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      “You can always lie to others and hide your actions from them... but you cannot fool yourself.”

      
        	Abraham Lincoln
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      In the dirty hallway of a local tavern, six-year-old Louie Alvarez played with his little race cars as he waited for his mother to take him home. He sometimes hung out there while she finished the early shift as a waitress. Today was one of those days. To keep himself occupied, he drove the cars along the rough planks of the floor and the patchy stucco of the walls, making whirring noises as they went up and down, round and round …

      A scream shook the air.

      Startled, Louie shot up, one hand clutching a race car and the other grabbing his pants to keep from peeing himself. Heart pounding, he stared at the door at the end of the hallway. The scream had come from inside that room.

      Who had screamed?

      And why?

      His mom was in that room.

      In the past, Louie had overheard the men who frequented the tavern call it the Family Meeting Room, a name he considered silly. He’d watched them shuffle in and out, and at times a woman or two—like his mom—but no kids. Once, when no one was looking, he’d entered the room and looked around, disappointed when all he found was a large round table, a bunch of chairs, and little else. A weathered, dust-covered dresser rested in one corner. The table was littered with ashtrays, empty glasses, and bottles of alcohol, something his mother had warned was off limits to him at all times.

      With his back against the wall, Louie shuffled toward the other end of the hallway. He inched closer and closer until he noticed the door was cracked open just a bit. He wanted to peek inside, to see what was going on, but how could he without getting caught?

      Louie took a slow breath in and out, careful not to utter a sound. He was the best at sneaking around, better than all his friends—so good, in fact, it had often angered his mother. She hated when he creeped up on her. She’d hold a hand to her chest, shout a cuss word, and say, “You almost gave me a heart attack, Louie!” And then they’d both laugh because she could never stay mad at him for long.

      Louie reached the door, but before he got his chance to peer inside, a second scream trumpeted through the stale air, followed by a loud bang, and lots of yelling. He swallowed away his fear, approached the crack in the door, and glanced inside. A short man with a big, round belly had the boy’s mom backed up against the wall. She was crying, and her face was red, her nose bloody.

      Louie didn’t know who this man was. At least he couldn’t remember ever having seen him before. The man wore a sleeveless black shirt, and running down the entire length of his arm, there was a tattoo of a massive snake curled around a big knife. He knew what a tattoo was because lots of people had them. One day he might get one too, except his wouldn’t be as scary.

      Eyes wide as frisbees, Louie watched the man slap his mom hard on the side of her head.

      “We’ve had enough of you, Ginny!” the man yelled. “It’s over. Done. We can’t allow you—one stupid, big-mouthed woman—to bring the whole thing down. You must know that!”

      The man grabbed Ginny by the hair and shoved her to the ground. Terror-stricken and shaking, Louie’s mother continued to cry, begging them to stop. Louie wondered what she had done to anger the man … and why he was hitting her.

      Was there anything he could do to help?

      Could he save her?

      Someone crossed Louie’s line of sight, someone other than the man hurting his mother. Louie jerked back and flattened himself against the wall. How many more people were in there?

      A second voice echoed through the room. “You’re making too much noise, you idiot. What the hell are you doing?”

      The voice sounded familiar to Louie, but he wasn’t sure when or where he’d heard it before. His mind was all confused.

      The tattoo guy, the one who’d hit his mom, said, “Yeah, whatever. You take over, then.”

      Louie wrinkled his nose and snarled his lips but didn’t move a muscle. He didn’t even breathe. The last time he’d felt this way was the day his father died. Even now, the sadness and fear Louie had over his death lingered inside him.

      For a moment, the room fell silent. Louie chanced another glance but couldn’t see much more than his mother on the ground near the wall.

      The familiar voice, low and menacing, said, “We are all in agreement, Ginny. This doesn’t have to be complicated.”

      A gun was raised, pointed at his mom’s head. Louie couldn’t see the person holding it, but he knew one thing: guns were for shooting.

      Who would want to shoot his mom?

      She whimpered and begged for her life. She said she was sorry and promised to keep her mouth shut. The gun was lowered, and for a moment, Louie breathed a sigh of relief. The mean people would accept his mom’s apology. They’d let her go now.

      Everything would be all right.

      He was sure of it.

      The gun came back into view. “Such a beautiful face you have, Ginny. What a pity.”

      A loud crack ripped through the air as Louie’s mom was shot in the center of her forehead.

      Louie gasped and cried out, dropping his race car.

      Chairs scraped along the floor inside the room. Hissing voices said, “Who was that?”

      Louie heard the sound of footsteps rushing toward him. He tried to run and couldn’t. His legs were stiff and immovable. It was like they’d been superglued to the floor. For all his clever sneaking around in the past, this moment was a bad time to fail. Louie wished he’d never crept to the door in the first place. He wished he’d never looked inside.

      But he had, and it was too late now.

      They were coming for him.
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      “We’re at the beach, baby,” Maddie exclaimed. She bobbed her head, stuck her lips out like a duck, and snapped her fingers. “Ohhh yeahhh. Uh-huh. Oh yeah.”

      Maddie and I had just arrived within the city limits of Tarpon Springs, Florida, amidst the staggering heat that was summertime in these parts.

      I turned toward her and rolled my eyes. “First, you look ridiculous doing that lip thing. Second, I see no beach. Third, it’s hot as hell. Why must we have the windows open?”

      She raised a brow and flashed me an even bigger set of duck lips. “Oh, come on. Relax. It’s all part of the experience.”

      I fanned my armpits with some brochures I’d snagged at a gas station and held my arms up to the open window. At least I was dressed weather-appropriate in khaki shorts and a blue-and-white striped sleeveless blouse. Even if I didn’t feel cool, I gave off the appearance of being cool. It wasn’t ideal, but it was something.

      I glanced over at Maddie and stifled a laugh. She was my best friend, and one of the most brilliant women I’d ever known, but at times she acted like she was still twenty-five. Or fifteen, depending on the day. Dressed in a glittery bronze bikini and unzipped cut-off denim shorts rolled down just enough to show off her cute pot belly, she’d taken the weather-appropriate dress code to a whole new level. The matching triangle bikini top twinkled in the sunshine coming through the windshield. She was like one big sparkle.

      I snickered and said, “I love you, you know that?”

      She chomped on the gum in her mouth and gave me a curious look. “Well, of course you do. I brought you to the beach!”

      Known as “the sponge capital of the world” and chock-full of Greek tradition, Tarpon Springs was our first stop on the summer journey we’d agreed to months earlier. Maddie had insisted on the trip and making all the plans. It worried me. I wasn’t used to being left out of the loop, and as far as I could tell, there was no actual plan. All she’d told me so far was that we were going to do the tourist thing, meet up with some of her family along the way, and eat a lot of Greek food. There was no set itinerary, no prearranged lodging, nothing—heck, we weren’t even sure how long we’d be staying in the area. It was all fly by the seat of our pants stuff, Maddie’s usual MO—craziness.

      Now that I was in my late forties, married to Cade, and semi-retired from the private-investigator business I’d owned for the last fifteen years, I’d made a commitment to embrace my newfound freedom. And with all this freedom floating around me, waiting for me to take a bite, I had decided to … well, bite.

      Maddie, a retired medical examiner, had been adamant for us girls to “escape,” as she’d called it. My commitment to myself was similar: hang out with her for a while, have some fun, travel, see the sights. Most of all, I planned to relax, something I’d never been good at. This trip was my chance to evolve, to become a new worry-free me. I’d even allowed my signature pixie cut to grow out and now wore it in a sharp bob with little strips of blond scattered throughout my dark hair. The style change had taken some convincing. Maddie had said it would make me look younger, and she was right; it did. Or maybe I just felt younger. To sweeten the pot, Cade loved the new look too.

      I leaned back in the seat and smiled. Ever since I’d moved back to California, I hadn’t seen Maddie as much as I would have liked. In my mind, it was time for happy hour, every hour. Why not?

      I turned toward Maddie and held up a finger.

      “Mm-yesss?” she asked.

      The sun’s afternoon rays had found her blond hair and caused the long braid dangling over her shoulder to glisten like it had been sprayed with glitter.

      “I know you want some of your plans to be a surprise,” I said, “but can we at least pull over so we can figure out where we’re staying tonight?”

      She considered my request, and then jerked the wheel to the right. We came to an abrupt stop in the middle of a shopping center off US 19. I did a Google search, and we narrowed down our options. Her sister Ginny lived in the area, but we wanted a little more freedom than staying with family could sometimes afford. We settled on Lynn’s Inn. It was quaint, and according to the bio in the inn’s “About Us” section, the owner was well informed in all things Greek and Tarpon Springs. She’d lived in town all her life. She’d married a Greek boy. Had Greek babies. Cooked like only a Greek could. It seemed like the perfect choice.

      The inn was situated on Tarpon Ave. downtown, just minutes away from the famous Spring Bayou, one of three bayous in the city. According to Maddie, it was the site of the Epiphany, where the archbishop of the Greek church threw a blessed cross into the water and a slew of young Greek boys dove in to retrieve it. Once a year, in early January, this sacred event still occurred. The youth who nabbed the cross received a year of blessings.

      We pulled into the gravel parking lot at the side of the inn, and I was taken aback with the surroundings: lush greenery, massive cacti, a wide wraparound front porch, adorable garden accents … and a Victorian-style home with a crisp yellow exterior and red trim.

      The inn’s side door opened, and a woman with dark hair and a wide smile stepped out. She waved her hands in front of her and said, “Ladies, welcome to Lynn’s Inn! I’m Lynn.”

      I smiled back and a single thought sprang to mind … Show me the beach!
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      We settled into our room upstairs, which was as charming in décor as the rest of the inn, and Lynn said goodbye, reminding us to stop by the kitchen later for a slice of homemade cherry pie.

      I glanced at Maddie. “Where should we go first?”

      “Hmm,” she said. “Let’s check out the docks.”

      Maddie was referring to the Sponge Docks and surrounding areas, where tourists came to mingle. And it was just a hop-skip-and-jump away from the inn. We headed down Dodecanese Blvd., the main drag for the docks, and did a preliminary run through the area. Big fishing boats were tied to moorings along the concrete seawall of the Anclote River, which fed into the local bayous and then the Gulf of Mexico. An impressive statue of a sponge diver along one of the walkways attested to the Greek heritage of the city. Many side streets branched from Dodecanese, and the entire place brimmed with clothing shops, candy shops, soap shops, dessert shops, wine shops, and restaurants—everything two women on vacation could want.

      Over the next hour we popped into a handful of stores, and while it was relaxing at first, it wasn’t long before I was all shopped out. When Maddie pointed out yet another aroma-loaded soap shop, I threw in the towel and said, “Go on ahead. I think I’ll just meander through the area for a while. Call me when you’re ready to eat, okay?”

      She nodded. “If you see any sexy Greek men while you’re meandering, feel free to point them in my direction. You might be taken. I’m not.”

      She tossed her head back, laughed at her own joke, and then stepped inside the soap shop. I headed down the sidewalk, turning in circles every now and then as I walked. The gulf waters, the fishing boats, the people from all over the world, the businesses … It was low-key yet exciting at the same time.

      I rounded a corner and heard someone sobbing in the distance. I spun around, trying to locate where the sound had come from. I looked left, then right, and then I saw him. A boy around six years old appeared to be running for his life. His face was streaked with tears, and his nose was snotty. His expression said it all—he was terrified.

      I wondered why.

      Several feet behind the boy, a wiry man with a goatee speed-walked in the boy’s direction, his eyes fixed on him. As the boy drew closer to me, I held my hands out and stooped down a bit in an attempt to meet him at eye level when he passed. The man who seemed to be following the boy looked me in the eye and then backpedaled, disappearing down a narrow alleyway.

      I shifted my attention back to the boy and said, “Hey, are you all right?”

      He swished past like he hadn’t seen me and kept on going.

      I stared down at my flimsy sandals and sighed.

      Okay, I’m not prepared for a marathon, kid.

      I canvassed the area. No one else seemed to know the boy, and I wondered why the man following him took off when we made eye contact. And where were the boy’s parents? He was far too young to be left on his own, and it was clear he was upset about something. I looked down at my sandals again, shrugged, and decided they’d have to do. I broke into a jog and shouted, “Hey, kid. I just want to make sure you’re okay. Please. Stop for a second so I can talk to you.”

      He glanced over his shoulder at me and then picked up the pace.

      Wonderful.

      I pushed myself harder until I came within an arm’s reach. Then I grabbed his shirt and spun him around. Out of breath, I managed a simple, “What’s wrong?”

      No response.

      “What’s wrong? Are you lost? Did you get separated from your mother?”

      No response.

      I kept pressing.

      “What’s your name?”

      Nothing.

      Maybe he wasn’t talking because his parents had taught him not to talk to strangers. Still, with no parents in sight, I needed to know what was going on.

      “Why are you crying? Do you know where your parents are?”

      He shifted his focus to the ground and continued to give me the silent treatment. I contemplated what to do next. Did I just leave him and let him go on his way? It seemed like a cruel thing to do to a child with no adult around to supervise him.

      Behind me, someone yelled my name. I whipped around and saw Maddie sprinting toward me. I stepped aside, my hand still on the boy’s shoulder, so she could see him.

      Maddie squinted at him and stopped short. “Louie?”

      I looked at the boy and then at her. “Do you know him?”

      “Yeah, he’s Ginny’s son, my nephew.”

      Whatever I’d expected her to say, it wasn’t what she’d just said.

      I filled her in on what had happened. When I finished, she bent down, took his hand in hers, and said, “Louie, this is my friend Sloane. You wanna tell Aunt Maddie what’s going on?”

      He shook his head, and his long brown curls fell around his face.

      Maddie glanced up at me. “The last time I talked to my sister, she mentioned he’s been having a hard time”—she frowned at Louie and lowered her voice—“since his dad, Diego, died a few months back. We haven’t spoken a whole lot since then, just a few texts back and forth. I told you all about his dad dying, right?”

      “You didn’t, but at least we know where he belongs now,” I said.

      “If he won’t talk to us, maybe he’ll talk to his mother.” Maddie pulled her cell phone out of her pocket and made a call. A moment later, she scrunched up her nose and said, “My sister’s not picking up on her cell. I wonder why. It’s not like her to leave Louie unattended like this. We should get him home. Maybe she’s there.”

      The boy’s dark-brown eyes widened, his long eyelashes still damp with tears. He furrowed his brow, shaking his head in a violent manner. It seemed he didn’t want to go home, didn’t want to see his mother, or maybe both.

      Interesting.

      I gave him a look that said: Too bad, kid. I want some answers. Then I elbowed Maddie. “I’m not sure what’s happening with him, but I do know one thing—something doesn’t feel right.”
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      We arrived at Ginny’s place, an impressive one-story Mediterranean-style home stretched across a lush, manicured lawn, and I approached the front door. I knocked. No one answered. I knocked again, a bit harsher this time. Still nothing. Hoping the door might be unlocked, I twisted the knob. It wasn’t.

      Enough of this. I’ll break my way in if I have to, but first …

      I turned toward the car, where a sullen Louie still sat in the back seat, his arms crossed, lip quivering. Maddie was holding the door open, trying to coax him out. He wouldn’t budge.

      “Louie, sweetie, do you have a key to your mom’s house?” I asked.

      I was just about to check and see if there were any open windows when Louie slid out of the car. Maddie put an arm around him, gave him an encouraging squeeze, and they walked toward the porch. Louie looked at Maddie and then pointed to a huge potted palm.

      “The key’s there?” she asked.

      He nodded and wiped his nose.

      Since the pot was too heavy to lift, I knew it wasn’t logical for the key to be hidden beneath it. I sifted around in the soil and discovered the key in a small box buried amongst the roots of the plant.

      I unlocked the door and went in first, scanning the room for an alarm system. There was one, but it wasn’t engaged. I ushered Maddie and Louie into the foyer and stood a moment, taking in the coziness of the beach décor. Lots of wood. Tans, blues, and whites. Massive cushions and plush area rugs.

      “Ginny, you here?” Maddie shouted.

      There was a bark and the jangle of a collar. Unsure of what type of dog Ginny had or its temperament, I put my arms out to protect Maddie and Louie if needed. It was ridiculous, of course. I was the stranger here. Seconds later, an adorable black and white Shih Tzu trotted into the living area. I heard two claps and turned to see Louie kneeling down, beckoning for the dog to come to him. The dog jumped into his arms, and Louie buried his face in the dog’s fur.

      “Awww, he’s a cutie,” I said. “What’s his name?”

      I hoped now that we were in his home, among familiar surroundings, he’d say something. He didn’t. His face remained buried in the dog’s fur.

      I looked at Maddie. “Do you know the dog’s name?”

      “I didn’t even know my sister had a dog. Last time we spoke, she didn’t.”

      I wondered if Ginny had gotten the dog for Louie, to help ease the pain after losing his father.

      Maddie called the tavern where Ginny worked. She wasn’t there either. Unsure of what to do next, she crossed in front of me and entered the kitchen. “I’ll make some coffee while we wait, I guess. Ginny should be home soon.”

      She then eyeballed Louie. “It would help if you would talk to us, mister. We’d sure like to know what’s going on.”

      “I’m sure he will in time,” I said. “It’s okay. Right, Louie?”

      He released the dog and shrugged.

      I shrugged too.

      Maddie shook her head and returned to the chore of making coffee. I took a seat at the table. The dog walked under it and nestled in next to my shoe. Louie leaned against the wall and began to cry.

      My heart wrenched, and I reached out to him, surprised when he grabbed my hand and held it tight, his chubby fingers almost going white from the effort. I breathed in a deep sigh and said, “Listen, sweetie. Everything’s going to be okay. Maybe your mom’s busy right now. Is there a friend who sometimes takes care of you? A family member who lives here? Anyone we can call?”

      Silence.

      Face down.

      Still holding my hand.

      I pressed on. “Can you help us find your mom? Please?”

      Silence.

      Face down.

      Still holding my hand.

      “You wanna know what I think?” I said. “I think something scary happened to you today, and I understand you might be too frightened to talk about it. Why don’t we try a different way to talk to each other, something that doesn’t involve words? Does that sound better?”

      He looked up and gave me a slight nod.

      I smiled.

      It was something.

      Maddie cleared her throat, and I turned to see an old-fashioned address book dangling from her hand. She opened it to the front page, set it on the counter, and then waggled a finger at Louie. “Come over here for a minute, please.”

      He and I both approached, and she pointed at the page.

      I looked to where she had pointed and read: Contacts for Louie. I couldn’t believe our luck. Beneath the headline were the words: In case of emergency call …

      And there it was, inked in black pen.

      We had a name.

    

  

