice anyway. “So Moses and DeShaun McAllister are one and the same?”

“Right. When Krapek first questioned me about him, I told her I didn’t remember him as a client. Which is true. He was just a kid, barely eighteen when I first bonded him out. DeShaun looked different as Moses. I’m kind of surprised he ended up homeless.”

“Okay, let me get this straight. So you remember Moses from the night of the incident? As the homeless guy who asked you for money, but you didn’t put two and two together as him being a former client until Krapek told you about his fingerprints on your truck?”

“Correct.”

“And you don’t have any idea why Moses would be connected to your wife’s death?”

Matt nodded. “There’s more.”

Rachel felt her heart kick up a few beats. She waited for him to continue.

“There’s something that I did remember that I left out when I was talking to your friend Michelle. You see, I was afraid that you might think that I did have something to do with Erin’s disappearance if I told you. Even though I don’t have all my memory back, I know deep down that I had nothing to do with what has happened to my family. I love my wife and kids. I would never do anything to hurt them.”

“I’m not here to judge you, Matt. I only want to help you find them. Everything that you can tell me prior to the incident is helpful. You never know when that one little detail may make a difference between finding them or not.” Rachel paused to take a sip of her beer. “You can trust me. So let’s hear it. Tell me everything you’ve remembered.”

Matt told her the story about seeing Erin at the Flora Gallery and Coffee Shop with another man. He paused for a second before revealing the part he wished he could forget—the moment when he’d spotted the man kissing his wife outside on the patio.

Rachel took a minute to digest that information. “Well, I guess I can see why you would withhold that information. What did Erin say when you asked her about it?”

“I never told her that I saw the kiss. I just asked her how her day was. She told me everything except for her coffee break at Flora. Basically, she lied to me.”

“That happened approximately two months prior to the incident?” Rachel asked.

“Yeah, that’s about right.”

“So in those two months, you could have found out more about her affair or confronted her and just don’t remember it?”

Matt shrugged. “Anything is possible. I’m still getting it all back in bits and pieces.”

“I can see why you’re hesitant in revealing that to the police. You would be giving them a possible motive. But in order to find your kids, you have to tell them everything.” Rachel faltered at the worried look on Matt’s face. “No worries. I’m not going to say anything. Do you have any idea who the man was who kissed your wife?”

“No. I don’t.”

Rachel got out her notebook and jotted down the name of the coffee shop. She’d have Red check it out later if Matt was okay with it. The waitress brought over their food, and Rachel waited until she left to continue.

“Do you mind if I share this with my team? Red is one of the best private investigators around, and he may be our best shot at finding this man. You have my word that he’ll keep it under wraps.”

“I’ve already called in a favor with a PI that we work with. I called him the day I met with you and Michelle,” Matt said. He picked up another oyster. “I haven’t heard anything back yet. So I guess it wouldn’t hurt to have a couple people on this.”

“What about your brother? You think you might have discussed this upsetting situation with him?”

Matt thought about it for a minute. “Chris and I have always been pretty tight. That would’ve been something I may have shared with him.”

“I would ask him, Matt. You trust Chris, right?” Rachel thought back to her discussion with Red, who wanted to look into Chris’s background in more detail. He wanted to see if it was possible to connect the dots—and find something that would point to a motivation.

Matt did trust his brother. But lately, something was off with Chris, and he wasn’t sure what it was. Clearly, Chris’s marriage was on the rocks. Was anything else amiss?

He finally answered her. “Yeah, I trust him.”

“Then you need to ask him if he knows about Erin’s affair.” Rachel tried to collect her thoughts and digest all the information Matt had just given her. She put a baked oyster topped with spinach on a cracker and then doused it with hot sauce. When she finished eating it, she nodded her head in approval. She loved the food in New Orleans.

“Detective Jones, who has been working with Krapek, is trying to track down DeShaun McAllister for questioning. They are withholding that information from the media until he is found.” Matt ate his own crab-topped oyster before chasing it down with his beer. “There’s one last thing I wanted to ask you.”

Rachel waited for him to continue.

“Do you still think I’m innocent?”



CHAPTER 29

Rachel walked down Market Street on her way to Madame Verdene’s Voodoo Shop. The streets were alive with people: some locals, some tourists who were either on their way back to their hotel after a night of cruising the bars or just beginning their day with coffee and beignets. She loved walking the city streets of New Orleans. She saw a mother pushing her child in a stroller, a couple holding hands, a group of young women who’d obviously been out partying all night, a homeless man asking for a handout, a business executive talking on his cell phone while juggling a cup of coffee and his briefcase—all coexisting together. There was something oddly comforting about it all. If she wasn’t working this case, Rachel thought, she could be one of those people having a leisurely breakfast and then maybe going to one of the many art galleries or museums that New Orleans had to offer. If she was a tourist, she seriously doubted she would be going where she was headed now.

After her meeting with Matt the night before, she’d relayed to Red what Matt had requested. With nothing much to go on, Red said he would see what he could do to find out the identity of Erin’s mystery man. While Rachel went to visit Madame Verdene—Red had made it clear he couldn’t stomach another visit to the voodoo queen—Red had decided to take a trip to the Flora Gallery and Coffee Shop instead.

Rachel and Red both agreed with Matt that finding out the man’s identity could provide insight into Erin’s frame of mind before she was kidnapped. Although Rachel thought that Matt should share his information with Agent Krapek or the police, she didn’t push it. She’d try to stay good on her word to keep Matt’s revelation under wraps.

Rachel hesitated at the front door of the voodoo shop. She took a deep breath before opening the glass door. Red would probably flip if he knew why she was really here. Hell, she was even second-guessing herself. This went against everything she believed in. But, as her father would have said, “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”

“Hello, Ms. Scott,” Debbie said from where she stood behind the counter. “Madame Verdene is waiting for you. Go on back.”

Rachel thanked Debbie and walked down the narrow aisle to the back of the store. She pushed through the curtain and saw Verdene dressed in her usual long flowing skirt and peasant blouse, her long hair hanging down her back in multiple colorful braids.

“Are you ready to get started?” Verdene asked, getting up from behind her desk.

Rachel nodded.

“Let’s sit down at the table.” Verdene turned down the lights while Rachel sat at the small table.

Verdene sat across from Rachel. She grabbed Rachel’s hand and covered it with her own. “Just relax.”

Rachel took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

After what seemed like an eternity, Verdene finally spoke. “As Queenie told us already, your child is alive. I can feel her spirit. The connection between you and your daughter is very strong. Still.”

Rachel felt her heart give a lurch. “Thank you,” she whispered, her voice hoarse. Madame Verdene let go of her hands and closed her eyes. “Your grandmother wants to let you know that you mustn’t give up. She’s very insistent about that. Don’t give up, she says. She keeps repeating that over and over.”

“I won’t.” Rachel felt the familiar tugging in her chest. “Can she tell me where Mallory is?”

“She’s telling me that Mallory is happy. Healthy.”

Rachel felt torn by conflicting emotions. Relieved that her daughter was safe and happy. Sad that someone else was filling her shoes of being a mom. Angry that her daughter was ripped from her life. And also skeptical. Maybe none of this was real. Just hocus pocus, as Red would say.

“Queenie is showing me that Mallory is close by.”

“Where?”

Madame Verdene opened her eyes. “Your grandmother is showing me a peach.”

What the hell does that mean? Rachel thought wryly.

Verdene dropped Rachel’s hand. “She’s gone.”

“Why couldn’t she just tell me where Mallory is?” Rachel said, feeling frustrated. She didn’t know whether to feel exasperated at the lack of information or comforted that Mallory was safe. Or entirely unmoved. Maybe Verdene was making the whole thing up.

“I’ll try to explain.” Madame Verdene got up and turned on the lights. “I’ve been able to see the spirits since I was a little girl. My grandmother had the same gift. It always seems to skip a generation in my family. At first, it scared me. I didn’t know what to make of it. I would go to school and all day long hear voices in my head. At night when I was alone in bed was the only time it was quiet. Pretty soon, I realized that every time I left my house and was in the company of other people, the voices would come back. I started feigning sickness and avoiding going out.”

Verdene got up and walked to the refrigerator, pulling out two bottles of water. She handed Rachel one.

“My mom was worried that something was terribly wrong with me,” Verdene continued. “We lived with my grandmother at the time, and she knew pretty quickly what was going on with me. One morning, my grandmother explained the gift to me. She taught me how to tune out the voices when I wanted to and how to make them come through stronger if I needed. You see, it takes a lot of energy for a spirit to come through, and they don’t always stay as long as they’d like to. Nor are they able to get across everything that needs to be said. This is the hardest part to understand. Sometimes they can’t tell us everything we need to know. In your daughter’s case, we know she is alive. Your grandmother was very insistent on that. But only you, Rachel, have the power to find her. It won’t take magic, exactly, but it will take persistence. You just have to open your mind. Trust your instincts. I can show you how if you are willing to learn.”

“I can’t believe I have some kind of psychic ability,” said Rachel.

Verdene shrugged. “Call it mother’s instinct if you want, instead. Does it really matter what it is as long as it helps you find Mallory?”

Rachel saw no point in arguing. Madame Verdene was right. She would go to any length to find her daughter. “What exactly do I have to do?”

Verdene sensed her reluctance. “It doesn’t involve chicken heads, blood, or any kind of weird stuff, if that is what you’re thinking.” She chuckled. “Opening up your mind is as easy as practicing daily meditation, tuning in to your higher self, and saying a bit of prayer.”

Rachel nodded. “Okay, I’m willing to try.”

“Before I show you some techniques on meditation and fine-tuning, we’ll need to clean and balance your chakras.”

“I thought we did that during the ceremony the other night.”

“We did. This is something you have to do once a week to keep your energy channels open and wash out any negativity that you may come across.”

“Okay, so weekly cleanses and meditation. Sounds too simple.”

Verdene smiled a toothy grin. “It is simple. You just have to practice opening your mind. I’ll give you some things to help you get started.”

Rachel followed Verdene into the shop. She watched as Verdene filled up a tote bag with various herbs, potions, and colorful rocks. Once Verdene was satisfied with the items, she led Rachel back into her office and showed her how to use them as part of her cleansing practice. With the tutorial over, Rachel began gathering her things to leave. She paused when she heard a familiar voice in front of the shop. She peeked around the door and was surprised to see Melinda talking to the cashier.

“Melinda O’Malley. Does she come in regularly?” Rachel whispered to Verdene.

“She started coming in with Erin. I see her every so often.”

“What does she usually buy?”

“The usual stuff. Candles, lotion, some herbal remedies.”

“Do you know that woman with her?” Rachel asked. A pretty brunette woman was standing beside Melinda holding a basket of stuff to purchase.

“No. I’ve never seen her before. But I can tell you,” Verdene said, lowering her voice to just a whisper, “I don’t like that Melinda. She gives off a bad vibe I can feel a mile away.”

Rachel nodded, taken aback that Verdene had the same instincts as her own about Melinda.

“I feel the same way. There is something about her that I don’t trust.”

“The bad energy that I was telling you about? The one that plagued Erin? I saw another person involved. I believe there was something sinister between the two of them.” Verdene motioned discreetly to Melinda and kept her voice at a whisper.

Rachel thought about the mystery man at Flora. Could Verdene have sensed the affair that Erin was having? What did that have to do with Melinda? Deep in thought about that, Rachel followed Verdene to the front of the store, stopping to say hello to a surprised Melinda.

“What brings you out this way?” she asked Rachel.

“Just picking up some souvenirs for my staff back in Florida,” Rachel said, thankful for the bag of stuff that Verdene gave her. She didn’t want Melinda to know the true nature of her visit. “How are you?”

“Great. Alanna Brennan, meet Rachel Scott.”

Rachel shook the brunette’s hand.

“Rachel works with a search-and-rescue company.” Melinda dropped her voice down to a whisper. “She’s helping us find Matt’s kids.”

Alanna raised her eyebrows. “Tough job, huh?”

“Yeah, it can be sometimes,” Rachel agreed.

“Do you have a card?” Alanna asked.

Rachel dug into her purse and handed one to Alanna. “I have to get going. It was nice to meet you.” Rachel waved good-bye to Verdene and headed out of the shop.

“Hey, Rachel, wait up.”

Rachel turned to see Melinda waving to her, her blond hair blowing in the breeze.

“What’s up?” Rachel asked.

“There is something I wanted to tell you. I was going to call you later and see if you wanted to meet for a drink, but since you are already here…”

“Okay, go ahead.”

Melinda paused, like she was collecting her thoughts. “I don’t know if this will help with the investigation or not, but I thought you should know…there was a man named Gavin Beckwith. Erin was having an affair.”



CHAPTER 30

Rachel walked down the block a ways before digging her cell phone out of her purse. She saw that she had four missed calls. All from Red. As she called him back, she stuffed the bag of voodoo trinkets in her purse.

“Rachel, finally,” Red answered, breathless.

“Sorry, I was caught up. Everything okay?”

“I’m still at Flora. I have two surprises for you. One, I think I found Erin’s mystery man.”

“And two?” she asked.

“You’ll have to see that one for yourself,” Red said. “Meet me over here.”

The Flora Gallery and Coffee Shop was a short walk from Verdene’s. As Rachel rounded the corner, she spotted the café and saw several tables with massive green umbrellas adorning the sidewalk. She spotted Red, walked quickly to his table, and sat down.

“Well, that was fast,” he said.

“I was just around the corner,” Rachel said, putting down her heavy purse. She looked around. All the tables were occupied with people enjoying the beautiful weather and scenery. “Where is my surprise?”

“Here it comes now. I took the liberty of ordering lunch for us.”

Rachel turned and saw a familiar face walking toward her.

“Stacy!” She hopped out of her chair to greet her best friend. Rachel had met Stacy Case while working in the Bahamas. Stacy had been employed as a reporter by the Miami Sun and was investigating crimes against cruise ship passengers. At first, Rachel had dismissed Stacy as just being a nosy journalist looking for a story. But Stacy proved herself to be invaluable while helping Rachel crack open the case of the missing Knowles girl. Together they discovered that the cruise ship in question was involved in several illegal activities. Stacy’s extensive knowledge and persistent attitude had won Rachel over. Stacy had recently left the Miami Sun to work as a freelance writer, and she helped Rachel with cases whenever her time allowed.

“Surprise!” Stacy pulled up a chair.

“What are you doing here? I thought you were working on a big story in California,” Rachel said.

“I wrapped it up yesterday. Last night Red called me to see if I could fly in and help you guys out. We decided to keep it a surprise.”

“Well, color me surprised. I didn’t think I would see you for another couple of weeks,” Rachel said.

She hadn’t seen Stacy since they’d been in Mexico together. Stacy had flown to Cozumel along with Mike Mancini to stay with Rachel for a few days after she’d first found out about the child abduction ring. Then Stacy had been forced to return to California to cover a story she’d already committed to, about the Mexican Mafia. When they’d said good-bye, Rachel hadn’t been sure when they’d see each other again. There was no doubt that Stacy’s sudden appearance was an unexpected surprise that lifted her spirits.

The waitress arrived behind Stacy with a tray and dished out glasses of lemonade and plates of food.

“So,” Stacy said, after taking a long sip of her drink. “Red filled me in on what’s going on with the O’Malley case. Crazy, huh?”

“Speaking of crazy, I just ran into Melinda. She and another lady were at the voodoo shop when I left.” Rachel told Stacy and Red about her encounter, leaving out the part about her personal visit with Madame Verdene. She knew Red wouldn’t approve, but luckily Stacy would entertain the idea of mediums and psychics. Rachel couldn’t wait to get her take on the whole thing.

“I wish you would stay away from that place,” Red said, before stuffing his grilled chicken wrap in his mouth. “Pure crap.”

“Tell me how you found Erin’s mystery man,” Rachel said, changing the subject.

Red pointed to the coffee shop. “Erin has some paintings inside. Very nice. You should take a look. I inquired about the artwork, speaking with the manager, and she had a lot of nice things to say about Erin.” Red paused and took a drink of his bottled water. “And, she told me that Erin was just in here the week before she disappeared. I asked the manager if Erin was alone and she said no. Erin frequently met with another man at the café. Someone the staff knows very well.”

Rachel asked, “Gavin Beckwith?”

Red looked shocked. “How did you know?”

“Melinda chased me down as I was leaving the shop and told me. She thought it might help with our investigation. She apparently has been trying to decide whether to report this to the police or not. According to her, she hasn’t even told Chris yet.” Rachel felt bad about taking the wind out of his sails. “What else did you find?”

“Well, he’s a local art dealer, for starters. The manager said that Erin and Gavin were having lunch that day and Erin seemed upset about something. They had a heated conversation outside, and Erin left without touching her lunch.”

“Did the manager report any of this to the police?”

Red wiped his mouth with a napkin. “No. She said she didn’t think it was relevant at the time. You have to remember, the FBI hasn’t released information about finding Erin’s arm. They are still waiting on official tests. The manager doesn’t know that Erin is possibly dead.”

“Still. Something like that could be important to the case,” Rachel said.

“I agree,” Stacy said. “But people around here tend to mind their own business.”

“How did Melinda find out about the affair?” Red asked.

“She didn’t really say. I got the feeling it was more speculation,” Rachel answered.

“Well, I think she was on to something. The manager said that Erin and Gavin frequently have lunch here…”

“And there was a heated argument. Maybe she was breaking it off with him. Having second thoughts about putting her marriage in jeopardy,” Stacy finished.

Rachel stabbed a piece of chicken and lettuce with her fork. “Sounds easy for us to find out. We can pay him a visit. Get his photo, show it to Matt,” she said, taking a bite.

“Just what I was thinking,” Red said.

Stacy pulled a camera from her backpack. “I just happen to have my camera on me.”

“I already got the directions to Beckwith’s art gallery. It’s just a few blocks from here. We can pay him a visit after we’re done.”



CHAPTER 31

Gavin Beckwith’s art gallery was located near Jackson Square off Madison Street. They walked up to the two-story redbrick townhouse. Beckwith’s gallery was on one side, and an upscale clothing boutique claimed the other. There were two mannequins in the boutique window, wearing colorful caftans and beaded jewelry. Beckwith’s window displayed several watercolor paintings.

Stacy laughed, “Not exactly groundbreaking artwork, but very quaint.”

The doorbell chimed as Red opened the gallery door for Stacy and Rachel. “Ladies first.”

A model-thin woman who looked to be in her late twenties greeted them at the door. She tossed her long blond hair over her shoulder. “Welcome to Orleans Gallery. Can I help you?” she asked politely.

“We’re here to see Gavin Beckwith,” Red said.

“Oh, I’m sorry. Mr. Beckwith is out of the country,” she answered. “Can I help you with something? I’m his wife, Courtney.”

“I’m afraid this is something that I can speak only with Mr. Beckwith about.” Red dug out one of his business cards. “Can you please have him call me when you speak with him next?”

Courtney took the card, her smile faded, and a look of concern crossed her face. “What’s this about? Is my husband in trouble?” She looked back and forth between Red and Rachel. Stacy had made herself scarce, roaming around the gallery, looking at the artwork adorning the walls.

“Oh, no, ma’am. Sorry to worry you. I’d just like to speak with him about a personal matter,” Red said in a soothing tone.

“Okay.” Courtney didn’t look convinced. She set the card on the counter and then opened the front door, her gracious manner turning icy. “I expect him to call me tonight. I’ll pass along your number.”

Red waited until they were a few feet away from the gallery before speaking. “Surely Gavin wouldn’t be so bold as to carry on an affair right under his wife’s nose? The café is just a few blocks away from here.”

Rachel shrugged. “You never know what someone is willing to risk.”

Stacy plucked a colorful brochure from her back pocket. “At least we now have a picture to show Matt.”

The brochure had Gavin’s picture and bio printed on the back.

“He’s a nice-looking guy,” Rachel said, looking at the picture. “Dark hair, brooding mysterious eyes, dimples in the right place. I can see certain ladies falling for a guy like this.”

Stacy took the brochure back. “Not me. He has the look of someone that would smile to your face but stab you right in the back. I know that type very well.”

Rachel laughed, thinking that Stacy was referring to one of her former coworkers at the Miami Sun who had tried to steal her thunder on many occasions. “And you haven’t even met the guy.”

“All that is important is what Matt thinks of the photo. Was Melinda right about the affair? Is this our guy or not?” Red asked.



CHAPTER 32

While waiting for Matt to return her call, Rachel sat out on the pool deck with Stacy.

“It feels good to take a few minutes and relax,” said Rachel. “I feel like all I’ve been doing is running around with my head cut off. We’ve been to Baton Rouge, Metairie, Houma, and all around New Orleans this past week. The only good thing to come out of this so far is the fabulous food we’ve been eating. I think I’ve gained back all the weight I lost in Mexico and then some.”

Stacy pulled her short honey-blond hair up and secured it with a clip. Her tan skin complemented the two-piece white bikini she was wearing. Stacy stretched out lazily on the chaise lounge, picking up her sunscreen stick. Rachel watched as Stacy swiped it across her freckled cheeks.

“That’s a good thing,” said Stacy. “I was getting worried about you.”

“I’m doing okay. If we don’t get anywhere with this case in the next couple of weeks, I’m going to leave it to Red and fly back to Miami. There’s something I want to check out.” Rachel told Stacy about her latest visit to Madame Verdene and her suggestions about Mallory’s disappearance.

“I’ve done stories before on psychic mediums. They are a dime a dozen in south Florida,” Stacy said.

“I know. I’ve seen the advertisements all along the Miami downtown area. But I’ve never been tempted to call or visit one. This just kind of happened.”

“How did you feel about it? Think Verdene is the real deal?” Stacy asked.

“Well, I don’t know how she could’ve known about my grandmother. Even you don’t know that we called my grandmother Queenie.”

“True.”

“She seemed to know plenty about Mallory. Although nothing that provided any concrete details.”

“If psychics could solve crimes, we’d all be out of business.”

“She did say something unusual that she said related to Mallory. Peaches. What the hell does that mean?”

Stacy shrugged. “Maybe her adopted family grows peaches or something? What else have you found out about Scotty? He could be connected somehow?”

“Before I left Miami, I met with a former drinking buddy of Scotty’s. He mentioned some places that Scotty used to hang out at. I’m going to check those out and see if I can find more of his old acquaintances to talk to.”

Rachel then told Stacy about the disturbing phone call from Scotty.

“You haven’t heard from him since then?” Stacy looked worried.

“No, but Agent Lewis had a tap put on my cell. I don’t think he’s dumb enough to call that number again.”

“I’m going back with you to Miami. We’re going to find this bastard and put him away,” Stacy said.

Rachel felt her cell phone buzzing next to her. “Local number. Probably Matt.”

She answered the phone only to find out that it wasn’t Matt, but a person she never expected to call.



CHAPTER 33

“Hey, Rachel, this is Alanna Brennan. We met earlier today at Madame Verdene’s place.”

“Oh, yeah. Right. I remember,” Rachel said. She put the phone on speaker so Stacy could hear the conversation.

“Melinda told me what happened to Erin. I didn’t know they had found her…um, body. It’s just all so tragic,” Alanna whispered into the phone. Rachel could hear the noise of kids playing in the background.

So much for keeping it under wraps, Rachel thought. Agent Krapek would have a fit if she knew that Melinda was going around talking about the case.

“Yes, it is,” Rachel agreed, wishing that Alanna would get around to the reason that she had called. She glanced at Stacy, who was listening intently. Rachel grabbed a notepad from her bag and hastily wrote, “Melinda’s friend,” and Stacy nodded.

“Have you found anything else about the kids?” Alanna asked.

“Not yet. We’re still searching.” Rachel pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head and then wiped the sweat from her face with a pool towel. “What can I help you with?”

“I just wanted to give you my number. Check to see if I can help in any way. I was good friends with Erin as well. We all went to high school together, and now my kids are friends and classmates with Erin’s children. This is breaking all our hearts.”

“Thank you for offering to help. I didn’t realize that you went to school with Erin.”

“Yeah, well, Melinda and I were closer in high school. Erin didn’t really travel in our social circles.”

“Where did you go to school?” Rachel asked, making notes on her pad.

“We attended Sacred Heart Academy—it was a private Catholic school, very small but we still had our cliques. Erin was the outsider up until our last year.”

“I thought Melinda and Erin were good friends in high school,” Rachel said, remembering that Melinda told her that when they first met. The way she put it, they were the best of friends.

Alanna laughed. “Not really. Actually, far from it. Melinda and I were on the cheerleading squad. Erin was very shy in high school. She was what you’d call a wallflower. And kinda geeky. Glasses, braces, tall and thin. Until the summer of our senior year, when she lost the braces, got contacts, and grew some boobs. Then she became a real knockout. All the boys stood up and took notice of her.”

Rachel thought back to the conversation in which Melinda told her about growing up with Erin and how close they were. She listened as Alanna opened up about her friendship with Melinda and Erin, providing more detailed information than Melinda had ever offered.

“It wasn’t until our senior year, when Melinda and Matt broke up, that Erin starting hanging around our group,” Alanna continued.

“Wait a minute. Melinda and Matt O’Malley dated in high school?” Rachel said, incredulously. She looked at Stacy, who had a big smile on her face. They may be on to something, she thought.

Alanna sounded surprised. “You didn’t know that?” She continued without waiting for an answer from Rachel. “Yeah, Melinda and Matt were hot and heavy throughout high school, until our senior year. Then Melinda broke up with him and started dating his best friend, Jason. Erin became popular, and suddenly all the guys were hot for her. Matt won, probably because he was the best catch. Smart and handsome. Total package. He still is, right?”

“Do you have any high school yearbooks from your senior year?” Rachel asked.

“I sure do.”

Rachel looked over at Stacy, who gave her a thumbs-up.

“I’m staying over at the Hilton at Riverwalk. Would it be too much to ask you to drop it off with the concierge?” Rachel asked.

“Not a problem. I live close by. I’ll drop it off later.”

“Thanks, Alanna.” Rachel remembered something else she wanted to ask. “By the way, do you know Gavin Beckwith?”

“Sure. We’re good friends. He owns Orleans Gallery.”

“Right,” Rachel confirmed. “Were Gavin and Erin…friends?” Rachel waited for Alanna’s answer. She wanted to see if Melinda shared this secret with Alanna as well.

Alanna was silent for a moment. “I introduced Erin and Gavin at a charity function. My husband and I bought artwork from Orleans Gallery and thought it was a perfect fit for Erin to showcase her work. You know she does some fabulous work with watercolors and pencil drawings…”

Rachel wondered why Matt had never met Gavin if they all ran in the same social circles. But she didn’t want to ask more questions and possibly alert Alanna to the fact that she was suspicious of Gavin. Rachel changed the subject. “What’s Melinda’s maiden name?”

“Donnelly.”

“When did Melinda and Erin start to become closer?” Rachel asked.

“Oddly enough, when Erin and Matt started dating. By then, Melinda had her paws all over Chris, Matt’s older brother. They went out on double dates. I went off to Ole Miss for school, and most of my friends, including Erin and Melinda, stayed around New Orleans and Baton Rouge for college. When I would come back to town, we would all hang out. It was clear that Erin and Matt were in love. I think Melinda was a little jealous because she had Matt first and dumped him like a fool.” Alanna lowered her voice, “But you didn’t hear that from me.”

“You think she still had a thing for Matt?”

Alanna seem to ponder the question for a moment. “Maybe a little. But it was too late. Matt and Erin were meant to be together. Everyone could see that. As for Chris and Melinda, who knows if they would have stayed together if it wasn’t for her getting pregnant. The rumor mill has it that Chris was getting ready to break it off with Melinda when that happened. The O’Malleys come from a very strict Irish Catholic family. Chris had no choice but to marry her.”

“Wait,” Rachel said, feeling confused. “I thought Melinda and Chris didn’t have any kids.”

“They don’t,” Alanna responded. “She miscarried and almost hemorrhaged to death. It was awful. They operated on her, but it was too late. She couldn’t have any more children. The surgeon had to remove her uterus to save her life. They tried to adopt and looked into surrogacy, but nothing worked out. Not many people know about that. Melinda doesn’t want people to think she has problems. She likes to present a pretty picture.”

“She does a good job,” said Rachel. “Don’t you think?”

Rachel wanted to keep Alanna talking. All this news about Melinda was opening up some new avenues for investigation.

“Yes, but I think she pays a price,” said Alanna. “God, now I feel like I’m gossiping.”

“What do you mean, a price? Melinda seems to be happy enough,” Rachel said, hoping Alanna would take the bait. “A nice, good-looking husband and a beautiful home…” she prompted.

Alanna didn’t let her down.

“Well, not really.” Alanna lowered her voice again. “This didn’t come from me…”

“I won’t say anything,” Rachel promised.

“Melinda ran up some pretty hefty debt. She has very expensive tastes. Her parents died in a car accident when she was little. Her grandmother raised Melinda and her brother, Adam. When Melinda turned twenty-one, she had access to the trust fund that her parents had set up for her when she was born. Melinda blew that money within a few years. After Chris’s dad died, Matt gave Chris some money for his portion of the house. As far as I know, that money is gone, too. Meanwhile, Matt has continued to do very well for himself and his family by making investments. Melinda has complained to me for years about the fact that Chris didn’t take Matt up on his offer to go in on some real estate deals. I honestly think she feels like Matt is a financial genius whereas Chris is a total failure.”

Rachel remembered the last couple of years that she was in real estate and how everyone was getting in on the great deals on beachfront properties in Florida. She’d invested in several properties herself, buying property that was a steal one day and then turning around and selling it weeks later for double the profit. Many people made millions of dollars doing the same thing. The money she’d made in smart real estate investments had helped her create Florida Omni Search; without that money, it may not have been anything more than an idea. The business operated solely on the money from her savings account plus any donations that came in through their website or fund-raisers.

“I thought Chris did pretty well for himself. They seem to have a lot of nice things.” Rachel felt a little bad for leading Alanna on, but Alanna didn’t seem to mind sharing the story of the O’Malleys’ troubles.

“Oh, they live well. But Melinda has a problem with spending. They’re hundreds of thousands in debt. She has run up every credit line they have. Chris put her in therapy a couple of times, but Melinda always quit after the first couple of visits. The therapist pissed her off by telling her that her spending habits were a result of her parents’ deaths and being raised by a psychotic grandmother.”

“Is Melinda’s grandmother still alive?”

“Yeah. She was committed to the loony bin years ago. I remember her from high school. She was a batshit crazy old rich woman. Melinda has been counting the days until her grandmother bites the dust so she can get her hands on the inheritance. But I wouldn’t be surprised if her grandmother left all her money to the homeless cats of New Orleans. She’s that cuckoo.”

Rachel was starting to see a new side of the family dynamics. Erin had gotten her man, the house, the two kids, and the white picket fence—well, in this case, the ornate wrought iron fence. Melinda was stuck with a man who was forced to marry her, a suburban house she hated, a childless future, and debt up to her eyeballs. Rachel doubted that Agent Krapek or Detective Jones had all this juicy info.

But was jealousy enough of a motive to injure Matt, kill Erin, and kidnap her own niece and nephew? She wasn’t so sure.

“You don’t think Melinda had something to do with this?” Alanna asked in a hushed tone when Rachel didn’t respond.

Rachel could picture Alanna getting on the hotline to all her friends after she hung up to give them the rundown of their conversation. Rachel quickly answered, “No, of course not.” But deep down, she was wondering the same thing. She thanked Alanna for her time and said she would be in touch soon. She discussed with Stacy all the aspects of the conversation and its surprises.

Stacy shook her head slowly before jumping into the investigative reporter mode that Rachel knew so well. “Okay, let’s break this down. First off, why did Melinda lie about her friendship with Erin?”

“Obviously, she wanted to paint a pretty picture about her friendship with Erin and her happy home life,” said Rachel. “So we’d never think of her as a possible suspect.”

“And now you are thinking of her as a suspect,” Stacy said in more of a statement than a question.

“I don’t know yet,” said Rachel. “But she definitely has a dark side that she didn’t want us to know about. Melinda was jealous of Erin and all that she had acquired. The husband Melinda wanted, the house she wanted, the kids she couldn’t have on her own. And she knew about the affair Erin was having, yet didn’t share that information with her own husband.”

“Because she knew Chris would say something to Matt? Maybe she didn’t want to betray Erin’s confidence.” Stacy was silent for a moment, deep in thought. “It really boils down to one question. Does Melinda have the balls to kill Erin?”

“Maybe. But Melinda is not the type to get her hands dirty. She would have someone else do it,” Rachel answered. “That I’m sure of.”

“Like the art dealer?”

“Maybe. We’ll know more once Red does a background check on him.”

“If Melinda’s really behind it all, maybe that explains why Matt is still alive and Erin is dead. Maybe Melinda wants him all to herself? What about the kids?” Stacy asked.

“Maybe Chris and Melinda have guardianship of the children if anything happens to Erin and Matt. We should have Red look into that.”

“With Matt still alive, they wouldn’t, though,” Stacy speculated. “Maybe he wasn’t supposed to be alive. Maybe they left him, thinking he was dead. He sustained a pretty big head injury, right?”

“Hold up. I’m not sold on the idea that Melinda had anything to do with this. She could just be putting up a front so she doesn’t seem suspicious. It doesn’t mean she actually killed her sister-in-law,” Rachel said.

“Agreed. But I definitely think we should go have a little talk with her. Run this by Red and see what he thinks we should do.” Stacy grabbed her towel. “I’m going to hit the pool for some laps before we go to dinner.”

“I’ll stay here. I need to be by the phone in case Matt calls. We need to get him to take a look at this photo of Gavin Beckwith. Maybe he’s our missing piece of the puzzle.”

Rachel watched as Stacy expertly dove into the pool. Stacy was petite and had the body of an Olympic swimmer. Being a Florida native, she had a perpetual tan complete with freckles on her face, making her look younger than her thirty-six years. Rachel admired Stacy’s tenacity and competiveness to go after what she wanted and the wherewithal to hang in there until she got it. Rachel saw a little of herself in Stacy. Before she’d met Rick and got married, she was a successful agent selling high-end real estate in Miami. She’d put in sixty hours a week learning everything about the business. She’d always been the first person in the office and the last person to leave. Rachel never took no for an answer and closed twenty-five million in sales her first year in real estate. Stacy worked just as hard as Rachel and chased down every lead until she had the story she needed.

With the O’Malley kids still missing and time running out, Rachel was glad Stacy had joined her team.



CHAPTER 34

Matt sat across from Rachel at Flora, trying not to think about the fact that this very spot was the place he’d seen Erin kissing another man. It wasn’t busy at this time of the day. It was late afternoon, and only a couple of patrons were present, enjoying their cups of coffee. Matt drummed his fingers on the scarred wooden table while studying the picture.

“It’s him,” Matt said. “How did you track him down so fast?” Looking at the photo of the art dealer, he was amazed at how quickly they had found him. The man his wife was supposedly having an affair with. The private investigator he’d called on his own hadn’t even called him back yet. Matt was becoming more impressed with Rachel and her team by the minute.

Rachel gave a small smile. “Red found him. It was really a combination of luck and good timing.”

Matt nursed his cup of Ethiopian coffee while staring at the art gallery brochure Stacy had pilfered.

“I’ve heard his name somewhere before.” Matt read the brochure. “Gavin Beckwith. Huh.”

“Gavin’s an art dealer and owns a gallery near Jackson Square. From what Red can gather, he and Erin were introduced by a mutual friend. Gavin wanted to sign Erin on as a client.”

“From what I saw that day, he wanted to do more than just sign my wife on.” Matt folded up the brochure and stuck it in his pocket.

“Sorry,” Rachel said sincerely. It had to be a double whammy for Matt. To find out his wife was cheating on him and then lose her along with his kids. Rachel cleared her throat. “I had an interesting phone call yesterday. Do you know Alanna Brennan?”

“We went to school together. She’s friends with my wife.”

“I ran into her yesterday. She was with Melinda at the voodoo shop that Erin frequented. Alanna told me about your previous relationship with Melinda.”

Matt looked around the café, his eyes resting on the glass deli case, which was filled with French pastry treats. “Melinda and I dated in high school. It’s no secret.”

Rachel felt the need to apologize. “Sorry to be prying into your personal life, but the more I know about your family and work history, the better chance we have of finding your kids.”

“I get that. I just don’t see what Melinda and I dating in high school has to do with finding my kids. That was almost twenty years ago. She married my brother and they’re happy,” Matt said. “I guess.”

“Were you and your wife happy?” Rachel asked.

Matt stood up, his chair scraping the wood floor. “Well, I thought we were. I mean, we had our ups and downs like any other marriage, but I would’ve never thought she’d cheat on me.”

“Are you planning on calling Gavin Beckwith?”

“I think the situation warrants a personal visit.”



CHAPTER 35

Rachel went back to her hotel room, where Red and Stacy were waiting for her. She gave them the rundown of her conversation with Matt and told them that he had confirmed Gavin as the man he saw with Erin at Flora.

“Good,” said Red. “Now that we have a positive ID on Gavin, I can proceed with a full background check on him as well. When he gets back from his business trip, I’ll pay him a visit. His wife expects him back in a couple of days.”

“Well, that’s settled. You work on Beckwith, and Stacy and I’ll spend a little more time looking into Melinda’s past. Did you hear anything on that background search we started on her?”

“Not yet,” said Red, walking to the door.

“I’ll kick it off by combing through the yearbook Alanna left for me at the front desk,” said Rachel.

“I gotta make some phone calls. Let me know if y’all find anything interesting.” Red left the room.

Stacy climbed onto the bed next to Rachel, and they opened the Sacred Heart Academy’s navy-and-silver yearbook. The first half of the book was filled with pages for clubs, sports, the band, and the usual popularity photos. They spotted Melinda in a lot of those pages. However, Erin stole the spotlight in the Most Beautiful and Best All-Around categories in the popular pages. Melinda garnered the Best Dressed honor.

“Ouch. I bet Melinda would’ve liked to have won ‘Most Beautiful.’” Rachel flipped through more of the pages. “If this is what Erin looked like their senior year, I’d like to see what she looked like when she was a sophomore or junior.”

“Do high schools still have this junk? I can’t believe people would condone such superficial behavior. ‘Most Beautiful’ and ‘Prettiest Smile’? Really?”

“What did you get in high school? Most Likely to Spill a Secret?” Rachel chuckled.

Stacy grabbed a pillow and hit Rachel with it. “I was a geek in high school. Always had my head buried in a book or working the school newspaper. Hair in pigtails, braces, and skinny as a twig.”

“I find that hard to believe.” Rachel looked at her friend. She was still on the small side, but her body was toned and athletic. She also had a vibrant personality, and Rachel had noticed the way men sneaked glances at her when Stacy walked into the room.

“I came out of my shell in college.” Stacy flipped through the pages and stopped. She stared at a picture of a young man and pointed to him. “Adam Donnelly. Did Alanna mention a younger brother when you talked to her?”

Rachel leaned over and studied the page. The heading was “Sophomores,” and the page was full of class pictures. Adam looked very similar to Melinda. He had shaggy blond hair, the same heart-shaped face as Melinda, blue eyes, and full pouty lips. His eyes didn’t quite meet the camera lens, looking slightly off to the left instead. “I believe she did. I can call her and confirm. She seemed more than willing to give me information last time.”

Stacy waited while Rachel tried Alanna on her cell phone.

After a short polite conversation with Alanna, Rachel hung up.

“Well?” Stacy asked. “The suspense is killing me.”

“Adam Donnelly is in fact Melinda’s younger brother. And…he has an extensive criminal history,” Rachel answered. “We just might be on to something here.”



CHAPTER 36

Matt woke up drenched in sweat, with his heart banging like a jackhammer. A glance at the clock on his bedside revealed that it was almost one a.m. He reached for a bottle of water that sat next to the clock, twisting it open and taking a long sip. A framed photo of Erin sat on the other side of the clock. It was Matt’s favorite picture of her and was taken at their beach house in Florida. The photo brought back memories of the dream he’d just had. A dream so vivid, so real in his mind. He leaned his head back onto the pillow and took deep breaths. The images from the dream kept flashing through his mind.

Erin and the kids were on a boat in a swamp. It was dark and I was trying to find them. I could hear them crying out for help, but I couldn’t see them. Then the clouds parted and moonlight spread over the water, illuminating the small boat carrying my family. I took off my shoes and yelled to them. “Hold on! I’m coming!” The ground was mucky and made it hard for me to walk. The more steps I took, the more the mud gripped my feet. When I finally made it to the water’s edge, I heard my family’s screams. I stopped and looked around the inky dark water. A pair of yellow eyes stared back at me, then another pair and another. I realized the boat carrying Erin and the kids was surrounded by alligators. My daughter, Mary Kate, panicked and stood up in the middle of the small boat. “Nooo!” I yelled. “Stay down! Stay down!” Mary Kate lost her balance, and the boat flipped into the alligator-infested swamp. I stood on the bank, helplessly watching my family splash around, trying to make it to shore. Their horrendous screams filled my ears.

Matt took another sip of water before pounding his fist on his forehead as if that might pulverize the images and make them go away. He went downstairs and grabbed a six-pack of beer from the refrigerator. Walking outside onto the back patio, he sat down, popped the top on a bottle, and drank the pale ale in two long pulls.

“Screw it,” Matt said to himself. He drank the next bottle as fast as the first. As he cast his gaze over the pool, another forgotten memory popped into his head. The neurologist had told him it might happen this way. One or two small memories giving way to another and then another until eventually he had regained all of them. He knit his brow, concentrating on recovering the details of the memory—it was of a Wednesday dinner when Chris and Melinda had been over, a dinner not long after the fateful day when he’d spotted Erin kissing another man.

It hadn’t just been Chris and Melinda over for that Wednesday dinner. Alanna Brennan and her two boys were over as well. When I had gone to the garage to switch out the propane tanks for the grill, I’d heard female voices. I’d realized suddenly that Erin, Melinda, and Alanna were in the upstairs apartment checking out Erin’s latest painting. From where I was standing in the garage, a vent led directly to the floor above, and I could hear their conversation clearly. Normally, I wouldn’t eavesdrop, but something in my wife’s tone made me stop what I was doing and listen.

“Ran into him at the coffee shop by his gallery. I finally gave in and had lunch with him.”

“Really? I thought you didn’t want to work with anyone,” Alanna said.

“Well, at first I didn’t, but you know Gavin. He’s very, um…persistent,” Erin said.

“Very persistent and very cute,” Alanna said and then laughed. “Although his wife is a bit of a bitch.”

“I didn’t meet his wife.” Erin paused for a minute. “She was out of town when I toured the gallery. Gavin and I usually meet at the coffee shop. You know the one where I have a couple of paintings on display?”

“Flora?” Alanna asked.

“Yep. That’s the one. Anyway, Gavin liked what he saw and asked if I had any other works in progress,” Erin said.

“And?” Melinda prompted.

“And I brought him back here to my studio and showed him these two pieces,” Erin said. “He said he wanted me to do a gallery showing.”

I had felt my stomach clench. This was the first I’d heard of Erin bringing another man to the house to view her work. I thought of the guy I’d seen kissing Erin at Flora. This must be the same guy. I still couldn’t bring myself to ask Erin about it. Part of me didn’t want to admit my marriage was failing and that Erin maybe had fallen out of love with me.

“What kind of cut does Gavin get for any pieces that sell?” Melinda asked.

“Ten percent of gross sales. He said I’d need to have at least fifteen pieces done to make it worth his time,” Erin answered.

“What does Matt say about all this?” Melinda asked.

I stood very still at the mention of my name. I waited patiently for her answer, straining to hear.

“Matt doesn’t know yet,” Erin said.

“Isn’t that something you should discuss with him? I mean, he is your husband,” Melinda said, stressing the word “your.”

“I don’t see where any of this is your business, Melinda,” Erin said brusquely, then changed the subject. “I’m going to take this downstairs to show the boys. It’s a new piece I’ve been working on to display at Antoine’s.”

I could hear Erin walking downstairs. I was starting to leave the garage when I heard Melinda speak.

“What a bitch.”

“What are you talking about?” Alanna asked, clearly surprised at the exchange between Melinda and Erin.

“Gavin Beckwith. She’s sleeping with him. It’s very obvious. Why she would want to risk throwing all this away is beyond me. Matt deserves so much better.”

“Like you?” Alanna asked.

I had heard enough. I quietly left the garage and spent the rest of the evening in a foul mood. Now I was certain that Gavin was the guy I’d seen at the coffee shop earlier in the week. It was time to take action, no matter what the consequences. I needed to decide whether or not to confront Gavin or my wife first.

Matt opened a third beer and continued staring at the pool, its lights flickering under the water and giving off an eerie glow. Now, with all the pieces of his memory coming back together, he was starting to form a good idea of who could be behind all of this. He drank the rest of the beer while formulating a plan. The tricky part was how to do this without alerting Krapek or Jones that he was regaining his memory. Matt thought it was better for everyone to think he still couldn’t remember what had happened to him. He could clearly see that it could make him look like a suspect in his wife’s death and kids’ disappearance if they knew what he remembered. And having his family and friends thinking his memory was still iffy gave him a huge advantage in tackling what he was about to do. He finished off his beer and stumbled back upstairs to bed. But before sleep overcame him, he set an early alarm. He had plans for the next day. Big plans.



CHAPTER 37

It was nine in the morning by the time Matt parked the truck at the curb three houses down from his destination. He had borrowed his neighbor’s Chevy Silverado pickup, as he’d done before when he needed to haul some garden supplies from the local nursery. The neighbor was out of town and had given Matt a spare key to the vehicle. Matt chose the nondescript truck because he knew that Melinda would never recognize it. And, luckily, her car was still in the driveway. Matt knew his brother Chris would be tied up all day in a court deposition. That meant Melinda would be free to roam—and Matt would be there to follow her.

In the wee hours of the morning as he’d sat by the pool drinking beer, Matt had come to the conclusion that Melinda was up to no good. She knew that Erin was having an affair with the art dealer. What other secrets was she hiding? Matt was going to find out if it took him the rest of the day, the week, or the rest of his life.

At nine thirty, Melinda didn’t disappoint. She walked out the front door, climbed in her white Mercedes sedan, and pulled out of the drive. The Mercedes had been a gift from Chris for Melinda’s birthday last year. Well, actually, it was a gift she gave herself. She’d bought it with Chris’s money without asking, and shit had hit the fan when he’d found out. He was always complaining that Melinda was spending money faster than he could make it. Matt knew that recently Chris had found that Melinda had been hiding credit card bills and that they were in debt for around $120,000. Clothing, spa trips with her girlfriends, expensive lunches and dinners, designer clothing, purses and shoes. Not to mention all the new home furnishings and decor she had just bought for their condo in Florida. Matt, who felt guilty for having made a few million dollars on his stock and real estate investments, had offered to pay off their debt, but Chris had refused. His brother was stubborn and wanted to do things his own way. Matt wasn’t sure if Chris had actually found a way to settle his wife’s debt or not. As his brother’s business partner, he knew what kind of salary Chris brought home, and it wasn’t enough to keep up with Melinda’s lavish lifestyle.

Since neither Erin nor Matt had any other living family members, they’d named Chris and Melinda their children’s guardians if anything should happen to them and the children were left without parents. Millions of dollars would go into a trust fund for Mary Kate and Patrick, to be overseen by their guardians if, God forbid, anything did happen to Matt or his wife. Was that money enough of a motive for Melinda to want to kill Erin and Matt? He didn’t know if Melinda had the nerve to pull off something like that, but right now it was all Matt had to go on. And tailing Melinda was a good start.

Matt stayed a few car lengths behind the white Mercedes, following at a distance. When Melinda pulled into a Starbucks drive-through, Matt parked in the grocery store lot next door and waited. He watched her talk on her cell phone while she waited for her order at the window. Two minutes later, the barista handed her a brown bakery bag and a large coffee cup. Melinda didn’t eat carbs, so he knew that whatever was in the bag wasn’t for her. So she must be meeting someone, Matt deduced. He checked his watch, pondering if he should call Rachel and let her know what was going on. Get her take on it. He decided to wait and see where this was going to lead first. After getting her coffee fix, Melinda zoomed back onto the highway and within minutes was heading west on Interstate 10. Matt took a peek at the gas gauge. He had a little less than half a tank. Wherever Melinda was going, he hoped it wasn’t too far.



CHAPTER 38

Three hours later, with an almost-empty gas tank, Matt saw a sign flash by that welcomed him to Lake Charles. A minute after that, he followed the Mercedes off the interstate and into the first gas station. While Melinda went inside, Matt took the opportunity to fill up. He left his sunglasses on and grabbed a battered fishing cap from the passenger seat that probably belonged to his neighbor. He pulled it low over his eyes and got out to start the pump. Watching the numbers roll by on the tank, he wondered what Melinda was doing in Lake Charles. She didn’t have any family that lived nearby anymore. When her parents died, she and her younger brother, Adam, went to live with their grandmother in Metairie. Now Melinda’s grandmother lived in an assisted living facility in Chalmette. He didn’t know of any other living relatives or friends that Melinda had in Lake Charles. But then again, he was learning new things about Melinda every minute.

Keeping one eye on the door and the other on the tank, he managed to fill the tank all the way up. Ten minutes had passed, and Melinda still hadn’t come out. He wondered what the hell she was doing. He craned his neck to see inside the store and caught a glimpse of her holding her phone to her ear. It was just like her to talk on the phone in a public place and not care who she bothered. Just then, she quickly turned, came outside, and got back in her car. She reversed into the stall next to him to get gas. Taking that as his cue to leave, Matt slowly pulled the truck around to the side of the store, where he could still see the exit out of the gas station.

Matt turned down the radio and called his brother’s cell phone. It went straight to voice mail.

“Hey, it’s Matt. Just calling to see how the depo went. Also, I wanted to let you know that I decided to go to Baton Rouge for the night. Going to hang out with a few buddies. Check in with ya later.” He thought better of telling his brother what he was up to. If Melinda turned out to be innocent and Matt had revealed his terrible suspicions to his brother, Chris might not ever forgive him. Best to wait and see how it panned out. Within a couple of minutes, he saw the Mercedes pull out of the gas station parking lot.

He followed Melinda a couple of miles down the two-lane highway. She pulled off the highway onto a road that had a sign that indicated a dead end. Matt decided to play it safe and keep going and then double back. He went down another mile and then turned around. Making a left onto Terre Belle, the dead-end street where Melinda had turned, he looked for her car. Eventually he found it. There were only four houses on the street. All of them looked like they had been built in the late seventies, and only one looked currently occupied. Her car was parked in the driveway on the right side of the street. She had already gone inside. Matt drove down to the end of the street, which faced a lake. He got out his iPad and visited a website that he used a lot at the office. He plugged in the address of the lake house and waited for the search results. If he knew the owner, maybe he could find out why Melinda was here in Lake Charles, so far from home. Less than thirty seconds later, the information was uploaded onto his screen.

He was blown away.
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The house was registered to Adam Donnelly. How was Melinda’s brother involved in all this? Matt struggled to remember if Chris had mentioned that Melinda’s brother or grandmother had property in Lake Charles. When they vacationed together, they always went to the beach in Florida or skiing in Colorado. Matt’s mind raced with all kinds of questions.

What was Melinda doing at this lake house? Matt knew that Adam lived and worked in New Orleans. There wasn’t another vehicle in the driveway. Was this a house Melinda kept a secret from Chris? If so, why, and what was she using it for? He wondered if Melinda was planning on staying the night. He looked at the clock on the dashboard. It was getting close to two o’clock, and it would be suspicious if he parked here all day long. Besides, he was starving. After thinking about it for a few minutes, Matt decided to go get something to eat and then check into the Holiday Inn—he’d noticed one less than a mile down the main road. There he could investigate Gavin Beckwith on his computer. Also pull up a background check on Adam. He knew from Chris that Adam had been in trouble with the law before, but he thought it was just petty stuff. There had to be something useful he could find. Then, later on, when it was dark, he would head back and snoop around the house, whether Melinda was there or not.

Matt was thankful he’d grabbed his backpack that had his laptop and gym clothes in it before heading out to follow Melinda. As soon as he secured a room at the hotel, he pulled out his computer and went to work investigating Adam Donnelly as well as the art dealer his wife was involved with.

As a bail bondsman, Matt had plenty of access to websites that helped produce background searches, employment histories, and credit reports. He decided to do a full report on Gavin as well as Melinda’s brother. After typing in the pertinent details and starting the process, which usually took about an hour, Matt took a quick nap. If he was going to snoop around the property tonight, he needed to rest. His doctor had warned him that his head was still healing and that rest was essential. The headache that was starting to creep up on him now confirmed that.

After a two-hour nap, Matt checked his computer to see if the reports had come in. He took a look at Gavin Beckwith first, and woke up quickly. There was some interesting stuff. Gavin had filed for bankruptcy earlier in the year. His art gallery hadn’t been doing all that well. Was that why he’d wanted Erin to partner up with him in selling her paintings? Thinking she could help him get out of a hole? Or was it merely a ploy to get in her pants? Beckwith didn’t have a criminal history other than a DUI charge from twenty-one years ago. Probably from his college days, Matt guessed. He sighed. Nothing in the report gave him reason to believe that the man was involved in his family’s disappearance. Other than the fact that the guy was a douche bag and had been sleeping with his wife.

Adam Donnelly was next. Like Matt had thought, the background check had reported mostly misdemeanors, petty criminal stuff. It didn’t prove a lot. Adam ran with a sketchy crowd, according to Chris. Chris and Melinda were always bailing him out of trouble. Matt scrolled through the report on his computer until the last page, which included a black-and-white photo of Adam. Matt hadn’t seen him in almost two years. The kid never came to any family functions. However, looking at the photo now, Matt realized he had seen him recently. Closing his eyes, Matt realized a crucial piece of the puzzle fell into place.

Adam had been the one holding a tire iron over Matt’s head that night.
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The lake house was dark except for a couple of lamps illuminating the second level of the house. Matt’s thoughts ran over the details turned up when he’d searched the property records earlier. The original owner, Melinda and Adam’s grandmother, had the house built in the midseventies. When Melinda’s parents died in the automobile accident, the grandmother deeded the house as a trust for Adam. Looking at the terrible shape the house was in now—shutters barely clinging to the frame, tall weeds taking up residence around the lawn, thick coatings of dirt on the windows—Matt didn’t think anyone had occupied the residence in a very long time. As he sat in his truck watching the decrepit house across the street, he wondered what the hell his sister-in-law was up to. The ringing of his cell startled him. The name flashed up on the screen—it was Chris.

“Thought you’d be back by now, brother. Where are you?”

“Hey,” Matt said, trying to sound casual. “I decided to stay in Baton Rouge for a couple days. See the guys, hang out a bit.” Chris was silent for so long that Matt thought he’d lost the cell connection. Finally Chris said, “What’s really going on with you?”

Matt knew that Chris would see through the lie, but he didn’t want to let him in on his suspicions just yet. Chris would’ve been knocking down the door to the lake house by now, wondering what exactly his wife was doing up here in the middle of nowhere. He didn’t have Matt’s patience.

“Okay, you got me. It’s not just guy time. I just wanted to come back to the area where they found me. See if that would help with getting my memory back. I feel so hopeless just sitting around.”

“Matt, I would’ve gone with you. I can drive up tomorrow after meeting with Red. He wants to show me a video from the gas station where you stopped to get gas that night. I was hoping you would come along to watch it.”

“What’s the point of that?” Matt asked, running his hand through his thick hair.

“I guess to see if I recognize anyone. Maybe it will help get your memory back. They think someone was following you that night.”

“I can take a look at it when I get back. Let me know if you come up with something.”

“Look, Matt. Melinda is out of town with some of her girlfriends. She called tonight and said she’s not coming back until Monday. It’s really no big deal for me to drive up there tomorrow. Keep you company.”

Well, isn’t that a surprise, Matt thought, mentally rolling his eyes. Melinda wasn’t with her girlfriends on some spa trip. She was either using this house for a secret rendezvous with a lover or up to something more sinister. Matt hadn’t seen another vehicle other than Melinda’s Mercedes since he followed her to the lake house. He wondered if anyone else was going to show up to the party.

“Thanks for the offer, but I’m good. I should be home in the next day or two. Everything okay at the office?”

“Busy as ever. But nothing we can’t handle. Take some time to do what you need to do.”

Matt watched the lake house as the front door opened. “Gotta go, brother. Call you tomorrow.” Matt disconnected and watched as Melinda walked to her car. Oblivious to anything else, she opened the trunk and pulled out a large suitcase. Matt slunk lower in the front seat, even though he didn’t think she would spot him. She slammed the trunk and headed back inside the house, cutting a ridiculous figure as she toted the heavy luggage in her spindly high heels. Five minutes after she disappeared inside, he got out of the truck. There was no other activity on the street. The other houses still looked to be vacant. That made sense. This area was mostly second homes and fishing camps for hunters and families. He expected it would be a little busier by the next morning. It was supposed to be a nice weekend coming up.

Matt quietly made his way toward the side of the house. The design was a two-story wooden A-frame that sat on a large wooded lot. The abundance of pine and oak trees made a good cover for him as he sneaked around. He decided to continue around the back and see if he could look inside. He wished he’d come more prepared. What he could really use was his hunting kit, complete with binoculars and a night scope.

The back of the house featured a dock with a large fishing boat on a lift. A white gazebo that had seen better days was surrounded by a rock garden and a path that led up to the deck of the house. As soon as he came around to the deck, a light flashed. He looked up and froze, his eyes resting on the motion detector light secured to the eaves of the house. He’d never understand why people put motion detector lights in an area like this that was abundant with wildlife. Any stray cat, raccoon, possum, or even gator would set that light off. When he didn’t detect any sound from the house, he carefully walked on the edge of the lot toward the water. He entered the gazebo and sat there under the cover of darkness contemplating his next move.

The back of the house was mostly glass. Floor-to-ceiling windows covered the first floor. The second floor had a light on in one of the rooms. A bedroom, Matt presumed.

The back door opened and Matt held his breath as Melinda walked out onto the deck. He watched as she lit a cigarette and sat down on one of the lounge chairs. Matt didn’t dare to move or even breathe as he watched Melinda smoke. She seemed to be looking right in his direction. He heard the faint ring of a cell phone. Melinda answered and started animatedly talking to whoever was on the line. Matt was about fifty yards away and could barely hear what she was saying. He felt bad for the person on the other end of the conversation, because Melinda was obviously angry, her hands flying everywhere and sparks cascading off the tip of her cigarette while she talked. The back door suddenly opened, and a man walked out to the deck.

She wasn’t alone? Matt strained to get a good look. He was pretty sure it wasn’t Adam. This guy was really tall. Something in the way he moved was familiar to Matt, though. He wished the motion detector light would come back on so he could get a good look at this guy.

Matt watched in fascination as the guy leaned over and kissed Melinda when she got off the phone. Nope, definitely not her brother. Then the kissing turned into more. It was like a train wreck. Matt knew he should just shut his eyes until it was all over with, but he couldn’t help himself. His sister-in-law and her mystery guest were getting down and dirty on the deck. He couldn’t believe that he’d once been involved with this woman. Yeah, it was back in high school, which felt light-years away, but he’d had feelings for Melinda once. Now she was married to his older brother. Sure, she was the aunt to his kids. She was in the family. But what seemed very clear now was that he didn’t know Melinda at all.

After about half an hour, Melinda and the tall man went back inside. Matt quietly made his way back to the truck. He tried hard to erase from his mind the fact that he’d just seen his sister-in-law have sex. That was one memory he could afford to lose, he thought. Just as he was about to start the engine, the front door opened and the mystery guest walked to Melinda’s car. Matt wondered who the man was and how he’d arrived, since the white Mercedes was the only car in the drive. When the man opened the car door, the interior light flashed on, and Matt realized he knew who the man was. For the third time in one night, Matt was shocked.

The mystery man was Moses.
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Rachel didn’t have high hopes that showing Chris the video was going to yield anything helpful. But as O’Malley sat down on the couch and Red opened his laptop, beginning the video, she hoped it might.

“It’s a little grainy,” said Red, “but I think you’ll be able to see faces pretty well. We know that Matt stopped for gas around six thirty that evening. It was time-stamped on the receipt. Unfortunately, the outside camera wasn’t working, so you won’t see Matt on the tape. However, we’re hoping that someone came inside during that time frame that you might recognize.”

Red stayed seated next to Chris on the couch, while Rachel paced the room.

Within a minute, Chris sat up straight. “Stop the video.”

Red reached over and clicked the mouse.

“Rewind a bit,” Chris instructed.

Rachel stopped pacing and watched as the black-and-white video showed a guy walking to the register with a soft drink and a pack of gum. It was hard to tell his age, but he looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties. Blond, shaggy hair, baggy blue jeans, a lanky frame.

“I know that guy,” Chris said, clenching his fists.

“Who is it?” Rachel asked.

“Adam Donnelly. Melinda’s brother.”

Now that she got a better look, she agreed. The man in the video resembled the photo in the yearbook Rachel saw earlier. Red shot Rachel a look of satisfaction while he froze the picture on the screen. Rachel had shared with him the information she’d gotten from Alanna the day before about Melinda’s little brother. They had decided to keep it quiet until Red and Stacy could look into Adam’s background a little further. Now it was obvious that this had been the right choice.

“Matt never said anything about running into Adam,” said Chris. “Of course, with his memory loss maybe he didn’t remember.” Chris stared at the computer screen, a look of worry and confusion crossing his face.

“Or maybe he never saw him,” Rachel added quickly. She could tell that Chris was upset. Whether it was because he was afraid that his wife and his brother-in-law were involved in the disappearance of his brother’s family or because Chris was somehow involved and felt like she’d just caught him, she wasn’t sure.

“New Orleans is more of a small town than a city sometimes,” said Red. “This could mean nothing.” But Rachel knew he didn’t mean the words. This was a breakthrough, and they both knew it.

“We’d like to keep this quiet for now,” Rachel repeated.

“Are you going to turn this over to NOPD?” Chris asked.

Red nodded. “We have to.”

After Chris left, Rachel sat down on the couch, balancing her laptop on her knees. “Let’s give it twenty-four hours. If we don’t come up with something, then we let Detective Jones know what we found on the tape.”

“Twenty-four, Rach. And not a second more. I don’t want to lose my license over an obstruction of justice charge.”

“Of course,” she agreed. The last thing she wanted was to compromise the investigation, but she had a feeling that they were close to finding out what had happened to Erin and to finding the kids.

“I’m going to pick up something for lunch at the café downstairs and stop by and see if Stacy wants to join us. She’s still working on some leads of her own.”

When she got back, Red was just getting off the phone. Rachel placed a couple of to-go boxes down on the coffee table. “Two chicken-salad plates. Stacy is working on something big, she won’t say what just yet, but you know how she gets when she’s in the zone. She’ll join us later.”

“I just got off the phone with my contact at the PD.” He waved a piece of paper in Rachel’s face. “The favor that I called in? It’s come through. I’ll have a full background report on Melinda’s brother in the next few minutes. I already got one little tidbit over the phone.”

Rachel’s ears perked up as she closed her laptop. “What’s that?”

“Stacy was right. Melinda’s brother Adam does have a rap sheet. Mostly petty stuff. Marijuana possession, DUI, fraudulent credit card use.”

“Right. We already knew that.”

“What you didn’t know was that Adam was seeing a shrink.”

“How’d you find that out?”

“Medical records.”

“I thought those were private.”

Red just smiled and turned his hands over. “Helps to have friends in high places.”

“Well, then, it’s worth talking to him. Where does Adam live?” Rachel asked.

“New Orleans. I have his last known address and employer. Waiting on the rest,” Red answered.

Rachel ate her salad in silence, thinking about how all these pieces could fit together. Red devoured his lunch as he scrolled through the reports coming in through his e-mail.

“Ah, here’s another report.” Red quickly scanned the e-mail. “I ran a cross-check on Adam and Melinda. Guess what came up?” he asked excitedly. “Property records in Lake Charles show that Adam owns a home there. Looks like his grandmother put some property in a trust for him.”

“Where is Lake Charles?” Rachel asked.

“It’s about a three-hour drive west of here. Straight shot on I-10. And guess what?”

“It’s near Lafayette?”

“Ding ding ding. We have a winner!” Red said, slamming down the piece of paper in his hand. “Lafayette is the halfway mark between New Orleans and Lake Charles. Same place where the O’Malley kids were supposedly spotted at a McDonald’s.”

Rachel tried to contain her excitement. “How soon can we leave for Lake Charles?”

“I’m ready when you are. We could be there by sunset,” Red said, consulting his watch.

“Let’s tell Stacy what’s going on. She may be able to stay here and keep an eye on things while we’re gone. What about Agent Krapek?”

“She’s got herself wrapped up in looking over O’Malley’s clients. I say we go check it out. Anything looks suspicious or out of place, we’ll sit on it until the posse arrives.”

Rachel didn’t need any more convincing. “Okay, let’s do it.” She grabbed her overnight bag and threw a few clothes and essentials in it. “Lake Charles, here we come.”
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The drive to Lake Charles was exactly three hours. Rachel followed the directions to Adam Donnelly’s lake house that Red had pulled up on their GPS unit.

“What are we going to do when we get there?” Rachel asked.

“We’ll do a drive-by and check out the place. If anything looks promising, then we’ll call in the troops. But it’s totally possible that we’ll just find an empty lake house. Adam won’t be there, I don’t think. Since his job and life are three hours away in New Orleans.”

Rachel nodded. “At this point, anything is possible.” She turned off the interstate onto a two-lane highway. Checking the GPS system, she said, “Looks like we are about ten minutes from our destination.”

“Look for a road called Terre Belle. Should be coming up on our right.”

The sun was just setting, which made it hard for Rachel to make out the street signs. Even through sunglasses, she squinted to see.

“Here it is,” Red called out.

Rachel made the right. Within a couple of minutes, the lake came into view. “Wow, the lake is beautiful.”

“Slow down. There’s the house; Terre Belle.”

Rachel pulled up just short of the driveway. The large A-frame house sat on a heavily wooded lot that gave way to views of the sparkling lake in the distance. However, Rachel observed, “The house is a dump. Looks like no one has taken care of the place. I wonder whose white sedan is in the driveway.”

Red got out the binoculars he kept in his backpack and took a look. “Copy down the plate numbers and send them to my e-mail.” He read the numbers slowly to her. “It’s a Mercedes. Doesn’t Melinda drive a Mercedes?”

Rachel nodded as she e-mailed the plate numbers. “I remember seeing her and Alanna getting into Melinda’s car when I left Madame Verdene’s.”

“I’ll see if I can get someone to run them to verify that it’s her car.” Red shifted in his seat and scanned the area. “Wonder what Melinda is doing at her brother’s lake house?”

“Not sure, but I don’t like where this is going. I can call Chris and ask him if he knows Melinda’s whereabouts.”

“Let’s wait and see what we can get off the plates. I’ll forward this to my buddy at the department. Hopefully, we’ll hear something soon.” Red shifted around in the car, scanning the area. “I don’t see any activity from here. Looks like a couple lights are on. Hard to tell from this angle. Drive a little farther down the road and let’s turn around.”

Rachel shifted the car back in gear and headed down the dead-end street. No other vehicles or people in sight. She parked on the other side of the street and killed the motor.

“Well, since no one else is around, let’s get out and take a look.”

Red grabbed Rachel before she could open the door. “This isn’t some quiet little beach town. People have loaded guns in places like this, and they aren’t afraid to shoot.”

“What else are we going to do?”

“Welcome to your first official stakeout.” Red offered her some of the boiled peanuts he’d picked up at the last gas station. “We sit and wait.”

“I don’t think Cajun boiled peanuts are on your diet, Red.”

“Peanuts are actually very good for you.”

“Yeah, regular peanuts. Not the ones boiled in a Crock-Pot with salt and Cajun seasonings and who knows what else.”

Rachel took out her bottle of water and a granola bar.

“Assuming that is Melinda’s car, what in the world is she doing here? Think Adam will show up?”

Red looked at his cell phone. “I got more info on Adam.” He scrolled down the screen. “He works in a restaurant. Broussard’s. It’s in the Quarter. He’s a sous-chef.”

“Call him. See if he’s at work,” Rachel suggested.

Rachel watched the house as she waited for Red to make the call. She wondered how Adam fit into all this. He was at the gas station at the same time as Matt—just before the entire O’Malley family had been attacked. Coincidence? She thought not. Surely he was involved somehow—but as a murderer? It seemed like a stretch for a guy who had a small-time rap sheet. The guy was finally out of jail and had a decent job. Why would he put it all on the line for some plot of his sister’s?

Red finished talking and hung up the call. “Adam doesn’t work there anymore, according to the hostess,” he said. “The manager is busy with the dinner rush, but she said he would call me back tomorrow afternoon.”

“Here comes someone now.” Rachel pointed to the house. The sun was fading fast, but the figure coming out the house was very recognizable.

“Melinda O’Malley,” she said. “I guess there is no need to run the plate now.” Rachel watched as Melinda casually got in her car. “Why am I not surprised? Stay or follow?”

“Let’s follow her,” said Red. “There may be someone else inside the house, and I don’t want to be caught trespassing and take the chance of getting our heads blown off.”

Rachel waited until the car got to the end of the road before turning over the engine. She kept her headlights off until she turned on the highway.

Within a couple of miles, they arrived back in town. The Mercedes turned into a Cane’s fast-food restaurant parking lot and headed for the drive-through.

“I guess she’s picking up dinner.” Rachel went around the side of the fast-food joint and then backed into a parking space.

“So.” Rachel picked at her fingernail, her mind racing. “Why is she staying at the lake house? The place hardly looks like somewhere Melinda would stay. Her style is more a five-star hotel.”

“A little rendezvous? Perhaps she’s having an affair as well?”

They watched as Melinda took several bags of takeout food at the window. The blond driver was oblivious to anyone watching her as she popped a french fry in her mouth, then blazed out of the parking lot. Rachel waited until the Mercedes was a good way down the highway before following Melinda back to the house. They cruised past the address just in time to see Melinda walking inside with the bulging sacks of fast food.

“That’s a lot of food for just one anorexic woman,” Rachel commented. “She’s obviously got company.”

“You’re probably right, but I don’t think we’ll find out who it is tonight,” said Red. “Let’s grab a hotel. In the morning, we can head over to that marina I saw just off the highway. We can rent a boat and see if we can get a good look from the lake.”

“Good idea.”
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The next morning, decked in fishing attire and armed with fresh bait and fishing poles, Red and Rachel set out in their rented boat.

“Somehow I think this was a ruse to get some fishing time in,” Rachel said as Red went about setting up his line. They were a few hundred feet away from the lake house. Rachel had one eye on the backyard and one eye on Red.

“Hey, got to fit it in while I can.” Red threw out his line and waited.

Rachel checked her watch. “It’s almost nine o’clock. Not much going on.”

“Give it a couple of minutes and then take out the binoculars. Do a slow pan of the house and coastline.”

This could be a big break, and Rachel didn’t want to screw it up. If they didn’t discover any concrete evidence that Melinda was up to no good here, she’d be heading back to New Orleans and turning over everything to Agent Krapek and Detective Jones.

Red popped opened a can of diet soda and calmly waited.

“I don’t know how you can do that,” Rachel said.

“Do what?”

“Sit there so patiently.”

“It’s an art.”

Rachel reached in her bag and pulled out the binoculars. She started scanning to the east of the house and worked her way slowly down the coastline. She zeroed in on a man who was sitting with his back to the window, hunched over a counter in the kitchen area. No one else was visible.

“I see a man sitting at a kitchen counter. Eating breakfast, scanning a newspaper or magazine,” Rachel said.

“Melinda isn’t alone, then. Description?”

“Dark skinned, maybe African American. Can’t see much.”

She slowly brought the binoculars around to the living room. A large flat-screen TV was mounted to the left of a rock fireplace. Through the binoculars she could see that the TV was on. Upon closer inspection, she could tell it was some kind of news channel, but nobody was watching it. Both the couch and the chairs were empty. She adjusted the binoculars and started scanning the upper floors, when a movement caught her eye. Someone with blond hair, maybe a boy, walked across the room.

“Wait! I’ve got another person on the second floor. Is that a bedroom? It’s someone young, but I can’t tell if it’s a boy or a girl.” Rachel paused and adjusted her lens, zooming in closer.

“Definitely a boy. I can’t tell if it’s Patrick or not.” Rachel quickly scanned the rest of the second floor before putting the binoculars away. “No other activity.”

“With no positive identification, there isn’t much we can do.” Red pulled his ringing cell phone out of his pocket. Rachel listened to Red as he talked to whoever was on the other line. The conversation lasted less than a minute. “Who was that?” she asked.

“Adam’s boss from the restaurant. Adam was fired two weeks ago. That was all she could tell me, but then she alluded to the fact that the restaurant was missing some money. Although she didn’t come out and say directly that Adam took it.”

“Given his criminal history, that’s possible.”

Red felt a tug on his line. “Hey, I think I got something. Get the net.”

Rachel waited while Red pulled in a large fish. “It’s a spotted bass,” he said, admiring the fish. “Too bad I can’t keep it.” He quickly pulled the fishhook out and tossed the fish back in the lake.

“We should go ahead and call in. Let Krapek know what we’ve found, especially about Adam.”

Red started up the motor on the boat. “Agreed. Let’s head back to the marina, turn in the boat, and give her a call. Let them handle it from here.”
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While they were waiting for Agent Krapek and her team to arrive, Red and Rachel posted themselves on Terre Belle again and watched the house. They were under strict orders from Krapek not to trespass on the property or attempt to make any move without her approval. She hadn’t been too happy to find out that Rachel and Red had gone to the lake house without letting her know.

“Do you see that truck across the street from the house?” Red asked.

“Yeah. I noticed it last night, too. It turned into the street when we were leaving.”

Red turned around at the end of the street and came up from behind the truck. It appeared to be empty, although the driver’s-side window was rolled down.

“Write down the tag number,” he instructed Rachel. “Can’t be too careful.”

As they drove past, she jotted down the information and then handed it to Red. They left the neighborhood and drove to a gas station a mile down the highway.

Rachel killed some time by wandering around the store at the gas station while waiting for Red to get the information on who owned the truck. While she was contemplating getting some snacks, a man walked in. She discreetly watched him out of the corner of her eye. He was black, handsome, around six two, and clean-cut, and was wearing dark jeans and a white button-down shirt. He grabbed a gallon of milk and a box of strawberry Pop-Tarts. Rachel scooped some spicy boiled peanuts into a large Styrofoam cup and added a large Diet Coke and some spearmint gum. She got in line behind the man. After he checked out with the cashier, the man turned around, almost bumping into Rachel.

His eyes met hers. “Excuse me.”

Rachel nodded, speechless. She recognized that face. It was the man in the FBI sketch. The one whom Matt had identified as the homeless guy who’d approached him on the afternoon of the attack. The one who had also been spotted in Houma. DeShaun McAllister, aka Moses. She wasn’t that surprised to see how clean-cut he looked; she’d always wondered if the Moses homeless getup had been just a costume or part of some elaborate ruse to get at Matt.

Rachel hurried back to the car and updated Red.

“I was so busy getting peanuts I didn’t even notice him pull in,” she said. “He’s driving Melinda’s car. Follow him.”

“Okay, calm down. I can’t make it obvious.” Red pulled out of the gas station and hung behind the car.

“Who did the truck belong to?”

“Walter Caputo. He lives two doors down from Matt O’Malley.”

“What?”

“You heard right the first time. He’s Matt O’Malley’s neighbor.”

“Huh.” Rachel watched as the car they were following turned down the road that led to the lake house. “Keep going.”

“I am. We both know where he is going.” Red passed the road to the lake house, explaining to Rachel. “I don’t want to chance it. Get Matt on the phone. See where he is.”

Rachel called Matt’s cell phone. He answered on the first ring.

“Where are you?” she asked.

“I’m out of town. What’s up?” he asked.

“Lake Charles?”

He hesitated before answering, “Baton Rouge.”

“Really?”

“How did you find out about the lake house?” Matt sighed, knowing that he’d been found out.

“Red ran a background check on Adam. We discovered the lake house on his property records and decided to check it out.”

“You’re good,” Matt said.

Rachel listened as Matt explained his recovered memory of hearing Melinda talk to Alanna about Erin’s affair with Beckwith. He also told her about the night before, and how he’d seen Moses and Melinda having sex.

“That recovered memory gave me a hunch that Melinda was somehow involved, so I followed her yesterday,” said Matt. “When she got to this house, I used our office software to check the property records. I was surprised to find out that Adam owned the house.”

“It surprised us, too,” said Rachel. “So you had no idea that Melinda’s brother owned a lake house? She never mentioned it to you?”

“No, she didn’t. I mean, I knew that her family originally hailed from the Lake Charles area, but as far as we knew, they never went back there.”

“Are you in the truck by the house?” she asked him.

“Yeah.”

“Drive up to the Texaco, one mile to the east near the interstate. Meet us there. We need to talk.”
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After Matt arrived at the gas station, Rachel and Red convinced him to come with them to their hotel and wait for Agent Krapek and her team to arrive. They withheld the information about seeing a boy in the house because they knew that if Matt was aware, he would insist on getting into the lake house no matter what the cost. Since they didn’t know if Moses was armed, Red didn’t want to chance anyone getting hurt or put into a hostage situation.

“I hate to ask this question, but is there any way that Chris is involved?” Rachel asked Matt. They were all huddled around the hotel’s lobby, waiting for Krapek to arrive. Matt was extremely anxious, and Rachel was trying to keep his anxieties about his kids off his mind.

“I can’t say the thought hasn’t crossed my mind. Not that I think my brother would do anything to hurt my wife or kids, but my line of thinking is more that Chris may have known Melinda was a little unstable and knew that she was up to something. He should’ve shared that with me.”

Red told Matt about seeing the surveillance video of Adam at the gas station. “Any reason why he would be involved?”

“Of course. Anything Melinda asked Adam to do, he would. She has been bossing him around since we were kids. Adam is a troubled soul. When their parents died in the car accident, it devastated him. He turned to Melinda as a mother figure. She was all he had. As you probably found out, their grandmother is crazy as a loon.” Matt drummed his fingers on his knee. “Guess it runs in the family.”

Rachel saw a black sedan pull up in front of the hotel. “FBI is here.”

They watched as Agents Krapek and Phipps got out of the car and made their way to the lobby.

“She doesn’t look happy,” Red said.

After a quick hello to everyone, Agent Krapek sat down on the opposite couch. “Tell me what you got so far.”

Red debriefed the agents on how he and Rachel came to be at Lake Charles, including seeing Moses at the gas station. Matt did the same, telling Krapek about his arrival at Lake Charles the day before and his suspicions about Melinda.

“We looked into Adam Donnelly’s background, by the way,” said Red. “We called his place of employment, and they told us he’d been fired.”

Agent Krapek was clearly annoyed. “Is there anything else you’ve checked out and conveniently forgot to tell us about?”

Rachel felt like she was a kid being scolded by her teacher. This wasn’t at all how she imagined the situation happening.

Red saved her by taking the lead. “What’s the plan now?”

“We’ll take it from here. Agent Phipps and I will go to the house and see what we can find out. Ask some questions.” She nodded to Phipps. “We’ll use the Lake Charles police for backup.”

Rachel watched as Phipps walked away, phoning the local department.

Krapek looked sternly at Rachel. “You guys can wait here. I’ll let you know what we find.”

Rachel was itching to go along, but she knew Krapek was already pissed at her for not telling her about the lake house sooner. She didn’t want to push it with her. But she couldn’t stand to sit and wait at the hotel, either.

“Can I speak to you in private?” Rachel asked Krapek. She wanted to tell her about spotting the boy. This was something she didn’t want Matt to hear. They took a walk outside while the rest of the party waited in the lobby.

“I can’t say that I’m too happy about you keeping this information from us,” Krapek said.

“We weren’t sure at first if it was anything worth your time,” Rachel said, leaning against the sedan. “There is one more thing you should know, and it’s something I didn’t want Matt to overhear. But I think you need to know before confronting Melinda.”

Rachel told her about seeing a blond-haired boy through the lake house window when she and Red had been on the boat. “He was on the second floor, probably in one of the bedrooms.”

“Are you sure it was Patrick O’Malley you spotted?” Krapek asked.

“Not one hundred percent. But it was definitely a young boy, blond hair, with the same build and frame as Patrick. I’m just going on what I’ve seen in photos given to me.”

“What about the girl? Mary Katherine?” Krapek asked.

“No sign of her,” Rachel answered. “We’ve only seen Melinda and Moses outside of the home. No sign of Adam, Melinda’s brother.”

“We need to let Matt know this. In case the kids are in the house, he can be on standby. I can’t imagine what they’ve been through, and having their dad there would be comforting.”

“Please let me tell him,” Rachel said.

When they got back inside the lobby, Rachel told Matt what she had been keeping from him. “Of course, we don’t know for sure if your kids are in the house…”

“I need to be there in case it’s them,” Matt implored Krapek. “Please?”
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Within the hour, Rachel, Red, and Matt were situated at the end of Terre Belle anxiously waiting for Krapek and her team to investigate the lake house. It had taken some convincing, but Rachel eventually coaxed Krapek into letting them come along, explaining that she and Red would help Matt stay put while they waited to find out if his kids were in the house. Fifteen, thirty, and then forty-five minutes went by. Just as Matt was about to lose it, Agent Krapek drove down the street in her unmarked dark-blue car.

“Hop in,” she instructed Matt. “I’m going to take you to see your kids.”

Rachel and Red got into their vehicle and followed Agent Krapek’s car up to the lake house. Rachel watched Matt jump out and run into the house. By the time she’d caught up to him, Matt was sitting on the couch with Mary Kate and Patrick in his lap. The kids looked a little out of it. Rachel wasn’t sure if it was the stress of being kidnapped or if they’d been drugged. Both kids had their arms wrapped firmly around their father, quietly crying.

Rachel stepped back outside to give them some privacy. Agent Krapek walked up to her.

“I guess you want me to give a statement?” Rachel asked.

Agent Krapek tucked a stray blond hair behind her ear. “That can wait until we get back to New Orleans. You can come to the field office.”

“Bittersweet ending. How are the kids holding up?”

“Good as can be expected. They don’t know about their mother yet.”

“Is Melinda talking? I mean, do we know why she did this?”

Krapek shook her head. “We’ll get her and Moses transferred to New Orleans in the next day or two. Matt and his kids are free to go home after we get a chance to interview them.”

“What about Adam?”

“We have a BOLO on his vehicle. So far, Melinda isn’t cooperating, so we don’t know where Adam is or what his involvement is.”

“I can have Red…” Rachel started to say before Krapek cut her off.

“I don’t want you or Red doing anything else to compromise this investigation. You’ll be expected at our office tomorrow to give your statements.”

Rachel told Krapek they would be there and then left to find her partner. She told herself that finding the kids unharmed was the important thing. Everything else would work itself out.
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“Tell me more about your hunch,” said Krapek. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I want to know why I didn’t get to Donnelly’s lake house before you did.”

“Okay, here it goes,” said Rachel. She looked across the conference table at her team—Red, Stacy, Peter, and Rankin. All of them were seated around a shiny wooden conference table at the FBI’s field office in New Orleans, gathered together to discuss the O’Malley case with Agents Krapek and Phipps along with Detective Jones.

“From what we discovered, it seems Melinda O’Malley was jealous of Erin and her relationship with her husband and kids,” said Rachel. “Melinda wanted the things that Erin and Matt had. She was mad at her husband Chris for giving the family home in the Garden District to Matt. She was also envious of Erin for having two kids so easily. Melinda went through a painful miscarriage only to have her uterus taken out afterward, destroying any chance of having children. Melinda felt that she was living in Erin’s shadow.”

“It sounds like a high school vendetta gone bad,” said Krapek. “I find it hard to believe that jealousy was the sole motive for her actions.”

“There’s more,” said Rachel. “Melinda knew that Erin was having an affair with a local art dealer, Gavin Beckwith. We are speculating that Melinda plotted to have Erin killed and possibly frame Matt for the murder. She figured that exposing Erin’s affair to me would point the finger at Matt. Her plan was to get both parents out of the way so that she and Chris could take over guardianship of the children and the lofty trust fund that goes along with that responsibility. That’s why she kidnapped the children. To keep them out of view, she held them at her brother’s lake house, a place that no one knew about, and had Moses babysit them. What we can’t figure out is how she planned on explaining to the children what happened to their parents.”

Krapek cleared her throat. “I think I can clear that up for you,” she said.

“Okay, great,” said Rachel. “Does that mean so far our suspicions have been right?”

“Somewhat. Melinda was plotting to kill Erin and have Matt framed for the murder. But the murder didn’t go as planned. What she didn’t count on was Erin asphyxiating on her own vomit after she was drugged and her mouth was taped shut. Also, she didn’t count on it being such a long and difficult process to frame Matt for Erin’s murder. One mistake she made early on was to decide she could trust her convict brother Adam and his friend Moses to carry out the ridiculous plan.”

“What was their plan?” Red asked.

“The plan was for the kidnapping to take place at the O’Malley home prior to soccer practice. Adam’s friend, Moses, was dressed as a homeless person and was supposed to distract Matt while Adam broke into the house and subdued the wife and kids. But there was a problem. Apparently Adam got nervous and didn’t go through with it. So they decided to do it after soccer practice. While the O’Malleys were on the field, Adam slashed one of the tires, hoping they’d have a flat by the time practice was over. But he didn’t plan for the tire not to go flat right away. Another wrinkle in the plans.” Agent Krapek paused and took a sip of her coffee.

Agent Phipps picked up where she left off. “They followed the O’Malleys from the soccer field to the gas station. As you guys found out,” Phipps said, nodding to Red, “Adam was caught on tape buying snacks while Matt was pumping gas. After the O’Malleys left the gas station, the tire finally gave out. Adam approached Matt while he was inspecting the tire and clubbed him over the head. Moses grabbed Erin and the kids and injected them with a sedative. The two men dragged the kids and Erin into the car and threw Matt in the trunk, then drove back to Adam’s house. There, they moved the kids and Erin to another car. Adam turned around, drove Matt to Baton Rouge, and dumped him, still unconscious, behind the Dumpster near the truck stop.

“Meanwhile, Moses was supposed to drive Erin and the kids to the lake house. But Erin aspirated on her own vomit while her mouth was taped shut. Thankfully, we don’t think the kids witnessed their mom’s demise, since they were heavily drugged. After dropping off the kids at the lake house, Moses waited for Adam. When Adam arrived, he told him about Erin’s death. Moses drove Erin’s body to Houma, where his dad has a fishing cabin. He got a boat and then dumped her body near a fish camp that his father owned, hoping the gators would take care of her body, which is what happened—well, except for the fact that they didn’t finish off her arm. Anyway, the other thing that Moses didn’t count on was being confronted by that local fisherman.” Phipps paused to consult his notes. “Um, Aaron Boudreaux. The details he gave us led to us finding a cabin owned by Moses’s father, which is what we were investigating when we got the call from you guys about the house in Lake Charles.”

Agent Krapek chimed in. “After Melinda reported to Rachel about Erin’s affair, she was waiting to see how it played out, hoping that Matt would be arrested for the murder of his wife. While she waited on that news, she returned to Lake Charles to check on the kids. She didn’t want them to see her, so she had Moses keep them drugged and locked away upstairs while she was there. We found bottles of Valium in the house. Her big idea was that she’d have Moses take them to a gas station and leave them, then call in an anonymous tip to the police. Melinda wanted to be the hero and ‘rescue’ the children. She didn’t foresee that Matt wouldn’t be picked up as a suspect in Erin’s murder, or that he would trail her instead—and ruin her plans.”

“So, the whole time, Melinda was hoping that you would take a hard look at Matt for Erin’s death and put him away?” Rachel asked.

Krapek nodded. “She’s now being held in Orleans Parish Prison without bond pending her hearing. Melinda has been maintaining her innocence despite her brother’s collaboration with the police. He took a deal to turn on his sister and Moses.”

Rachel was amazed at the lengths some people would go to to get what they wanted. Melinda had hoped that with Erin and Matt out of the picture, she and Chris would move into the Garden District mansion and have the life and the huge bank accounts she so desperately wanted. Who knows, maybe she’d even planned to try to parent Erin’s kids, and make them her own. Rachel grimly wondered how Melinda and her gang had planned to murder Erin and whether they’d been worried when they’d had to deal with her accidental death by asphyxiation instead. Not that it mattered now. The key thing was that the children had been found.

After her meeting with the feds, Rachel went back to the hotel to pack. She was ready to get back to Miami first thing in the morning and start fresh on the leads to find Mallory. A knock at the door caught her attention. She was surprised to find Matt standing there with his kids and his brother Chris.

Matt hugged Rachel. “How can I ever thank you?”

“Seeing you with your kids is thanks enough.”

“Seriously. If you ever need anything, I’m forever indebted to you.”

Chris stood to the side, his hands in his jean pockets. “Can we talk in private?”

“Sure.” Rachel walked with him out to the hallway.

“I just wanted to say thank you as well. As you can tell, I’m still in a bit of shock over all this. Melinda would be the last person I’d ever expect to pull off something like this. She adored those kids in there. Melinda spoiled them more than Erin and Matt did. I just can’t believe she did this.”

“We were surprised ourselves. Hopefully now you’ll be able to move past it and help your brother with the children.”

Matt and his kids came out and joined them in the hallway.

“Thanks again, Rachel.”

“Well, you’re very welcome,” Rachel squeezed his hands. “Good luck with everything.”
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Bright and early the next morning, Rachel dragged her luggage down to the lobby and waited as Red pulled the rental car around to pick her up.

“Ready for our flight home?” he asked.

“Yes. It’ll be good to see Mags and get back in the groove of things. Tracking down Scotty Jensen is high on my list of things to do.”

“You haven’t heard from him again?” Red asked.

“No, he hasn’t called. I don’t know whether I should be thankful or worried.”

“He’s a nut job, that’s for sure,” Red said as he drove them to the airport.

The drive took about twenty minutes. The airport was busy, and they had just a few minutes to check in and get to their gate.

“Want me to return the car while you check us in?” Rachel offered.

“Yeah. Drop me off here.” Red grabbed their bags and headed inside.

As Rachel continued to the car rental drop-off, her cell phone rang. She looked at the caller ID. Unknown number. A chill ran up her spine. Was it Scotty again?

“Rachel Scott,” she answered.

“I know where Mallory is.”

Rachel slammed on her brakes and pulled the car over in front of the car rental return.

“What? Who is this?” Rachel asked her caller.

A woman’s voice answered her. “I only have a minute so listen carefully because I’m only saying this once. Mallory’s in Atlanta. I have the address.”

Rachel scrambled for a pen and piece of paper, her heart hammering against her chest.

“Give it to me,” she said, her hands shaking.

As she wrote the address down and repeated it back, she realized that this could be just a crank call. Scotty’s way of messing with her and throwing her off the track. Then suddenly she remembered Verdene’s advice. “Go with your gut,” she’d told Rachel.

“You have to come alone and you only have a few hours before Mallory is taken away again, so you have to hurry. No police, no FBI, or you will never find her. Understand?”

“Yes,” Rachel said. As the caller clicked off, Rachel realized she had an important decision to make. Red was inside the airport terminal waiting for her.

Without stopping to think, Rachel plugged the Atlanta address into the car’s GPS unit. It would take her about eight hours to drive there. She quickly used her cell phone to check the flights to Atlanta from the New Orleans airport. The next flight wasn’t for another four hours, and that was if she could get on. And if she went into the airport terminal, she would have to explain to Red that she was catching a different flight to a different city, and he would demand an explanation. He would talk her out of going or insist on going with her. The woman said to go alone. She had to wonder if this was a ploy of Scotty’s. Did he put someone up to calling her? Sending Rachel on a wild-goose chase? Rachel shook those thoughts from her mind. She remembered Verdene’s advice about trusting her instincts. And her instincts said to go for it.

The rental car attendant was approaching her car. The young man looked confused as she closed the door and started up the engine. Rachel quickly tore off another piece of paper and hastily wrote a note, folding a fifty-dollar bill around it. Rolling down her window, she handed it to the attendant.

Reading his name tag, she addressed him by name. “Shelton, change of plans. I’ve got to drive to Atlanta. I’ll drop the car off at the airport there instead. I need you to give this note to my associate, who will be waiting for me at the Delta check-in terminal. His name is Red Cooper.” She gave the attendant a description of Red. She knew Red would be pissed. Rachel hoped he would forgive her once she called him later and explained.

With a deep breath, she rolled up the window and sped off toward Atlanta. This she had to do alone.
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Rachel felt anxious as she willed the car to go faster. She’d just passed a state welcome sign: Welcome. We’re Glad Georgia’s on Your Mind. The blue sign had a peach on it. Rachel held her breath as she realized that on her last visit with Verdene, the voodoo queen had mentioned peaches. Mallory could be found near peaches. Rachel pushed her foot firmly down on the gas.

Traffic was starting to get heavy just south of downtown. By the GPS calculations, she was thirty-five miles away from Alpharetta. A mere thirty or forty minutes away from her baby. Her baby that was stolen from her. Once she had Mallory back, she would never let her daughter leave her sight again. She wondered about the family that had Mallory. Were they good to her? Did they provide her with everything she needed? A lump formed in her throat when she thought of Mallory calling someone else Mommy. Then she had an even scarier thought hit her, one that she had never even conceived: Would Mallory want to leave the family she was with now? She would be almost nine years old now. What if she had grown attached to them? Did she have brothers and sisters? Would Mallory even remember her? Rachel thought of the one picture she carried everywhere, of her and Mallory at the beach. It was hardly a strong case for the past. Rachel wondered if she should call Janine and ask her to send the photo album she kept in her office. It was filled with pictures of her, Mallory, and Rick. Baby pictures, first-step pictures, birthday party pictures. It would be proof for Mallory that she already had a mother. A mother who had never stopped looking for her since the day of her disappearance.

Rachel’s thoughts turned back to the conversation she’d had with Red after she left him stranded at the airport. She was right. He was pissed. But after explaining the situation, Rachel got him to promise not to involve the police until she got to Atlanta and had a chance to find out what was going on. Rachel gave Red the address she was going to. He started a background check on the people who owned the house. The property records indicated it belonged to a couple named Jason and Sherri Trovare.

According to the background search, Jason was in pharmaceutical sales and traveled frequently. Sherri was an elementary schoolteacher. How in the world did they afford to pay for an exorbitant illegal adoption? Rachel wondered. Even if they had a combined six-figure income, which was unlikely, it seemed impossible. Legal adoption fees can run up to a hundred grand. She couldn’t imagine how much an illegal adoption would cost. Maybe the Trovares had family money or an inheritance. Red told her that they lived in a nice area north of Atlanta. Good school district, fancy neighborhoods, upscale shopping and dining. She checked her GPS unit again. The nerves in her stomach were fluttering out of control. Fifteen miles to her exit. Traffic was slowing down considerably, and she had to force herself to slow down and pay attention to the crazy drivers weaving in and out of traffic.

Her cell phone rang, and she pushed the talk button without looking to check the caller ID.

“Hey, Rach. It’s Red. Where are you?”

“I’m a few miles away from the Alpharetta exit.”

“I can have the police meet you there, Rachel. It’s probably…”

Rachel cut him off. “I’ve already told you I need to go alone, Red. I don’t want the police to scare them off. I want the opportunity to talk to them before we involve the police.”

“Okay. I just wish you had someone with you. I hate to imagine you walking into this alone.”

“I’m hoping the husband will be at work and I can talk one-on-one with the wife. I want to know that Mallory is safe, first and foremost.”

“Then call me when you get to the house. I’ll give you fifteen minutes to talk to Mrs. Trovare before I call the cops.”

“Make it thirty. I’m not going to leave that house without my daughter.” She heard Red sigh on the other end.

“Okay. But you call me as soon as you are in front of their house.”

“You got it. I’m about twenty minutes away. Call you back in a bit.” Rachel hung up. She wished she had someone with her, too. Someone that had her back, like Red or Stacy. Or even Mike. She tried to think of the many ways the scenario could occur. Even though this couple adopted her baby illegally, she was aware that Sherri Trovare was probably not going to let her walk away with Mallory without a fight. As far as Rachel knew, Sherri Trovare probably thought this adoption was legal. She wondered what the Trovares had been told about Mallory’s real parents—her and Rick. It is unusual to adopt a child over the age of one. Why would someone want a child who was already a toddler? Most people adopted newborn babies. Of course, if you are desperate…

Rachel slowed down as she noticed her exit coming up. She took the ramp off the interstate and turned right at the light, following the instructions of the voice-activated GPS system. Now she was only two miles away from her baby.

Her sweaty palms gripped the steering wheel as she thought about what she was going to say to Sherri Trovare when she came to the door. The last thing Rachel wanted was to get a door slammed in her face. She needed to get in the front door. Sit down and talk to this lady. See for herself that Mallory was there. Rachel glanced at the clock. It was almost three thirty. Most likely Mallory would be home from school. Rachel decided that she would go for the truth. She would tell Mrs. Trovare that she worked for Florida Omni Search and that Mallory had been missing for almost six years. That they had a lead that suggested Mallory was living with them. She would initially withhold the information that Mallory was her daughter. Rachel didn’t want Mrs. Trovare to feel threatened. By the time Rachel had a chance to talk to her and hopefully see for herself that Mallory was indeed in the house, Red would have called the local police. Within a couple of hours, Rachel could be going home with her little girl. Waves of excitement pulsated through her.

The sign for Avondale Estates was on her left. She made the turn and found the Trovares’ house within seconds. They lived at the end of a cul-de-sac. A two-story redbrick home with black shutters surrounded by a neatly trimmed lawn sat on top of a small hill. Rachel parked on the street, next to the mailbox. She noted a lone gray SUV parked at the top of the long driveway. Before she stepped out of the car, she called Red as promised and told him she was on her way up to the house.

“Good luck. Be careful. If I don’t hear from you within thirty minutes, I’m calling the police.” He repeated their plan again.

“You got it.” She hung up before he could talk her out of it and tucked her cell phone in her pocket. Reaching into her purse, she pulled out the photograph of Mallory. She kissed the picture for good luck and then put it in the zippered side pocket. Her breath quickened as she got out of the car and walked with anticipation toward the house. As she took the steps to the front door, she flashed on an image of Matt O’Malley on the couch with his children at the lake house, as he’d touched their faces and cried with joy as he hugged each of them in turn. Rachel wondered if her reunion with Mallory would have the same outcome. Would Mallory run to her mother, hug her tight, and cry joyful tears? Or would she be shy, not remembering Rachel, and hang on Mrs. Trovare’s leg, scared to go near her? Rachel didn’t think she could bear her daughter not remembering her. Whatever the outcome, Rachel was here now. There was no turning back.

She stepped forward and rang the doorbell.
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