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“A real page-turner. I couldn’t put it down. Imagine waking up to find out you weren’t who you thought you were. ” Kathy Broggy

“Fascinating. Mind-blowing plot twists. I was up all night reading, unable to set the book down” Michelle Martin

“I learned so much about gypsies and their traditions. Best part was the action scenes and the Feds. The part when the drug cartel shows up was so well written I could smell the smoking guns.” Nick LeBlanc

“...it’s fantastic! I totally loved it! So much was stolen from her, but... she stole her life back again! Terza’s life starts to peel away, and an array of shattering truths rise up from a past, she hardly realised she’d had. With the help of a handsome Irish hunk Tristan, Terza faces off with ruthless drug cartels, mysterious Romany gypsy gangs, the local police and the FBI, all the time fighting to get back the life that was stolen from her. ” Michelle Medhat, Author “Connected: The Calling and The Shift” 
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First Place Readers Choice Award "Favorite Stand Alone 2015" 

Bottles & Books Reviews 

'I have to say that this book earned the 5 stars. From the first page I was sucked into the story and the history. It was a great book filled with history,romance, intrigue, and conspiracy. It was very well written and had a great storyline. It was a work of fiction, but books like this can really get a person to thinking about the time old question of  What If? This is one of the best historical books I have read in a while and will highly recommend.' Stormi, BoundlessBook Reviews

'What starts as a weird hybrid of middle-aged romance cum road trip, turns into a paranoid thriller in the style of  TheParallax View, and gets faster and faster to a breathless denouement. Full marks also for accurate descriptions of spies' "tradecraft".' Charlie Flowers, Author, The Riz Sabir Series 

'Author Elizabeth Horton-Newton offers a fresh take that will encourage readers to ask their own questions in the thoughtful novel View from the Sixth Floor.' The Write Edge

'Not only are the main characters well developed, the cameo appearances of Officials/Corrupt lawyers and even waitresses are in perfect keeping with the peripheral activity that creeps into the main plot. I would recommend this as a cozy but intelligent read, difficult to put down once started.' Andrew Wilson
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Readers Choice Awards Favorite Romantic Suspense 2015 2nd Place 

Bottles & Books Reviews

Readers Choice Awards Favorite Female Villain 2015 2nd Place 

Bottles & Books Reviews

'Newton skillfully weaves past with present and like a roller-coaster ride, we can neither get off nor want to' CMT Stibbe,Author “The Detective Temeke Series”

'...the unravelling of the workings of the crazy criminal mind is shockingly vivid.' Anita Kovacevic, Author  The Threshold and Forest of Trees

'...Riddle will pick you up and carry you along a road of deceit, lies, cheating, love and passion - tinged with hate.... and confusion.... this has you guessing until the very end. At one point I thought they all did it!' Jackie Parry, Author A Standard Journey: 5 Horses, 2 People and 1 Tent
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Reviews for “Carved Wooden Heart”
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I enjoyed this book. It's a contemporary romance that reminded me of the style of an Olivia Goldsmith novel. As a transplanted New Yorker, myself, I found the Manhattan setting nostalgic. The description of the scenes was detailed enough that I could almost smell the street-cart food and hear the taxi horns blaring. The characters are interesting and complex enough to keep you interested in their stories. And the love scenes are hot enough to keep romance fans happy. All-in-all, a fun story. Five stars. Over the Rainbow

I must say, Dani is hard to outmaneuver and that’s what I like about her. She’s ready to accept the consequences of her actions even though she is relentlessly in pursuit of love. There are a few scenes of graphic intimacy which will convey a reader fairly rapidly to steamsville and many twists in the trail leaving her better equipped to deal with the next hurdle. And she does it all with such panache.The characters are intriguing and cleverly individual, from Doug the savior to Dani’s parents, all the way down to a very believable and lovable boy called Dylan. Bookpreneur

Wonderful

Loved this book, one of the best romance novels I've read this year Willow

Great new novel from Elizabeth Horton-Newton! Follow Dani as she meet mysterious and sexy artist Jesse, then loses touch with him. By the time they meet again, fate has taken her along a dramatically different path, and her life—full of new people, love and tragedy, makes her into a different person from the girl he once knew. Dani needs to make critical choices about love and family, not just for herself, but for the ones she holds most dear. I love that Elizabeth included details about Native American traditional carving! I was fascinated to learn about it. Author Alexis Alvarez
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​Chapter 1
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I was less than a month from my seventeenth birthday when my parents died. It was no great loss. That may seem like a dreadful thing to say. However, my parents were not the loving, nurturing people many parents are. Note, I did not say all parents. I’ve learned that being a parent is not always born of a desire to bear and raise a child in a happy home. 

While my parents lived, we moved around frequently. I don’t think we spent more than six months in any place and usually not that long. It wasn’t because we were economically challenged, although there were times we were desperately poor. We never stayed poor. If there was one thing my parents were good at it was making money.

I was in high school when my parents died. In fact, I was at school when they died; run off the road in a police chase that left their car burning and their bodies turning to ash and blowing away on a warm spring day. While I sat in my English class, staring out at the trees that were beginning to bud, the scent of freshly turned soil was marred by the distant odor of burning rubber. I could see the thick oily smoke rising beyond the campus, dark and forbidding against the azure blue sky. Several of my classmates also turned to look out the window finally getting the attention of our dour English teacher. 

Hands on her hips, she demanded to know what was so important it drew our attention away from her lecture. However, when she stepped toward the windows and saw the smoke rising to the sky like some dark spirit, she gasped. Soon we all stood at the window listening to the not too distant sounds of sirens, as malodorous fumes began to fill the classroom, causing her to begin shutting windows. Even with them closed tightly, the scent permeated the class, and soon she gave up, dismissing us all. By then the school hallways were filled with students and staff hurrying to classrooms with the hope of getting a better look at whatever disaster was taking place just beyond our field of vision.

I was leaning against the window frame squeezed between Hanna K. and Lee Yuen when the principal came into the room. All heads turned toward me when she called my name to join her in her office. It was not unusual for me to be summoned to the office in those days. I was in trouble more often than not, usually for being absent or tardy. But the heads always turned to watch me paraded from class and down the halls. I believe I provided some much-needed entertainment for the school, both students, and faculty.

As I followed Ms. Templeton down the halls, I sensed something was different. She usually walked ahead of me, back straight and shoulders squared, with no question I would follow obediently. That day however she walked at my side, shoulders slightly slumped, hands held in front of her prodigious breasts wringing nervously. The crowd of students parted before us like the Red Sea before the staff of Moses and even I, with my devil may care and screw you all attitude, was taken aback. My mind scrambled to remember what offense I had committed that might be so grave to cause this response. In fact, I had been relatively quiet the last few weeks.

As we crossed the outer office past the secretaries and the assistant principals, I noticed the women wiping their eyes and the men glancing away as though they might reveal what the terrible punishment I was about to receive would be. Templeton closed the door softly behind us and indicated the chair in front of her desk. I was almost afraid to sit. My concern grew deeper when she placed a box of tissues on the small table at my side and instead of sitting formally behind her desk, she propped herself up on the edge of it in front of me.

“Terza.” Her voice was uncommonly low and shook slightly. “I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

I had been suspended from other schools in the past, so this was a consideration. 

Her eyes darted around the room as though she would find the words she needed to speak on a shelf or hidden behind one of the framed motivational pictures that hung on her wall. Then with a deep sigh, she began to utter the words that would change my life forever. “Terza, I’m afraid there has been an accident.”

The windows behind her desk looked out on the same view I had been watching from the classroom, so it was not a stretch to conclude there was a connection between the now gray thin smoke and the accident to which she referred. Nor was it much of a leap to assume it had something to do with my parents.

Suddenly my bladder felt full to the point of bursting, and I wondered if I might have time for a quick dash to the girls’ room before she continued. Instead, I squeezed my thighs tightly together. I said nothing, unwilling to prompt her to keep talking. Surely if I said nothing, she would be forced to refrain from giving me the “bad news,” and we could both go on about our business.

That wasn’t how things played out. In soft, almost cloying terms, she explained my parents had been involved in a fatal car crash, and a deputy was waiting to take me to the hospital. When I heard the word hospital, I assumed there was some hope one or both had survived in spite of her use of the word fatal. But it was the word hospital that was incorrect. A deputy, who I later learned was Officer McCray, stepped into the office, hat in hand and face strangely pale. I did not ask any questions. They assumed I was in shock and truth be told I probably was. Once again, I was paraded through the hall, this time accompanied by a member of law enforcement. I felt, as well as saw, the staring eyes and some gaping mouths. Word travels fast in high school; especially when the news is bad. By the time we reached the police car outside the whispers had grown loud enough for me to hear an occasional word; “dead,” “burned,” unrecognizable.” 

Then I was in the back seat of the car behind the grill that separated prisoners from the law, and off we went with the embarrassing blare of the siren drowning out the hushed voices. Heads turned as we sped by streets and cars that pulled aside to grant us right of way. Did they think I was some teen arrested for breaking the law? Probably they did; it’s what I would have thought.

We did not pull up in front of the hospital, the one puny hospital in the puny town I called home. We pulled up in front of the Police Department; an aged building with a half dozen empty parking spaces for police vehicles and a gated area that housed several other cars. There were no handles on the inside of the car doors in the back seat. It made sense. This vehicle was not designed for the comfortable transport of a grieving teenager. This was a car to keep the arrested confined in a small space until he could be moved to another small space, prior to being brought before a judge. McCray opened the door and stepped aside so I could get out. About that time several state police cars, a van with HazMat stenciled on its side, and an emergency vehicle marked Coroner pulled in behind the gate. They don’t call the coroner for people who are injured and taken to the hospital. They don’t bring teenaged girls whose parents have been hurt to the police station either. I knew they were dead. I was hustled into the station and led down a hall to an office that displayed the words “Chief of Police” in gold raised letters. I seemed to be spending a lot of time being rushed down halls. Heads turned, and I felt the eyes boring through me. The sibilance of whispered voices echoed off the tile floors and bare walls.

McCray indicated the chair that sat at a large desk; a desk that practically filled the room did not blend with the overhead fluorescent lighting and cheap orange plastic chair I sat in. McCray stood beside my chair, legs shoulder-width apart and hands folded neatly behind his back. He looked more like a soldier than a policeman. Perhaps he had been in one of the armed services before returning home and joining the police. Suddenly the door flew open, and a short sturdily built man burst in. He was shouting into a cell phone which pressed against his cheek causing his neck and chin to swell out in a formidable display of fat. Ignoring me, he went around the desk and sat down, pulling a laptop computer closer so he could better view the screen. As suddenly as he had entered, he slammed the phone onto the desk and seemed to finally see me sitting there. I sat forward on the uncomfortable chair, my hands folded in my lap as though I were sitting in a church pew getting ready to rise for the benediction.

“Theresa,” the man behind the desk called me incorrectly.

“Terza,” I corrected him politely.

A frown filled the space between his eyebrows making his eyes which were already rather small practically disappear into the folds of skin around them. McCray cleared his throat and said softly, “It’s Terza sir.”

The beady eyes flicked from me to McCray and back. “Yes of course. I meant Teersa.”

I did not bother to correct him again. I wanted him to say the words I knew were coming and get it over with. I waited.

“Teersa I am afraid there has been an accident. Other than your parents do you have any family we can call?” The frown remained, and I wondered if the expression was intended to convey concern. If so, it failed miserably.

My voice was steady as I replied, “No sir. My parents are only children, my grandparents are dead, and I’m an only child.”

He clucked his tongue and pursed his thick lips. “I see.” Sighing heavily, as though he was already weary from dealing with the inconvenience of a teenage girl whose parents had just been barbequed on the highway, he leaned forward across his desk. He placed a square box of tissues on the edge near me, and I couldn’t help but think tissues were becoming a large part of the scenery of my life. “Treesa, I am sorry to tell you that your parents have been killed in a car accident.”

I knew the appropriate response would be to express shock or grief or even disbelief. But the box of tissues with pictures of geese flying through clouds emblazoned on its side almost caused me to laugh. Instead, I bent my head allowing my hair to fall forward and cover a good deal of my face. Counting to ten I slumped my shoulders and then brought my hands up to cover my eyes. 

McCray reached across me and grabbed the box of tissues placing it gently in my lap. I realized the man behind the desk was probably the chief of police. I wondered how long it would take McCray to get that job since the current chief had all the skill of a battering ram.

He cleared his throat. “I am very sorry for your loss. I know you must need some time to process this. However, there are some questions I must ask you. We have a counselor, and an attorney here for you and I will bring them in if you feel you can speak to me now.”

I understood the counselor but why would I need an attorney? I had committed no crime. I made a small sniffling noise and nodded my head murmuring a barely audible, “Yes I can speak.”

Opening the door, he gestured, and a man with a briefcase and a smiling woman with a black portfolio entered the room. I naturally assumed the woman was the counselor and the man was the lawyer. I got that backward. “This is Ms. Vanessa Duffy; she will be your attorney. And this is Dr. Banks.” McCray pronounced my name correctly, and I watched Banks’mouth move as he silently repeated my name. I studied them as they shook my hand and sat down at the desk. 

The detective cleared his throat as he sat down across from me. He seemed almost squeezed in beside the chief, and the chief did not look too pleased to be sharing his limited space. I should have felt safe with a lawyer on one side and a therapist on the other, but instead, I felt trapped. I didn’t know any of these people. I didn’t understand why I was in a police station instead of a hospital. 

“Terza,” McCray spoke slowly and softly, “Looking at your school records it appears your family hasn’t lived here very long.” He glanced down at the folder in his hands. “This is your first year at Oakwood High, correct?”

I’m usually pretty good at hiding my thoughts, but I was puzzled now. What difference did it make how long I’d been at the high school? My parents were dead. I was an orphan. The word hit me hard. McCray caught the look on my face.

“We’re just trying to figure a few things out Treesa. You rent the house where you live, correct?” the Chief interrupted, and McCray shot him a look that had asshole written all over it. The Chief didn’t notice. People like him never do.  They never expect to be questioned or criticized.

I shrugged. I had no idea if they rented or owned the house. It never mattered much to me because I knew it was temporary. It was always temporary.

“That’s okay Terza. It looks like you attended Willow Creek Junior High in Willow before moving here. Is that right hon?”

It’s a shame. Up until that moment I liked McCray. But he called me “hon,” and I felt as though he was being condescending. He knew it too. He looked embarrassed. 

“Yes, we lived in Willow.” I restrained myself from giving any additional information. 

McCray looked at me expectantly, and the Chief sighed in exasperation. “Listen where do your parents work?”

I looked at my attorney. Turning back to the Chief, I answered, “My mother doesn’t work. She volunteers at some places. My father is a contractor.”

“Okay, who does your father work for?” The Chief’s neck was getting a little red where his fat neck hung over his shirt collar. A thin trickle of sweat formed and ran down his left cheek, and he swiped at it in annoyance.

Vanessa Duffy had enough. “Listen Chief, do you think this is the right time for these questions?” She leaned forward to look at my silent and useless counselor. “I’m sure Dr. Banks will agree that Terza has had a shock and the best thing for her would be to go home and get some clothes together, so we can get her placed for tonight at least.”

My ears perked up at the word “placed.” Placed meant what class you would be in based on your grades, placed was what people did with pets; they were placed in appropriate classes or homes. “What do you mean placed?”

Dr. Banks spoke up at last, and his contribution to the conversation was unwelcomed, to say the least. “Well Tersa, you can’t go home by yourself. We need to find a nice home with good people who can care for you while you transition through this difficult time.” He reached out and touched my hand. “Don’t be concerned. I will be here with you through every step.”

His hand was moist and warm and decidedly unpleasant, and I pulled my hand from beneath his and wiped it on my skirt. 

“I want to go home,” I stated it simply, and I did not shout or scream. It was not necessary to yell and draw undue attention to yourself. It made you look bad, dishonest. 

I felt more than saw everyone exchange glances over my head. I did not like that. I hated it when adults treated me as though I was stupid because I was young, and I hated it more when a group of adults colluded to manipulate me in some manner. Vanessa showed more guts than the rest of them. Sitting up straighter and looking me directly in the eyes, woman to woman, she laid it on the line.

“Terza you cannot live on your own. Unless we can find some relative able and willing to foster you until you turn eighteen you will have to be placed in foster care.” 

Despite her even tone, I’m ashamed to admit I lost control of myself. Shoving back my chair, I leaped to my feet. “You can’t send me to live with strangers. What about my things? I have things that are important to me. Am I expected to walk away from everything? My parents are dead, and now you want to take away everything else.”

Dr. Banks had also jumped to his feet and backed fearfully into a corner near the door. In retrospect, it is comical. At that moment, it only served to infuriate me more. I turned on him. “You are an idiot. I don’t want you to be with me every step of the way. You don’t know me. Don’t act as though you understand me. Don’t even pretend you want to understand me.” I didn’t realize I was crying. Fat, hot streams of salty tears streaked my face, but all I could think about was that I had been abandoned. My parents had left me with these strangers who would take me and mold me and try to make me like them.

The Chief’s voice was loud and commanding, “Young lady,” he began.

I turned to cut him off, but Vanessa Duffy interrupted both of us, very likely averting a nasty battle of words that may have landed me in a juvenile facility. “Terza. Tell me what you want. I am here to represent your interests. Tell me what you need, and I can try to negotiate for you.”

Her voice was low but firm. There was no trace of falsehood in her words. I stared into her grey eyes and saw a storm hiding behind the calm demeanor she exhibited. She knew I saw. We were on the same side. We were two women who were being bullied by men who had no understanding of what I felt or what I needed.

“I want to go home.” It was simple.

Vanessa nodded, a few stray blond hairs escaping the clip that held the remainder back from her face. “Let’s discuss this. I know that legally you can’t stay alone. I also know there are some more questions that need to be answered on both sides.” She looked pointedly at the Chief, and he seemed to shrivel slightly. I liked that. “Shall we see what we can do?” She emphasized the word can. 

“There are a couple of families that may have room...” the Chief began.

“Is there any reason she can’t stay with me tonight? I can guarantee she’ll be here in the morning.” Vanessa smiled sweetly, but I could see the steely determination behind that smile.

“Well, I...” the Chief hesitated as if trying to come up with a reason to deny the request.

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Dr. Banks piped in. I doubted he gave a damn one way or the other but probably just wanted to get out of there.

McCray cleared his throat and then agreed with both of them. “It seems like the best solution since it is so late in the day. We can go over things in the morning.”

The Chief reluctantly gave in, and in less than ten minutes I was leaving the police station with Vanessa. I didn’t know exactly what to expect but what I certainly did not expect was the crowd outside the police station. A couple of news cameras, reporters, and nosy townspeople were gathered on the steps and the lawn.

“Shit,” Vanessa swore under her breath as she pulled me back inside the doors. “I hate small towns.” She bit her lip, and her head swiveled around as she searched for something or someone. Then her eyes lit up. Grabbing my arm, she led me back toward the Chief’s office, but we turned down a different corridor before we got that far. A barred door marked Exit Only was at the end of the corridor, and we were out and in the rear parking lot in a minute. I followed Vanessa down the two steps and across the lot, dodging between parked police cars and state vehicles until we reached a small black car. The beep told me she had activated the automatic locks. “Get in.”

I slid into the passenger seat and put on the seat belt as she got into the driver’s seat. Looking out the window, I saw the crowds from the front of the building moving to the fence that blocked off the parking lot. “Um, I think they found us.”

Vanessa slipped on a pair of sunglasses and started the car. “Damned vultures,” she muttered.

It occurred to me there must be more to the story I’d been given. This was a lot of attention for a car accident. I made up my mind I was going to have questions when we got to my house. “We’re going to my house so I can get some things, right?”

Taking a deep breath, Vanessa shook her head. “I don’t know.”

That made me angry. “The deal was I could get clothes and stuff from my house.”

She turned to me then, and I saw that steely angry look again, only this time it was directed at me. “Do you see those people? They want to talk to you. They don’t want to be nice. They want to ask you personal questions, and there are things you and I need to discuss before you talk to anyone.”

“What the hell is going on?” I lost it. Any semblance of self-control I’d maintained went out the window. Something was going on, something beyond my parents being killed. I hated when I felt my eyes fill with tears. I wasn’t crying because I was sad about my parents. I was scared. I didn’t know where I was going or what might happen to me. Vanessa didn’t know that. She might have realized I was afraid, but she did not know why. Even I wasn’t entirely sure why. 

Her voice softened. “I’m sorry Terza. We’ll go to your house, and if no one is outside, we’ll stop long enough for you to grab a few things for tonight. When we get to my apartment, we’ll talk. Agreed?”

I gave it some thought. So far, she had been pretty straight with me. I gave one more look at the rapidly growing zombie-like crowd pressing against the gate and realized she was right. I was their next meal, and I didn’t even know why. “Agreed.”

With a nod, she threw the car into reverse and then spun away from the gate. I wanted to ask where she was going but I found out quickly enough. There was another exit, and she apparently had used it before because she flew through and onto a back road. My admiration for Vanessa went up several notches.

We reached my house in record time, flying up and down streets that were unfamiliar. I think we were both surprised to find there weren’t any stalkers at the house. Vanessa pulled into the driveway and followed it around to the back of the building. The garage door stood open, and she shot right in. Moving quickly, she got out and hit the button that brought down the door hiding the car from view.

I got out of the car and stared at her. “Are you sure you’re just a lawyer?”

For the first time, she laughed.  “I wasn’t always a lawyer. Come on and get what you want from the house. Then let’s get out of here before they catch up with us.”

She followed me through the back gate and across the small yard to the back door. Usually, it was locked, and I dug my key out of my backpack to open it. But it wasn’t locked, and it opened as soon as I touched the doorknob. Vanessa and I exchanged glances wondering if someone might be inside. There was no other car in sight. I shoved the door open slowly, and we stepped inside.
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​Chapter 2
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The house was still. I couldn’t recall any house we’d lived in being so quiet. The kitchen was neat, as it always was. No dishes in the sink, no crumbs on the counter, nothing out of place. But when we entered the living room things looked different. The computer desk where I often sat and used the laptop for homework was in disarray. The laptop was gone. Drawers were left half opened, and papers were strewn on the floor around the desk.

“We need to call the police,” Vanessa said.

“No!” I was emphatic. I didn’t give her a chance to argue. Before she could say anything more, I hurried through the hall and upstairs. My room was untouched, exactly as I had left it before I went to school in the morning. The bed was still unmade; that was unusual. My mother always made the beds in the morning. My dresser drawers were closed, closet door unopened, and my laptop lay closed on my desk. I went across the hall to my parent’s bedroom, and things there were very different. The bed was unmade but more frightening were the drawers hanging open, the closet door half closed, and boxes half packed with books and some types of files. Vanessa stood at the door. 

“Is this unusual?”

I didn’t respond. Turning on my heel, I went back to my bedroom. I stood in the middle of the room and felt my life falling apart. Maybe I was beginning to accept my parents were not coming back. Maybe it was that uneasy feeling there were things I did not know that would make an even greater impact on my life. The late afternoon sun shone through the yellow lace curtains on the bedroom window casting weak rays across the hunter green carpet. The corner of a small book stuck out from beneath the bed. Stooping, I quickly scooped it up and stuck it into the pocket of my jeans.

“What’s that?” Vanessa stepped into the room.

“My notebook. I use it to take notes in class. I must have dropped it this morning.” The lie slipped easily from my lips.

She continued to stare at my bed a small frown creasing her forehead. “Did your mother make your bedspreads?”

I looked at my bed wondering why she asked. “No. She sewed the ribbons and buttons, but they were store bought. Why?”

Vanessa shook her head. “Why did she sew a ribbon and buttons on your bedspreads?”

It seemed a silly question to me. We always had our sheets, and bedspreads adorned that way. “So, we don’t mix the bottom with the top.”

Her eyes went from me to the bed and back again. “Why?”

It was a stupid question. Then I remembered Vanessa was what my father called gaje. “We don’t mix above the waist and below the waist. It’s a health issue. We don’t contaminate the upper half of the body, like the mouth, with the lower half, like your feet or...” I hesitated, then, gestured at my pubic area. “We separate at the maskar, or waist.”

Now Vanessa was staring at me as though I was crazy. “So, if your feet touch your sheet, then it is unhealthy to let that touch your face?”

“Right. You walk on your feet. You go to the bathroom. Do you want that on your face, in your mouth? When you use the toilet, you wash your hands after, correct? It’s the same. Towels, too. You wouldn’t use a washcloth or towel on your feet and then use it on your face. Or wash your private parts and then put it on your mouth.” I wrinkled my nose in disgust at the very idea.

She took a deep breath. “And that’s what your parents taught you?”

I shrugged. Part of me resented her; I felt as though she was laughing at me. I should have been used to her attitude. For years I’d dealt with the rolled eyes and mocking faces of outsiders. Maybe my parents had some odd ideas, but it made sense to me, and I didn’t feel as though I had to justify myself.

I could tell from her expression that Vanessa didn’t understand or agree but she let it go. “Grab what you need and let’s get out of here.”

I wanted to get out of the house myself. There was something creepy about the quiet and the mess. It only took me a couple of minutes to fill my sports bag with clothes. Grabbing my laptop and tablet, I stuck them in a messenger bag under Vanessa’s watchful eyes.

“Okay,” I headed down the stairs with Vanessa right behind me. Once again in the kitchen, I stopped and turned to her. “This might be a good time to call the police.”

“They aren’t going to like the fact we poked around in here.” She pulled out her cell and a business card. 

I shrugged. “That’s their problem. I don’t give a damn.”

Vanessa called Officer McCray and began to relate what we found when we got to the house. I could tell from what she said that he was chewing her out for being there. She held her own. I wasn’t sure what to make of her. Too much was happening too quickly, and I couldn’t assimilate all of it. Shoving her phone back into her pocket, she grabbed my arm and said harshly, “Let’s go before they get here.”

I saw no reason to argue and hurried to the garage right behind her. We had just loaded my bag into her trunk, and she’d hit the button to open the garage door when we heard the voice calling out to us. She swore again when she saw the news camera coming down the driveway. I didn’t wait for her to tell me, I jumped into the car. The reporter tried to get in front of us to make Vanessa stop, but she wasn’t having any of it. Reversing the vehicle and barely sliding past him, she turned onto the street. We passed more cars arriving as we left. Speeding along the road, we also passed two police cars with their lights flashing and sirens screaming heading to the house.

Vanessa did more of her fancy driving, frequently checking her rearview mirror for followers. Whoever was following us lost us pretty quickly as she made turns and went down alleys until we were on the other side of town. Vanessa pulled into the garage of one of the few apartment buildings in the downtown area and parked in a space numbered 6G. Shutting off the engine, she took a deep breath before turning to me. “I’m getting too old for this shit.”

I’d gotten used to her liberal use of swear words. We sat silently for a few minutes listening to the click of the cooling engine. 

“We have a lot to talk about Terza. And I’m going to need you to be completely honest with me if you want my help.”

I stared hard at her. “Then you need to be completely honest with me.”

She nodded and got out of the car. I followed, pulling my bags from the trunk. Her high heels clicked on the concrete as she walked hurriedly across the garage pulling a rolling briefcase behind her. The elevator door opened at once, and she pushed six when we got on. I had never been in an apartment building. We always lived in houses, some small, some large. Covering the sixth floor hall was a deep midnight blue carpet, and the walls were a paler blue with a dark blue stripe running along the center. At the end of the hall, she pulled a bulky set of keys from her bag and opened the door to her apartment. 

It looked like something out of a movie. There was a short hall and a big kitchen to the left. A small dining area opened onto a large living room through an arched doorway. One wall of the living room was almost entirely dominated by a fireplace and a big screen TV that hung on the wall above it. Beyond the living room was a balcony. I couldn’t see it too clearly as the evening had come and floor to ceiling vertical blinds blocked part of it. She dropped her bag on the black leather couch and kicked off her heels. 

I stood halfway in the living room uncertain what I was expected to do. Vanessa had pulled out her cell phone and was scanning through her messages. After several minutes she looked up at me. “Why are you just standing there?” she asked impatiently.

I shrugged. What the hell did she expect me to do?

Sighing and shaking her head she gestured for me to go into the living room. “Just put your things down for a few minutes. I have some messages to answer. You want something to drink?”

I shook my head. She went to the bar and poured herself a dark liquid from a crystal decanter. Setting it on the marble coffee table, she sat on the couch tucking her legs up under her. When she saw I was still standing, she sighed again, more heavily this time. “Sit somewhere okay?”

I obediently sat on the edge of the chaise by the balcony so I could peek outside. There were several potted plants and a couple of lounge chairs on the terrace. I let my eyes wander around the room. A wall unit and bookshelves covered one wall. The shelves were packed with thick volumes which I suspected were law books. A few picture frames lined the shelves, but I was too far away to see who or what they were pictures of. 

Other than the click of her nails on the phone, the apart was quiet. I couldn’t even hear traffic on the street below. Finally, she set her phone on the table, took a long sip of her drink, and looked at me. “Okay. The police are at your house. It’s been cordoned off as a crime scene. I didn’t tell them we went through the house. I only said we went to your room to get clothes.”

“That is all we did,” I pointed out.

She made a face at me, then stood up. “Come on, and I’ll show you the guest bedroom. Then I’ll order us some food. Pizza or Chinese?”

I stared at her dumbly. 

Very slowly Vanessa repeated herself. “Do you want pizza or Chinese food?”

I shrugged. It seemed I’d been doing a lot of that this afternoon. 

“Oh, for goodness sake.” It was apparent she was exasperated with me, but I didn’t know what she expected. Since meeting with the principal, I had been dragged from one place to another, asked questions but given no information, and I was suddenly an orphan.

“I don’t care what we eat. I don’t give a damn if we eat. I can’t think straight. I want to know what’s going to happen to me. Why are people so interested in my parents? People die in car crashes all the time.” Now I was standing up, and I was shouting. Vanessa just stood and looked at me. I didn’t realize I was crying until I felt warm water on my lips and brushed away the salty tears that lingered there.

Vanessa crossed her arms over her chest. “Are you finished now?” When I didn’t respond, she picked up her cell and punched in a number. “Pizza then. You might want to tell me if you want something specific.”

I decided she was either crazy or the most cold-hearted bitch I’d ever met. “No meat. I don’t eat meat.” I wondered how she would take that revelation; my parents thought I was out of my mind. For them, a meal wasn’t a meal without a huge slab of some type of meat. 

I was about twelve or thirteen when I saw a television report on how cows and chickens were slaughtered. I tried to explain to my parents that feces got mixed in with the meat but they wouldn’t listen. The first few times I refused to eat meat I was sent to my room. Eventually, they gave up trying to force me. They said I was stubborn and stupid, something I was often told. I didn’t care. I was stubborn. I was not stupid.

Vanessa’s eyebrows went up in surprise when I told her I wouldn’t eat meat. I listened as she ordered a Veggie Delight and a side order of cheese sticks. Laying the phone back on the table, she told me to gather my things and follow her. It was pointless to argue. She wasn’t going to tell me anything until she was good and ready. Sometimes being stubborn wasn’t advantageous. 

The guest room she led me to was at the far end of another hall. We passed another room on the way, and I glanced in to see what I could only describe as a white room. Everything was white; the carpet, the walls, the cover on the bed. There was a painting on the wall, and it was white on white. The only way you could discern anything was the thickness and ripples in the paint. The room she had designated as the guestroom was grays and black. A pale gray carpet held black lacquer furniture, a pale gray bedspread and wall decorations in blacks and grays. I figured she just wasn’t one for colors. The more I thought about it, her clothes were all black and white, her car was black, and even her nail polish was black and white. “You can freshen up in here,” she flicked on a bathroom light. “Come to the living room when you’re ready.” Then she turned and left, closing the door softly behind her. 

I set my bag on the gray chair by the window and peeked out through the black and gray striped curtains. It was full dark now, and I could see the glitter of car headlights on the streets below. I wished I was down there. I wanted nothing more than to get out of this place and away from this woman. But I knew the police would find me. I had no place to go, no one who could hide me or help me.

Going into the bathroom, I was shocked to find it decorated in soft blues and greens. The tub was a round garden tub, and everything was decorated in a sea motif. It was such a contrast to the rest of the apartment I was stunned for a moment. I washed my hands and hesitated a moment before drying my hands on the sea green hand towel that hung on a ring beside the sink. Then I studied my face in the mirror. I was paler than usual. My hair was a mess, a curling mass of black that fit in well with the apartment. Splashing cold water on my face, I buried myself in the thickness of the towel and inhaled the sweet scent of lavender. 

Taking a deep breath, I went back to the living room. The television was on with the volume muted, and Vanessa sat on the chaise, her feet up and a laptop perched on her knees. Without looking at me, she told me to have a seat. I squeezed into a corner of the leather couch, surprised to find it soft and warm. She placed the laptop aside and sat up looking directly at me.

“Did you know your parents were thieves and blackmailers?”

I laughed. I laughed loudly and heartily.

Her face didn’t change. “I take it that’s a no.”

Barely controlling my humor, I told her I had no idea. Then I waited for the joke. There was no joke. Vanessa began to tell me the story of my parent’s deaths. They had blackmailed wealthy and prominent men and women. Either by engaging them in shady deals or getting them in compromising positions; then they would threaten to expose them. Bankers, school board members, city representatives, and their spouses were all possible targets. They never committed crimes in the towns where we lived. When things got too hot, or the police got too close they would pick up and move. But they had made a mistake. For whatever reason, whether out of cockiness or desperation, they had been blackmailing a bank president several towns north. What they didn’t realize was his connection to our town. He spotted them not two blocks from where I now sat as they spent some of his hard and illegally earned money on a new car. When he confronted them rather loudly at the car showroom, they had panicked and run. The car dealer sensing something was very wrong called the police, and the cat was out of the bag. They were speeding away from the police when their SUV blew a tire and flipped several times before bursting into flames.

I absorbed this slowly. It was too insane to be a lie. I vaguely heard the doorbell ring and was only slightly aware of Vanessa buzzing the pizza delivery man in. A few seconds later she opened the apartment door. I sat staring at the spot where she had been sitting. They were fleeing the police. That was bad. But much worse was the fact that they were fleeing the police and leaving me behind. They were well on their way out of town when they crashed. If they had not died, I would have been abandoned like the house, the belongings, and the lives they so casually deserted.

Vanessa stood beside me. “Come on into the dining room and have some pizza.”

I jumped up and ran to the soothing seascape bathroom and promptly threw up in the soft green toilet, my body wracked with sobs. My life was a sham. I was nothing.

I felt Vanessa’s hand gently pulling my hair away from my face. It was cool against my sweaty brow. I sat back on the floor, and she calmly flushed the toilet. Wetting one of those wonderfully thick washcloths, she pressed it against my forehead and sat down beside me.

“I know what you’re thinking. We don’t know your parents weren’t going to come back for you.”

I shot her a look. “Don’t patronize me. I hate that.”

She nodded. “We have a lot to talk about. And I want to get as much straight as we possibly can tonight. Are you up for it?”

Steeling myself, I struggled to my feet. “Let’s do this.”

As Vanessa headed for the dining room, I stopped to swish water around in my mouth trying to dispel some of the bad taste that lingered.

Back in the dining room she set out paper plates and handed me a bottle of flavored water. Suddenly I was hungry and thirsty. Sitting across from me, she pulled an old-fashioned notepad toward her and said, “Okay. Tell me about your life.
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I struggled to remember back as far as I could. Of course, I didn’t know where we had lived until I was about seven. I recalled some of the names of towns and schools. There were so many it was difficult to put together a timeline. “Are there school pictures or report cards at your house?” Vanessa asked.

“My parents weren’t very big on pictures. I know I have some school pictures. I’m not sure where they kept them. Report cards? I have no idea. To be honest, they were never interested in keeping up with my school work.”

Vanessa tapped her pen against her lips. “I wonder if I can get the Chief to let us into the house.”

I doubted the Chief would give us any help. I had the distinct impression he didn’t like me. Vanessa must have read my mind because she smiled wryly. “It’s worth a try. And I can be very persuasive.” 

I couldn’t deny that. But I was still skeptical. “You might have better luck with McCray.”

She nodded her agreement and went to refill her glass. Sitting back, across from me, the odor of whiskey filled my head. “You drink a lot, don’t you?”

Her expression told me this was a question she’d been asked before. “Look, Terza, I want to help you. I think a lot is going on here that we haven’t touched yet. It would be best for both of us if you remembered that I am the adult lawyer and you are the juvenile client.” With that, she took a big gulp of her drink.

Shrugging, I decided to ignore the comment “juvenile client.” “What do you think is going on? My parents were criminals, and I was stupid enough not to know it?”

“Do you remember any of your relatives visiting or did you visit anyone while you were growing up? Any aunts or uncles? Cousins?”

Suddenly my mind was filled with the memory of a hot sunny day and a small,.dark-haired woman telling me I was going to stay with my Tia Ana and my cousins Eber and Miranda while she went to work. Tia Ana took us shopping at a market, and we had to walk a long way. It was very hot, and Eber had to carry me part of the way back to the house. Tia made me something sweet she called bunelos, and then I curled up on a mat and fell asleep. The memory was so clear I could almost taste the sweet cinnamon flavor of the treat.

I was jolted back to reality by Vanessa’s hand touching mine. “Did you remember something?”

“Tia Ana,” I breathed. I stared into her eyes. “And Eber and Miranda.” I proceeded to tell her what I remembered and watched her begin to frown.

“Tia is Spanish for aunt. Was she Spanish? Were you in Mexico?”

Shaking my head, I told her I didn’t know. “It was very hot.” I told her about the bunelos, and as I told her, I began to remember more. “My mother would work every day, and I don’t remember my father being around a lot.” I struggled to place my mother’s face on the figure in my memory, but it was fuzzy like an out of focus photograph.

Vanessa was writing rapidly on her notepad. “Did you stay with Tia Ana every day?”

“Sometimes she would take us to a beach, and we would play in the sand, and she would make baskets. We would eat rolled up tortillas with cheese and sometimes beans inside.” Then I remembered the yelling. I remembered Tia Ana shouting at my mother, that vague, amorphous figure. They were both angry, and I was crying. Eber pulled me outside the house, and I was crying. My mother came outside and grabbed my arm and pulled me into a car. “I never saw Tia Ana again.”

“But you don’t know what they were fighting about?” Vanessa pressed. 

“No. Not really.” I hesitated. I had an idea they were arguing about me and some lie my mother had told Tia Ana. Part of me wanted to tell Vanessa, but another deeper part resisted. 

Shaking her head, Vanessa began to clear the table. As she packed off the last two pieces of pizza, she stopped and looked at me. “Were your parents’ vegetarians?”

That made me laugh. If my father didn’t have meat at a meal, it wasn’t a meal. Even breakfast would have meat; bacon, sausage, and even steak. My mother didn’t seem to care one way or the other, but she did eat meat.

Vanessa looked thoughtful. “How long have you eaten this way?”

I shrugged, “Forever.” I stood up and began to help Vanessa clear the table. We went about the task wordlessly. I hoped there wouldn’t be any more questions. I was exhausted, and all I craved was some time to absorb what had happened. 

Vanessa sat down on the couch, and I stood uncertainly in the middle of the living room. “Have a seat Terza.” 

I sat across from her on one of the leather armchairs. She leaned forward, hands folded between knees. “Something is wrong with this. I don’t know what, but I have a feeling we’re missing some big pieces. It’s almost impossible to believe neither of your parents had relatives. I’m going to see how long I can stall the courts about your placement until I can check some things out. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to request temporary guardianship of you until we know what’s going on.”

I didn’t want a guardian. I wanted to go on with my life the way it had been. “What exactly does that mean?”

“You’ll stay here, and I’ll be responsible for you until we either find some relative or you are placed with a family until you reach majority.”


I sprang to my feet. “That’s ridiculous! I’m not a child. I am almost an adult, almost eighteen.”

“The key word is almost. But if we had to, there may be an answer for that. I want to take one step at a time Terza. I’m on your side. I can’t help you if you keep locking me out.”



I studied her closely. In truth, she had done nothing to make me mistrust her. She had been honest with me about my parents and my situation. “I’ll stay with you for now. I won’t get shoved into some house with a bunch of kids like some poor orphan.”

Vanessa didn’t say anything for a few minutes. I began to wonder if she was going to tell me she changed her mind and I was on my own with the court and the Chief and any other authority that chose to manipulate my life. That wasn’t what happened. “Agreed.”

I didn’t expect that response. I wondered if she was tricking me. I didn’t think she was. Honestly, I didn’t have a lot of options. 

“One of the main things they are going to try to ascertain is whether you had knowledge of your parent’s illegal activities.  I don’t believe you did. We need to make sure they believe you are innocent of any complicity in their actions. I also want to get us into your house. We may find something that will give us a clearer idea of what’s going on. Maybe we can find a lead to your Tia Ana. Try to remember anything else that might provide us with a clue. I’m going to get online and do some research and get my assistant to start searching as well.” She got up and came to stand before me. Extending her hand, I saw she was holding a television remote. “Make yourself comfortable. There’s the TV, books on the shelves, you know where your bathroom is, and the kitchen is open. I probably have some Moose Tracks or Chunky Monkey in the freezer. Feel free to indulge. I’ll be in my bedroom. Okay?”

“That’s it?”

“At the moment there isn’t anything else you can do, unless you have some kind of epiphany. Right now, it’s up to me.” She filled her glass with more ice and another splash of whiskey. After she poured it, she stopped and looked at me. “It’s a bad habit. Don’t get started.” With that, she grabbed her laptop with her free hand and headed back to her bedroom. 

Sighing, I leaned back in the chair. Mindlessly I hit the remote, and the television sparked to life. The news was on, and the first thing I saw was a reporter standing in front of the police station. As she spoke about the events of the day more pictures were shown; my school, my house, and Vanessa’s car speeding away. I barely listened to what she was saying. Maybe I should have been curious, but I was so burned out I couldn’t bear to hear anymore. I began flipping channels until I came to some movie with characters dressed in Victorian clothing. I fell asleep in a matter of minutes, the remote still in my hand.
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I jolted awake when Vanessa shook me gently. I sat up so quickly our heads bumped, and Vanessa sat down beside me. “It’s okay. You’re okay,” she said, one hand on her forehead the other on my arm.

Rubbing my head softly, I muttered, “I’m not okay. Nothing is freakin’ okay.”

“Why don’t you go on to bed Terza.” Her tone was impatient. “I’ll wake you early, and we can go over a few things before heading to the courthouse.”

Getting up from the chaise, I grumbled, “I can’t sleep.” I heard myself and realized what I’d said was absurd, but I wasn’t about to admit that to this woman. “Did you find out anything about my parents?” I asked.

Vanessa laughed harshly. “I’m a lawyer Terza, not a psychic. I have people working on it. Just go to bed. I need you fresh in the morning.”

I headed down the hall muttering grumpily beneath my breath. I’d show her fresh. When I entered my assigned bedroom (I did not consider it my bedroom) I spotted my messenger bag on the bed. It was time for me to do my own investigation. I opened the laptop, and as it booted up, I went into the bathroom and turned on the shower. I wasn’t very comfortable with the glass enclosed shower. The idea I could be seen creeped me out. After going back into the bedroom and pulling my shorts and cami out of my bag I went back to the bathroom, locking the door behind me. Ever since I saw the movie “Psycho,” I locked the bathroom door. This glass coffin was an added incentive to put something solid between me and whatever might be out there.

Vanessa kept her guest bathroom well stocked with shampoo, conditioner, body wash, soaps, and toothpaste. She didn’t use cheap dollar store stuff either. The shampoo alone felt like a rich cream and smelled like oranges. That was the longest shower I had ever taken.

Standing on the plush mat, I studied the fluffy towels hung neatly on the towel rack, before choosing one to dry off with. I missed the ribbon of lace my mother had sewn across the bottom of all our towels so we would know the top from the bottom. Breathing in deeply, I began to dry off, starting with the top half of my body and working my way down as I had been taught. Then, wiping the steam from the mirror, I stood staring at myself for a few minutes, my mind wandering. It seemed impossible that my parents could have been involved in so much criminal activity and I was clueless. But there it was; absolute blindness. Shaking my head, I pulled on my clothes and padded back to the bedroom.

My laptop had booted up, but I couldn’t access the internet. Vanessa had it locked down with a password. Biting the inside of my cheek, I wondered if she would allow me access. I was debating asking her when there was a soft knock at the bedroom door. I looked up but didn’t say anything. Silence. 

Jumping up, I hurried to the door and opened it to find Vanessa moving down the hall toward the living room. She turned when she heard my door open. “I wondered if you would need to use the internet tonight,” she almost smiled. “I knocked a few times, but I heard the shower running and thought I’d just come back.”

I stared at her. No one had ever respected my privacy. My parents thought nothing of bursting into my bedroom if they wanted to talk about something. They used to tease me about locking the bathroom door. Dad would say, “Are you afraid of being kidnapped?” and he would laugh and walk away, shaking his head. The idea that this stranger would afford me more privacy than my family was more than a little overwhelming.

I stammered slightly when I spoke. “Yes, I was in the shower. I hope that’s okay.”

Vanessa looked at me as though I was speaking a foreign language. “What?” A slight shake of her head and she continued, “Of course that’s okay. Why wouldn’t that be okay?” Then, holding her hand up to prevent me speaking, she went on. “Did you want the password to get online?”

I just nodded, still trying to figure her out. Waving her hand indicating I should follow her, she went to her desk in the living room. I watched as she wrote something on a bright pink Post-It and reached out to hand it to me. I must have looked foolish as I glanced from her hand to her face and back again. She fluttered the paper at me.

“Here you go. You might not want to stay up too late. But if you can’t sleep, you can watch television, and of course, I have a ton of books.” She looked toward the bookshelf. “A lot of them are law books, but there are a few novels in there.” Looking back at me, she asked, “Do you like Stephen King or John Gresham? I have all of theirs.”

“It’s okay. I can read on my tablet. But thank you.” I took the slip of paper and turned to go back to the bedroom.

“Terza.”

I looked back at her.

“I know this is probably very frightening for you. I’ll be up for a while if you need to talk.” She hesitated, and I could see she was trying to decide how to phrase her next sentence. “I can find you another professional if you like. We don’t need to continue with Banks. He was all that was available, and the sheriff’s office has worked with him before. I know quite a few good counselors...” her voice faded away.

I realized she was trying to reassure me. “Thank you.” I turned back and continued to the bedroom. I was not prepared to discuss my feelings with her or anyone at that point. I did want to get online and try to see if I could learn any more about what my parents had been doing. I also wanted to search for any missing family members. It was possible that there were other relatives out there who had disowned my criminal family. I could hardly blame them if they did.

Sitting cross-legged on the still made bed, I began what would be the first of many searches. I started by looking up my father’s name. Page by page I looked for my mother, my father, even my own name. There was nothing. I didn’t use social media like my schoolmates did. For one thing, I wasn’t in one place long enough to develop any real friendships, so I had no real interest in sites like Facebook or Twitter. Secondly, my parents discouraged me from creating an online presence. At the time they expressed concern for my well-being, citing incidents of stalking and kidnapping, and even sex trafficking. It didn’t take a lot of convincing, not because I thought they were right. If I had honestly wanted to, I would have had a profile.
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