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        To get back up to the shining world from there

        My guide and I went into that hidden tunnel,

        And Following its path, we took no care

        To rest, but climbed: he first, then I-so far,

        through a round aperture I saw appear

        Some of the beautiful things that Heaven bears,

        Where we came forth, and once more saw the stars.”

        – Dante Alighieri, Inferno
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          Pinoccaia

        

      

    

    
      Life isn’t fair.

      Or, as Caía’s friend Lucy from Athens, Georgia, used to say, “Life ain’t been fair, girlfriend.”

      But who ever said it was?

      To the contrary, how many times had Caía heard these precise words: “Life. Isn’t. Fair.”

      Put more eloquently yet, “If life were fair, they wouldn’t make wheelchairs.”

      Even so, Caía dared to defy the maxim. Why not? She had been profoundly happy as a child, experiencing life on a marvelous scale of superlatives.

      As an only child, she had been the “best” at everything. Her mother had pinched her cheeks so oft she could still feel the sensation, like a muscle memory, flesh trapped firmly between thumb and knuckle—mostly the right cheek because her mom was left-handed.

      “Caía, dear, you are so lovely I could eat you up,” she would say, and with such ardor that Caía couldn’t help but believe it. And, of course, such an intense declaration would naturally lend itself to a frightful duality, for while Caía was intensely pleased to be “so lovely,” she didn’t want to end up in her mother’s belly, not again. Having exited said region once already, it remained a dreadful possibility. And sometimes her mom’s cute aggression would come in various other iterations, such as, “Caía, you are so smart I can die,” or, “Babisiu, you are so sweet I cannot bear it.”

      Of course, Caía didn’t want her mother to die, so maybe “smart” should be kept under wraps? And “sweet,” while it had a far less frightening trade-off, she could do without that, as well. And yet, for all this magnificent devotion, Caía had begun to believe herself immortal—at least she had until she’d turned ten and soon thereafter discovered her nose was growing at a faster pace than the rest of her face, a small detail she’d discovered through Robbie Bowles on the day he’d nicknamed her Pinoccaia.

      Get it, Jack? Caía plus Pinocchio equals Pinoccaia.

      What a clever little bastard.

      The nickname sent Caía home sobbing to her pop, with said nose as rufous as a beet. Mostly because Robbie Bowles had been a cute boy Caía had crushed on forever, and on that hideous day Robbie had revealed to her the unthinkable: that Caía was neither perfect nor immortal. So, of course, she was devastated. All the proof she’d ever needed that she was but a hapless mortal lay in the unendurable truth: Robbie’s taunts hurt so badly, Caía feared she could and would die over the heartache she’d suffered that day. What was more, she’d feared she might do it right there on the dirty gray floor of her fourth-grade class.

      “You are half Polish,” her sensible father had explained when Caía returned home from school, tears burning her cheeks. “You have a perfectly good nose, Caía. You will grow into it someday.” He had that no-nonsense way about him, and although Caía sensed he was moved by her tears, he would never have allowed her to wallow in self-pity.

      Her baba had been Polish, he’d reminded her, and Caía was named after her, albeit with one important distinction: Caía Alicja Nowakowa was an “owa,” because she’d been a widow, and Caía was Nowakówna, because she was not yet wed. That Caía would never graduate from being an ówna to an owa had never occurred to her any more than it had to wonder over her own lack of perfection. Such was the nature of being an only child, delivered to older, first-generation immigrants, who so readily showered their one and only bundle of joy with all their foundling hopes.

      Her father had reassured her that the first Caía— Caía’s grandmother—had had a fine face and a decorous nose that, while not particularly on the delicate side, most folks considered refined. And it really was, Caía was forced to admit, as she’d studied the black-and-white portrait her mom kept on the dining room sideboard.

      With pale yellow hair, and frail shoulders wrapped in a rich fur shawl, her father’s mother stared back at her from the depths of the photograph with a serenity that Caía knew in some unerring place in her soul that it must come from a bone-deep assurance that no matter what troubles life would hurl your way, life was, indeed, quite fair.

      “Hold your head high,” her mother had chided. “Jak cie widza, tak cie pisza.” How they see you, that's how they perceive you. And so, armed with this attitude, Caía dismissed the Robbie Bowleses of the world. She set her sights on the distant horizon, because she’d always understood there would be more to life than what was awaiting her there in Athens, Georgia. She was fabulous with languages, her mother said. So, perhaps, she might even become an interpreter someday. Or the ambassador to Poland? But, then, that would be a smart thing to do.

      Eventually, as her father promised, Caía grew into her fine nose, one that was likened on many occasions to Helen Mirren’s. Slightly pointed, long and straight, by the time she was twenty, her nose was no longer too big for her face.

      She went on to marry Gregg Paine, the star quarterback of her high school football team, despite the fact that Gregg firmly believed a wife’s place was in the home.

      Poof. There went Caía’s dreams of becoming the ambassador to Poland, but it didn’t matter; she was over the moon; even more so once they’d placed her newborn baby in her arms.

      That’s you, Jack.

      Perfect nose. Ten toes. Ten fingers. So tiny and fabulous.

      Jack Lawrence Paine was everything Caía had ever dreamt of as a mom, and not even the inequitable fact that she couldn’t seem to bear any more children had diminished her joy. Life was, as her father proclaimed it would be, as her son was . . . inherently perfect.

      But then she woke up one morning, at the age of thirty-four, despairing, and so full of loathing that even the sky was darkened by its potency. She was so angry, in fact, that anger didn’t properly express the superlative nature of her fury. She was incandescently furious—and willing to kill over it—because, goddamn it, life was so goddamned unfair.

      But again, who ever said it was?
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        The truth will set you free,

        but first it will piss you off.

        – Gloria Steinem

      

      

      Jeréz, Spain, present day, 3:12 p.m.

      There he was. Right on time. Walking down the street with that pretty little girl, wearing her lime-green dress and those bright red sneakers. It was impossible to miss those happy colors. And what was he wearing? Jeans and a faded blue T-shirt—all laid back and punchy as though he hadn’t a care in the world. When was the last time Caía had worn anything but black?

      How was this possible? The girl was clinging to him, trusting him to keep her safe. But how could anyone trust that man? What about him was remotely trustworthy?

      Like a Nazi, he was hiding here in this sunny little village in southern Spain. But, then again, wasn’t this appropriate? He, the escaped villain; Caía, the harbinger of justice . . . although what justice should entail, Caía didn’t yet know.

      She focused her attention on the varicolored pair, attempting to ignore the swarming pigeons. Some were perched upon the crenellations of an ancient, ruined fortress next to the coffee shop. Some hopped about, pilfering droppings from customers at Rincon Escondido—a small sidewalk café nestled along the path Caía knew he would take. Over the past few weeks, she’d studied his schedule, knew exactly where he would go and at what time.

      Oblivious to the potential nuclear fallout of Caía’s wrath, old men dressed in black defied modernity, with bolero hats tipped slightly forward, shielding wrinkled old eyes from a ruthless afternoon sun. All the while sucking on unfiltered cigarettes, they baked themselves from the inside and out, putting out lung fires with baby cervezas.

      Seated near the pigeon-infested fountain, a busker strummed his guitar beneath the shade of an orange tree. He stopped now and again to pluck up a cigarette he’d left burning at the edge of the fountain and slip the butt between his lips, sucking hard, before putting it down again to return to his guitar. He looked pleased with himself as he exhaled, putting nearly as much attention into his smoke work as he did his music.

      All the while, black-clad servers with moist brows bustled to and fro, sliding cafélitos and small plates onto nearby tables. But, hey, at least no one was ogling their phones.

      Distracted, or more like pretending at distraction, Caía tore a fleshy bite from the bollo in her bread basket. Crumbling it between her fingertips, she scattered the spongy bits alongside her table, watching in her peripheral as a fat, greedy pigeon rushed forward for a feast. But she never took her eyes off the man walking down the street.

      Who was the girl?

      Smiling, she skipped along beside him, and seeing them together made Caía’s face burn hotter than the glowing tip of the busker’s cigarette.

      Fury welled up inside her, so utterly potent in its incarnation that she had to suck in a breath. Tears pricked at her eyes. Anger stemmed the flow.

      He shouldn’t get to walk any child across any street, most certainly not that child. He shouldn’t get to hold her little hand—or be the recipient of her sweet, innocent glances upward.

      God help her, the sight of that child’s innocent smile threatened to empty Caía’s heart of all its animosity . . . except . . . she couldn’t let it go.

      No. She wouldn’t.

      Jack would never again get to look at anyone that way.

      Jack. Jack. Jack. Jack.

      She repeated the name like a litany in her head, as though she were in danger of forgetting it altogether. Right here and now, she longed to shout out his name—test the sound upon her lips. Jack! she wanted to scream. Would he turn around? Did he remember her son’s name?

      My sweet, sweet Jack, Caía lamented silently.

      How long had it been since she’d spoken his name out loud? Too, too long. And maybe she never would again. That possibility burned like acid in her gut. Because now who was left to hear what she had to say about Jack? Two short years, and people already turned away whenever she brought him up, casting sidelong glances at her that said, “Caía, oh, Caía, aren’t you over him yet?”

      No.

      I am not.

      I will never be over you, Jack.

      But maybe that’s not what they were thinking at all. Maybe it was really their own discomfort over not being able to change the inalterable truth: everyone dies. Even babies with their whole lives left to be lived. Even that little girl. Even Jack.

      Or perhaps it was more like this: With kids of their own—especially ones who were struggling to maintain a grip on innocence—maybe it was a bit like peeping into Snow White’s mirror? “Mirror, mirror on the wall,” she could hear them all say. “Who’s the saddest, most pathetic parent of all?”

      “Why it’s still Caía Paine,” the mirror would reply. “But beware . . .”

      At this point, both of Caía’s parents were gone. Gone—a euphemism for dead. But dead was dead. And yet, there must be a bright side to being six feet under. Neither of her parents would ever get to witness a world without Jack. Bleak, empty—so at odds with the bright blue day, with all the twittering birds. And all that laughter.

      The lady at the table behind Caía giggled, and the easy chatter that followed gave her a stab of envy—an ugly sensation that cast shadows over the powder-blue day. Like a dirty chimney, the smoldering exhaust of her anger obscured the sun, spreading despair and lowering clouds until they pressed firmly against the pate of her head. Speaking too softly for Caía to hear actual words, their tone nevertheless said it all. They were lovers, flirtatious and familiar. Another stab of envy—and anger—accosted her. She was a great big ball of fury—a hot mass, burning like the sun.

      No, her anger was more like a tsunami, threatening to devastate everything within its path. Gathering far at sea, it nevertheless gained momentum, like a cyclone, powering toward an indeterminate shore. When and where—and how—it would descend, Caía had no way of knowing. All she knew right now was that every day that passed without relief only made the impending disaster more terrifying. Because there he was. That man. Walking that sweet kid across a busy street, without a care in the world. So damned full of himself that he was completely oblivious to everyone around him. Certainly, he had never noticed Caía—not once.

      She watched as he led the child across the street. Cars crawled past on the narrow road, so slow she imagined their tires melting into the gaps between hot cobblestones.

      It could happen now, as the girl lifted her red sneaker onto the curb and the heinous thought made Caía’s heart hurt.

      Symbolically, she picked up the newspaper she’d been reading and rolled it up, twisting it at its center. This was her soul now. Wrung dry. Every time she watched that man walk that child across the road . . . a little more of her humanity was squeezed away.

      Because in her mind, she heard the screams of passersby—or maybe they could be her own? She imagined again that terrible thud, the sound of metal crunching bones. She could hear it plainly, and saw it as clearly as though she had been there . . .

      But you weren’t there, were you, Caía?

      In fact, no, she wasn’t around to see the sun winking against a silver bumper stained with blood. Jack’s blood. Her sweet little boy.

      Jack. Jack. Jack. Jack.

      Pinching the bread cruelly, Caía hurled more bits onto the sidewalk, keeping her eyes fixed upon the man and the child.

      The girl turned another adoring smile up at him, laughing over something he said, she suddenly jerked her hands free, clapping them together, and Caía’s heart leapt into her throat. But that man—yes, she knew his name—seized her hand back.

      So, now you pay attention.

      Now it matters to you that cars are screaming past.

      Except, no they weren’t. Not here.

      More screams battered Caía’s brain, but these were screams of anguish. And yes, they were her own. An image blinked out from the depths of her consciousness, a ferocious but frightened blood-spattered face, with pale blue eyes peering out from the veiny cracks in a bathroom mirror.

      Violently thrusting the memory aside, Caía sat back, watching the pair escape, all the while voices shrieked in her head. Oh, my God, Caía! What have you done? Don’t move.

      And then, in the background, she’d overheard her husband’s frantic conversation with 911, distorted by a Xanax-induced high. Hurry! It’s my wife. She’s . . . bleeding.

      Caía swallowed. Maybe it had been right for Gregg to put her away, but she hated him for it nonetheless. The truth was that Caía didn’t quite trust herself, even now. Certainly, she didn’t want to see that little girl get hurt, but she did want him to suffer—as Caía had suffered. She wanted him to cry and scream and moan, and beat his head against a wall, railing all the while about the injustice of it all. “Life isn’t fair!” she wanted him to scream.

      No, it wasn’t. By God, it wasn’t.

      And, yes, okay, so maybe she did want him to have to go identify that child’s body. She wanted him to cry himself to sleep every night. Every. Night. She wanted him to refuse to eat and lose twenty pounds, so all his friends would worry about his health.

      She wanted him to sicken his partner with overwhelming and endless grief, and then she wanted everyone to abandon him for what he couldn’t forget.

      But how could anyone expect Caía to forget? Really, how did one carry a baby in her belly for nine whole months, watch him grow, year after year—thirteen to be exact—and then just . . . forget? How do you do that? How did you change diapers, buy little shoes, pinch toes . . .?

      “How do they feel, Jack?” she remembered asking him when Jack was three. The memory was as clear as the Mirrinish nose upon Caía’s face.

      “Good,” he’d said, clapping his little hands.

      Of course, it was “good.” As it always had been for Caía, everything was always good for Jack. He was a bright, carefree child.

      “Hmmm,” she’d said, examining those brand-new sixty-dollar sneakers. They were fire-engine red. “I don’t think there’s enough room, Jack.”

      He would outgrow them in but a few short months, at most. Even at half off, they were still expensive. As much as they had loved her, her thrifty old-world parents would never have splurged for pricy brand-name shoes for a three-year-old, especially since he was bound to outgrow them so soon. Caía might have considered herself a bit more spendy, but she still had an awful lot of her parents’ frugality. When she and Gregg went looking for houses in Chicago, Caía had been drawn to the more modest homes in Roscoe Village, fixer-uppers that needed TLC. It was Gregg who’d insisted their neighbors all be white.

      “I wike dese, Mommee!” Jack’s excitement was evident in his rosy little cheeks.

      Caía had pursed her lips then, trying not to grin, wholly resigned to buy her son the sneakers, whatever the cost. But she peered up at the saleswoman and asked, “Do you have these in a seven, please?”

      The woman shook her head. “No, sorry. That’s all there is . . . what you see here on the rack . . .”

      Beside her, Jack did a little dance of joy, if you could call it dancing. He looked like a toddler jogging after a tangle with tequila. Once again, he said, “I wike dese, Mommee!” Fist closed, all his heart in the declaration.

      Of course, any resistance Caía might have contemplated crumbled on the spot. “Okay,” she’d said, relenting. And she’d smiled up at the saleswoman, and said, “We’ll take them.”

      “How could anyone say no to that sweet little face?” the woman replied. “He’s so adorable, I could just eat him up.”

      Apparently, wanting to eat up children and puppies, and anything else too cute to bear, was a thing—a scientific thing. Caía read somewhere that a researcher at Yale had discovered—by what means she had no idea—that these dimorphic expressions were a helpful tool for parents in helping them constrain out-of-control emotions.

      Unfortunately, nothing could help Caía control the fury she was feeling now. And only now did she realize that she should have learned to say no. Gregg should have said no. Nobody had ever said no.

      The lime-green dress was scarcely visible now amidst a sea of earth tones. No longer bound by business suits, Nick Kelly had traded his Chicago streets for cobbled lanes and modestly dressed men and women, strolling to and from a mercado, instead of the Mercantile Exchange. Straining to see through the gray, Caía lost the pair when a tall, willowy Spanish woman swept into view, wearing a swingy red Gitana skirt that effectively obscured the last trace of green.

      Caía sat back, frowning. So, that was that. Her job was done for the day, her raison d'être complete until 8:45 a.m. the following day, when she would once again make her way to the plaza beside Colegio la Sala Santiago. And there, she would wait until he arrived to walk the girl into her class, and then she would wait, again, here at this café to watch them pass in the afternoon.

      For more than three weeks this had been Caía’s schedule—simply observing, mind you. This was all she was doing. In fact, she liked to think of herself as a private investigator, despite no one paying her to do the job. She was good enough to be one, because, after all, she had located Nick Kelly here against all odds. He’d left no forwarding address, no client number, nothing.

      “I’m sorry, miss,” the receptionist had said when Caía worked up the nerve to call his office. “What did you say your name was?”

      “Beth Smith,” Caía lied, because there must be a million Beth Smiths living in or around the Chicago area. At least one of them must have been Nick Kelly’s client.

      “I’m sorry, Nick Kelly is no longer with us. But I can transfer you to Sam Starr, if you’d like. He’s taking Mr. Kelly’s clients.”

      Sam Starr? What kind of a name was Sam Starr?

      Sometimes, it seemed to Caía as though names might be labels—as though God—or one of his administrators, filed people into categories. Starr, yep. He’ll be successful. Give him everything he wants. Paine. Nope. Poor thing. Go ahead, kill her son.

      “Uh, no, thank you,” Caía had said politely, and hung up the phone.

      Undeterred, she’d sent Nick Kelly an email that bounced back with a message to please direct all future correspondence to s.starr@starrwealthmanagement.co. And then she’d sent an actual letter—the kind that couldn’t be marked as spam—on the off-chance someone might know where to deliver it. For all intents and purposes, Nick Kelly had vanished so swiftly that by the time Caía was released from the hospital, there was no sign of him, except for the For Sale sign in his front yard. Well, she took that number down, and called. And called. And called. Disguising her voice every time, she’d called until she’d gathered enough information to deduce where he’d gone. Lying was so easy, once you realized it’s what you had to do. So, here she was . . . across an ocean, and she still hadn’t quite figured out what to do . . .

      Where do we go from here, Jack?

      A junky silence was her answer. Cars buzzed past. Bicycle bells rang. Women chattered. The busker played on. But the one thing Caía needed to hear—her son’s voice, even if it was only in her head—was missing, leaving her with a deafening silence.

      Please, Jack . . .

      Caía blinked her tears away, focusing on her mission. The girl might be Nick Kelly’s daughter, but she looked nothing like him. Besides, Caía had no reason to believe he had ever had a wife or child. Somehow, despite everything, he didn’t seem the sort of guy who acquired one without the other, mostly because he didn’t seem the type to leave anything to chance. He would carry a rubber with him, always. He would make sure his girlfriend stayed on the pill. And he might even ask before sex, every single time, “Honey, did you take your pill?”

      So, of course, he would be selfish and self-concerned. Children wouldn’t fit into his “plan.” He would have a neat, clean house, with servants to polish his hardwood floors. Brazilian hardwood, no doubt, because he wouldn’t care about the environment, or the legalities of obtaining it. And then he would keep his cell phone right up his ass so he never missed a call.

      But . . . if all this were true, who was that child?

      Sweat trickled between Caía’s breasts and a cold, damp film materialize above her upper lip. It was blistering hot today—too hot to think.

      “¿Algo más?” the waiter asked.

      Caía turned her gaze up to meet the waiter’s dark eyes, plucking her blouse away from her damp flesh. “Gracias, no,” she said, and laid a guilty hand over the rolled-up newspaper she had twisted in anger.

      The waiter smiled, indicating the bowl in front of her. It was still full of gazpacho and probably tasted wonderful, but Caía had barely touched it. “Delicioso,” she lied, and added, “So good I will be back again tomorrow.”

      The waiter furrowed his brow.

      That’s right, she would come again  mañana. And every day thereafter. She didn’t know what she was going to do, but she was compelled to do something. For Jack’s sake. For the time being, this was it. This was her cowardly, screwed up way of dealing with her son’s death.

      Caía pushed the bowl away and the waiter took it, setting it alongside the table to brush the crumbs from Caía’s tabletop into her wasted soup. Pigeons waddled about his feet and he glanced up through dark lashes to meet Caía’s gaze, as though to scold her for the congregation. There were at least six pigeons now, waiting for more crumbs. “Son como ratas,” the waiter groused, locking eyes with Caía as he finished wiping her table.

      Caía nodded, realizing only belatedly that she had lured them into the café from the fountain. Son como ratas, he’d said. They’re like rats.

      Gathering up her purse and her newspaper, Caía ducked inside to pay her tab, and then she made her way over to the fountain.

      The stone fount was empty. There were droppings all over it. One lone bird shat as Caía watched and scooted over to unveil its dubious artwork. The busker smiled up at Caía, winking as he snatched his cigarette, and Caía turned away, annoyed by the puffs of smoke that wafted up into her face.

      She’d read in the paper that they were installing bird feeders with Nicarbazin, a form of birdie birth control to control the population. City council members had originally advocated rounding up the birds up and shooting them—a far more immediate answer to their problem.

      She imagined Nick Kelly at the end of a shotgun barrel and the image made her neck tight. Now, he was a rat. And what do you do with rats? You exterminate them.
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        Anger is a brief madness.

        – Horace

      

      

      Nick; Chicago, Thursday, June 9, 2016

      “Nick . . . some person keeps calling and won’t leave a message.”

      Nick Kelly rolled his chair back from his desk—a Parnian with a hundred-thousand-dollar price tag. It was the ultimate power desk, and the desk, more than the location of his office, broadcasted his partner track. “Some person?”

      “A woman, the same one.”

      “How do you know it’s the same woman, Amy?”

      His secretary arched perfectly shaped brows. “Because, Nick, I recognize her voice.”

      Annoyed by her sarcasm, Nick fished a set of keys out of the top desk drawer and stood, slipping them into his trouser pocket. He eyed Amy as he pushed his chair beneath his desk. Would she have bothered mentioning the caller if it had been a man? Likely not. Repeated phone calls weren’t an anomaly in this line of business. “I asked you to hold my calls, so just keep asking.” He lifted his jacket off the back of his chair. Australian navy merino wool by Ermenegildo Zegna, also with a price tag that would make his Irish Catholic mother cross herself twice. It was getting snug. “Eventually, she’ll leave a message,” he said, struggling to put the jacket on.

      “Where are you going?”

      Nick lifted a thumb to his temple, pressing hard. If he was annoyed with anyone, it was more himself. “Lunch,” he said.

      Amy followed him out of the office, into a sea of cubicles. “Will you be back?”

      She sounded worried, and he made the mistake of turning and looking at her. Her emotions were on the verge of unraveling, but to her credit, she held it together, expressing what she could through her pretty green eyes.

      “Not today,” he said, and turned away, feeling her eyes bore into his back. But now he felt like an ass. How had he ever allowed himself to get involved? Maybe he’d believed she could be the one to pull him out of his funk? Stupid move. At this point, he’d accomplished everything he’d ever set out to do in life, and at thirty-seven, there wasn’t much left on his bucket list. He had a brand-new 7-series BMW—two days old—a house in Roscoe Village, a firm willing to make him a partner in less than a year . . . but he had to go and put it all at risk.

      What the hell are you doing?

      Living, because you can?

      He quit the office, with all its ringing, dinging phones and moved toward the elevator. Before stepping inside, his cellphone rang and he fished it out of his pocket, answering, though not before checking the caller ID. It was his sister-in-law. Without a word, he hung up again, returning the phone to his pocket, unwilling to talk to Marta while he was in an elevator surrounded by people.

      “Damn it,” he said.

      “You’re a wanted man,” joked his elevator companion.

      Nick turned to meet the man’s gaze—a coworker, he didn’t know by name. “Yeah?” he said, and otherwise held his tongue, because he recognized the look in the guy’s eyes. He was just a kid, maybe twenty-two, looking up to Nick the same way he’d once looked up to his dad.

      But Nick didn’t deserve veneration any more than his father had. How true it was that the apple didn’t fall far from the tree.

      Except in Jimmy’s case. His brother had turned out to be the better man, living life without reproach. If people got what they deserved, it would be Jimmy living the high life, not him.

      He stared down at his shoes. Marco Vittorio. For fuck’s sake, he didn’t even want to think about the price.

      The elevator doors slid open and Nick stepped out, putting his power stride to good use. It had the distinct advantage of discouraging conversation. Anyone who spotted him with this gait immediately understood he was a busy man—too busy to stand around gabbing. He had things to do, it said, places to be, although, in reality, he had nothing on his plate at all. No lunch dates. No fuck dates. No business appointments. Nothing. Zip. Zilch. He simply couldn’t sit in that chair an instant longer.

      Outside, he took his cell phone back out of his pocket, unlocked the screen, and returned Marta’s call, placing a hand to his ear so he could hear her.

      “Nico,” she said, answering on the first ring.

      “What is it, Marta?”

      She was sobbing.

      “Jimmy?”

      “Yes,” she said, still crying.

      Nick’s shoulders tightened. He stopped walking, smashing the phone against his ear. For a long moment, he couldn’t speak, because he was afraid of what she was trying to say. He stared at the brick-and-mortar building, focusing on a long, wide crack in the brick. Even the sturdiest foundations eventually cracked. Nothing lasted forever.

      “Please come…”

      “To Spain?”

      “Sí.”

      “I don’t know, Marta. I’ll try.”

      “But you must,” she insisted.

      “What about Jimmy?”

      “He will be furious, but I need you.”

      “Yeah, alright, I’ll see what I can do,” he said and hung up, slipping the phone back into his trouser pocket. For a moment, he stood, staring down again at his shiny Italian leather shoes, uncertain what to do. And then he turned and made for the parking garage with a sack of sharp nails sitting in the pit of his gut. He wasn’t hungry. It was too early for alcohol, so he opted, again, for endorphins, ready to punish his body and shut down his mind.

      Resuming his power stride, Nick sliced through a sea of faces, ignoring every one. Eyes, noses, mouths stretched into amorphous lines of kaleidoscopic flesh.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jeréz, present day

      Caía leaned against the old brick wall of the corner super mercado, where she meant to buy coffee—American coffee, not that Spanish variety. Every café in this city served java that was far stronger than she was accustomed to, and this was the only market she knew of that carried a brand she recognized. It also so happened to be across the street from Nº 5 Calle Lealas.

      Of course, Caía had a right to shop where she pleased. Simply because this shop faced that house didn’t make one bit of difference. For the time being, this was her city as well.

      On the other hand, what might be more inauspicious was the simple fact that she’d come forty-five minutes early, before the mercado was due to open its doors.

      And perhaps more impugning, she was standing here puffing away on a nasty cigarette, because it gave her a reason to loiter. And she didn’t even smoke. If that wasn’t enough to make her rethink her motives, she didn’t know what was.

      It was one thing to wait at a public location, with the expectation that someone might walk by—or even if you knew they would walk by. It was yet another thing to case someone’s house like a cat burglar. Private investigations aside, the act of doing so gave Caía a twisty knot in the pit of her gut.

      But here was her quandary: she was convinced Nick Kelly was a bad guy and she wanted desperately for him to have to look her in the eyes and acknowledge what he’d done.

      She wanted him to tell her that he hadn’t been sending trade orders, or texting some bimbo as he ran over her son. So maybe that was all she was looking for? Closure.

      Before leaving Chicago, Caía had asked around about him. She understood exactly what sort of man Nick was: He was a user. He accepted money from clients, promising returns on investments he couldn’t guarantee. Then again, all those Merc traders were sharks, weren’t they? One way or the other, whatever Nick Kelly was doing here, Caía couldn’t believe it was anything good.

      She eyed the house across the street. There was something surreal about the eighteenth-century house seated beneath the old maple’s dappled light. Something timeless and lovely. Something that softened the edges of her anger, even as it roused her resentment.

      The morning sky matched the salmon paint. The color contrasted nicely with the intense black ironwork on the upper balconies and windows—three upstairs, one below.

      She already knew whose house it was.

      Marta Herrera Nuñez.

      Caía had deduced as much from the mailbox, a nicely engraved, permanent plaque. Presumably, Marta was the mystery child’s mother, but that was merely conjecture as Caía didn’t know. Unlike the impermanent layers of tape plastered over her own mailbox down the street, the name on Marta’s box gave a clear indication that the house she lived in didn’t often change hands—which only meant, to Caía, that the woman must have some money . . .
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