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    Chapter One


    
      
    


    
      Tiffany ran her French-manicured fingernails across his hairy, salt-and-pepper chest. Finally, she spoke. “You scared me. More than usual.”
    


    
      He didn’t reply. This tryst had been especially rough. He turned his head toward her, licked her shoulder, then bit it.
    


    
      Tiffany winced, her body hardened like petrified wood. A desperate, tormented scream pressed against her rigid lips. It took every ounce of internal fortitude to keep the pain within. She clenched her teeth so hard her jaw nearly trembled, attempting to shift pain away from the lesion, where mangled flesh dangled off her shoulder.
    


    
      Tiffany’s choppy, sputtering gasps nearly matched the pace of her machine-gun pulse. Her hand was clammy from the shot of adrenaline, but she calmly moved it to rest on her hip without drawing further attention. Finally, a deeper breath.
    


    
      The two of them lay totally naked on the industrial carpet, a splinter of light from the window now slicing the middle of his body, starting at his groin. Their bodies were pasted together with dried sweat, blood adding to the toxic mix, the latest wound possibly the deepest.
    


    
      A mixture of scents invaded her faculties: a combination of sour, repugnant body odor and copper, old-fashioned aftershave, and the smell of sex. She held her breath for a second, but the repulsive stench hung in the still air. It made her want to vomit. But she was used to suppressing her bile, and every human emotion around this living, breathing creature.
    


    
      The man’s enormous chest lifted, reminding Tiffany that while he wore a mortal façade, he used physical intimidation to get whatever he wanted, whenever he desired. A brief clip from the past shot through her frontal lobe—his calloused hand gripping her neck like it was a pencil, his throaty, putrid, breath spewing threats. She nearly gagged at the thought and quickly attempted to think of happier times—frolicking in the park with her dear mother, tossing a ball around with a childhood neighbor, sharing ice cream with friends at the end of a hot summer day.
    


    
      But her tortured, brainwashed mind couldn’t break free from the endless loop, replaying the last fifteen minutes.
    


    
      A single tear escaped and slid down her cheek, hung for a second, then dropped in the open wound on her shoulder. It stung and she chewed the inside of her cheek.
    


    
      They’d left their marks on each other, like wild animals marking their territories. But they both knew the agreement—nothing visible to the public eye.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    
      
    


    
      It wasn’t even noon yet, and as I approached the front door to our office, I could feel pressure building in my frontal lobe. An all-morning, off-site customer meeting had drained me. A single “brain-storming” session had morphed into a full-on customer bitch session. The kind that makes you examine your career path. The kind that makes you question your ability to resist the urge to jab a pen in the eye of the asshole CIO as he spits out expletives quicker than an auctioneer. I paused at the double doors, closed my eyes and rubbed both temples, seeking a calmer state of mind. “There’s no place like home, there’s no place like home…” I repeated for no reason, although I chuckled internally.
    


    
      I swung open the door and stopped two steps in. Something had changed, dramatically. The always fast-paced office of our tech company resembled a funeral home. The few people I saw moved in slow motion, their eyes glazed over like a bunch of zombies. I hadn’t seen such a lifeless, nonproductive group since a couple of months after I was hired, during the aftermath of 9/11.
    


    
      I took out my phone and noticed I’d missed ten text messages. “Whooz in Paula’s office?” read one. Another said, “Are u on the inside?” The last said, “B-day or memorial, do u know?”
    


    
      One of our interns waved me to the back half of the two-story building, where it appeared most of the company’s two hundred fifty employees gathered. People leaned over the second-floor atrium railing, but no one spoke louder than a whisper. I maneuvered around the throngs of cubicles and extra chairs. Along the path, I received a number of uneasy looks and a few worried smiles.
    


    
      A mini stage and lectern had been set up against the side wall. As I moved closer for a better view, a sudden blast of music startled me. At least it wasn’t hip hop. The bubbly, strawberry-blond HR lady handed me a balloon and said there was a huge cake in the back breakroom.
    


    
      Paula and four men exited her office in single file. Jeffrey and William, brothers and co-owners, I knew. But I didn’t recognize the other two suits, men who strutted as if they’d made a significant contribution to mankind, chins held high, wearing broad smiles. But like many executives, their manner lacked authenticity. Paula stood to the right, hands clasped against the front of her gray dress, head bowed, solemn, as if she were attending a eulogy. William took center stage.
    


    
      “Good afternoon, everyone. Today is an exciting day for all of us here at J&W Technology Services.” Besides the speaker’s flapping jaw, red and gold balloons were the only moving objects in the room. Stiff necks and frozen eyes fixated on the surreal scene. “In the last twenty-two years, we’ve grown this business from a three-person startup into a well-respected company. We’ve built a legacy of delighting our customers and giving back to our wonderful community.” He looked at his prepared notes, apparently expecting an ovation. Muffled coughs and the hum of the decades-old furnace filled the dead air.
    


    
      “Jeffrey and I have had the honor of working with many of you personally over the years, watching you have families, seeing your kids grow up. It truly has been a blessing for us.” I thought I heard him say “a blessing for my bank account,” but realized my cynical subconscious had planted words in my mind.
    


    
      “The time has now arrived to take this company to another level, a level Jeffrey and I aren’t capable of directing. We’re absolutely thrilled to have found a new team to take the reins of our, or rather, this magnificent company. With J&W attached to their other service offerings, the new company will create one of the most effective end-to-end providers in the region.”
    


    
      Heads swiveled side to side, as a sea of puzzled, confused, even scared eyes searched for an anchor. A couple of obvious brownnosers arched their backs to gain even the slightest political advantage. Next to me, Reinaldo, a mid-level manager peer of mine, scribbled something on paper, his thoughts presumably somewhere else. The words appeared to be in his native Portuguese.
    


    
      William announced our new owner, PHC–Patel Holding Corporation. Go figure, an Indian-based conglomerate. The chairman of the international technology company, Turug Patel, gave an uplifting speech…to the one PHC employee standing next to him on the podium. I resisted the impulse to walk out on our new leader. My radar was up, taking in every word, phrase, and gesture.
    


    
      “In closing, I’d like to say that, while we complete the merger of these two great companies, I can assure you we value your significant contributions and look forward to working with you to help build this arm of the business, now a part of our family, PHC.” Turug led his own applause.
    


    
      I felt like I’d been sucker punched in the kidney.
    


    
      The pandemic wave of corporate takeovers and pillaging had swallowed up my company. I was only a pawn in a game amongst the powerful and rich, and the bullshit promises and half-truths exponentially amplified my cynicism. The suits keep you hooked just long enough to make the integration as seamless as possible. A few employees would survive, but only after new management turned us on each other, like mice eating their young.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    
      
    


    
      “I heard the news, Michael,” Marisa said. “I’m so sorry Jeffrey and William sold out.”
    


    
      My shoulders sagged and my spine slumped, carving at least a couple of inches off my six-foot one-inch frame. I dropped my keys on the nearest table and put my head on Marisa’s shoulder, like an innocent child clinging to his sympathetic mother.
    


    
      “I know, I know.”
    


    
      I’d never evaluated my personal investment in J&W, especially the relationships developed during my twelve-year run. Surprisingly, my heart ached when I thought about the connection with my colleagues, and the customers, even the tough-minded ones like Jeanne Greenberg. Those would all be swept away, just like our jobs.
    


    
      Marisa and I sat on our deep, plaid couch and stared at nothing, lost in our own thoughts.
    


    
      I’d been using our lack of financial stability as the main justification for not leaping into marriage, convincing Marisa we’d know when the time was right, once we cleared enough hurdles. Now, the falling dominoes had hit an impediment.
    


    
      “You know I love you, don’t you?” I hoped my affirmation would ease her concerns.
    


    
      “I know. Ditto.” She stared straight ahead.
    


    
      I’d conjured up many excuses for not fully committing to relationships or anything of substance in my thirty-four years. If anyone had ever heard my most private thoughts and beliefs, they’d consider me a loner. But I faked it, which allowed me to live in emotional anonymity. Marisa’s desire to share her feelings and persistent encouragement for me to do the same put her on the border of breaking through my last, yet thickest piece of ice. Still, my subconscious protected me, elusive and slippery as a breakaway glacier.
    


    
      I pulled a loose thread on the seam of the cushion and envisioned my professional situation for the next several months. I knew I couldn’t endure this turmoil without Marisa.
    


    
      She turned her entire body toward me. “We had a plan,” she said. “And now?”
    


    
      More silence. I could feel my heart beating against my chest. I wasn’t good at addressing the future—it meant dealing with my most guarded weakness, commitment. I couldn’t formulate another coherent phrase.
    


    
      Marisa must have sensed my anxiety. She leaned over and massaged the pockets of stress and uncertainty out of my back. Her fingers tickled my rib cage, squeezing laughter out of me. Her hands homed in on the hardest knots, and I groaned from the perfect distribution of her pressure. Then her hands created another point of pressure. She led me to the shower.
    


    
      The soap lathered as we rubbed our bodies together. Her lips and tongue danced with mine. She laid the palms of her hands on the side of the glass shower wall, droplets bouncing off her swimmer’s back. I cupped my hands around her succulent breasts, then spanked her backside.
    


    
      “Oh, Doyle, you going to play that way?” She turned and wrapped one leg completely around my lower torso and kissed me passionately. She was a phenomenal kisser.
    


    
      Never once separating our bodies, we moved to the bed and continued our lovemaking. I gently kissed the erogenous spots across her entire body, generating goose bumps from her athletic shoulders down to her long, shapely legs.
    


    
      Unselfishly, she relieved my tension, and we cemented our loving bond. Spooning each other, Marisa drifted off to sleep.
    


    
      Marisa chose not to persuade or coerce me into a long-term obligation. She understood. I couldn’t think about our future until I dealt with the present. She’d given me another reason to respect and admire her.
    


    
      Reassured and comforted my foundation was intact, I knew I needed to address my reservations toward commitment…at the appropriate time. For now, I had to face the fear of the unknown.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    
      
    


    
      The visit had been all too brief, abrupt even, but Karina Silva squeezed her brown eyes shut and hugged the pillow against her curled-up, naked body. She took in a slow breath and caught a waft of black orchid and amber, tantalizing scents from the perfume she’d recently given to the one and only person who’d captured her heart—wholly, completely.
    


    
      This evening was supposed to have been special.
    


    
      She shuffled her feet under the thousand-count, white, cotton sheets, which soothed her feeling of loneliness. Clutching the down pillow against her chest, the thirty-something editor of the Times Herald turned over and took notice of the elaborate burgundy-and-gold pattern on the paneled drapes, fashionably clinging to the plush carpet.
    


    
      The soft, green glow of the clock radio illuminated the room inside the swankiest boutique hotel in the ’burbs—albeit a full county away from her home base. But it had to be that way, considering she had succumbed to an unavoidable attraction that had clawed at her moral compass ever since she gazed across the green lawn at her husband’s client-appreciation party and locked eyes with her future soul mate. It was a moment she would never forget. A rush of emotion had engulfed her body, as a realization set in as to who she really was. The true Karina.
    


    
      A smattering of distant car horns could be heard six floors below, but Karina glared off to the darkened corner of the room, recalling the sparkle of her lover’s blue eyes and the resulting flutter of her own heart. Karina had peered into those eyes and had found more feeling, more depth, more of a bond than she’d ever thought possible with another human being.
    


    
      Her friend, her lover of the last three months, had arrived at the hotel two hours prior, and after a single embrace and two warm kisses, it ended before it really began. A familiar jingle had interrupted their intimate moment, noting the arrival of a new text on her lover’s phone. Karina never saw the words, but the response told her their rendezvous was over. Rigid movement, an instant detached demeanor, and a quick explanation about an emergency at work, followed by the sound of the door clicking shut, had left Karina alone in a king-sized sleigh bed.
    


    
      A feeling of emptiness crept back into her conscience, a tiny seed of doubt sprouting inside her gut. Could this life-altering affair be nothing more than a one-sided mirage? She couldn’t keep her journalistic instincts from attempting to connect dots. She recalled every possible aversion of her lover’s eyes, each word of affirmation that may not have been as sincere and heartfelt as the previous.
    


    
      And now this.
    


    
      Karina released an audible breath and brought her hand to her head. She felt the sharp edge of her one-quarter-karat, pear-shaped diamond engagement ring, and thought about Reinaldo, her Brazilian husband of the last ten years. There had been some good times … moments she’d always remember. But as she recalled the hikes up Pikes Peak, the mountainous bike rides, and games of pool while drinking a few beers, she admitted that Reinaldo had been nothing more than a friend—a convenient friend at that. But one who had helped her produce two kids, two adorable little rug rats.
    


    
      Would they ever look at Mommy the same way, if they found out who the real Karina was? When they found out.
    


    
      Karina couldn’t let her insecurities question her new path in life—a path she’d ignored far too long. Determined to make this relationship work, her mind sharpened, and she leaned over the side of the bed and snatched her smartphone from the back pocket of her khakis. No sweet text messages. She licked her lips, then scrolled to her contacts and tapped the cell number.
    


    
      “Hi, Karina. Miss me already?” the voice on the other end asked.
    


    
      Karina couldn’t help but smile. “I just wanted to hear your voice again before I packed up my things and strolled back into my old life.”
    


    
      “I know what you mean,” Karina’s lover said.
    


    
      “You don’t have a spouse and two kids,” Karina said with a tone more harsh than she’d intended. “Oh, sorry.”
    


    
      “Not a problem. I get it. I really do.”
    


    
      A wave of emotion overcame Karina. A single tear bubbled out of the corner of her eye and she sniffled.
    


    
      “Are you okay, dear?”
    


    
      “I …”
    


    
      “You can tell me, Karina. We share everything.”
    


    
      “I just wanted our evening together to be special. You mean so much to me … how I see myself. How I see our future.”
    


    
      “I’m so sorry my work got in our way. Just know that you hold a special place in my heart.”
    


    
      Karina could hear sincerity, which warmed her heart. “I love you.”
    


    
      “I love you too, Karina.”
    


    
      Muffled sounds broke Karina’s concentration. Was that another person’s voice?
    


    
      “What was that noise? Where are you?” Tension rippled up her spine.
    


    
      “Oh, I just walked in my door. I’m exhausted, dear. Let’s make plans for early next week. We can both relax and have some fun at my new place. We can talk about our future.”
    


    
      The pressure in Karina’s head eased. They kissed into the phone as they hung up. Thankful to hear the validation of their relationship, she paused and said a prayer to give her the resolve to fake it a little while longer.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Tiffany dropped her phone on the travertine tile next to the sloped, acrylic tub. As limber as a professional dancer, she raised one leg into the air and coiled it around her bathmate. He wasn’t into waiting or foreplay. He grabbed both of her hips and thrust himself inside her. Her eyes popped open, her head snapped back. She relinquished control, per the rules he’d established. Their relationship was mutually beneficial on many levels. But neither understood to what degree.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    
      
    


    
      Needing to feel a bit of the Christmas spirit, or possibly just desperate to escape the unfolding drama at work, I wrapped an original Marisa-created, red-and-green-striped scarf around my neck and checked out the store windows around the historic downtown Franklin square. I strolled past meaningful displays and shameless advertisements, making my mental Christmas list and trying to keep the work stuff out of my head.
    


    
      Halfway down the second block, I heard a repetitive jingle at the opening into the jewelry store and saw golden autumn leaves swirling in front, as if their choreography invited customers to enter the high-end merchant. I gazed through the window and saw an amazing presentation of diamond bracelets and engagement rings, all set in platinum. One day, I would have to crack open my piggy bank and shock Marisa with some major bling.
    


    
      I ignored an instant tightening in my chest, and noticed a few of the leaves skipping into the store, as if part of the dance. Over by the far counter, a little boy wearing an aviator hat that covered his ears, twirled around his mom, Karina, our neighbor. I guessed Ricky was about three or four years old now, at least a couple of years younger than his brother, Brent. But it was Ricky’s fireplug shape and plump cheeks that most resembled my colleague and friend, Reinaldo.
    


    
      I was reminded of Reinaldo’s withdrawn, unapproachable demeanor at the merger announcement the other day, and he had been nearly mute since then. Most of the time, you couldn’t get Reinaldo to stop talking, usually about his beloved Brazil national soccer team. In fact, when it was announced that Rio de Janeiro would host the FIFA World Cup, he literally broke down and cried. He certainly had that Latin emotion churning inside him—it was obvious.
    


    
      I took a step toward the door, but paused and eyed Karina’s body language. She studied and pointed at several items in the showcase, but her expression wasn’t entirely festive. Her face appeared tense, and she hardly noticed little Ricky darting around. She scrunched up her wavy, brown hair behind her head as she looked in the mirror, holding a dangling earring.
    


    
      I got so close to the window my nose touched. I could have sworn those were diamonds, the size of ping-pong balls no less. Unless they were fake.
    


    
      Not likely at this retailer.
    


    
      Karina’s recent promotion to editor withstanding, she’d always worn JCPenney, never Neiman Marcus. And her jewelry collection, from what I’d seen, consisted of simple stud earrings.
    


    
      I recalled earlier that morning spotting a For Sale sign in the Silva’s yard. Either Karina’s paycheck had doubled and they were “moving on up,” or a nasty rumor that I’d caught wind of had an element of truth—the Silvas were splitting up. They’d been friends with me and Marisa for years, and I couldn’t imagine having to choose sides. They were good people, and even better as a couple.
    


    
      Karina appeared stressed, possibly edgy. I’d seen warning signs like that from girls over the years, and I’d learned avoidance was the most appropriate response. At least for me.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      “Ma’am, we’ve looked through almost every variety of earrings.” The sixty-something salesman enunciated every syllable with exaggerated care.
    


    
      “I’m not good at making these types of decisions,” Karina said, moving her eyes back and forth. “The ones on the left are nice. I’ll go with that pair.”
    


    
      The well-coiffed salesman lowered his specs. “Would you like for me to wrap it for you?”
    


    
      “Yes, thank you. But I need it fast. I have an important appointment I need to make.” She felt a tug on her coat.
    


    
      “Mommy, we go now?” Ricky’s eyes were half shut. He’d missed his afternoon nap, and Karina knew he’d either conk out on the jeweler’s floor or throw a hissy fit if she didn’t get him home quickly.
    


    
      “Ricky, we’re almost done. Want a candy cane?”
    


    
      His eyes popped open with anticipation, and she dug in the bottomless pit known as her purse.
    


    
      “Here you go!” She unveiled the bribe.
    


    
      Ricky grabbed the red and white sugar stick, and within seconds, his face and hands were coated with a sheen of stickiness.
    


    
      Karina turned back to the counter as the salesperson tied the last red bow. He slid the bill across the counter.
    


    
      She paused momentarily, then set down her plastic, hoping the card wouldn’t be rejected. She knew she couldn’t afford the jewelry, but she’d convinced herself Tiffany was worth it. She fantasized how Tiffany would reciprocate with her expression of love.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    
      
    


    
      Claps of thunder rattled the window frames in our rented home, jarring me awake. Marisa still slept peacefully, her hands folded across her flat belly, a crescent of skin exposed just above her black panties. She could sleep through just about anything.
    


    
      The lightning and thunder ignited a spark in my brain. I replayed the life-changing announcement at work, William, the airbag, and the PHC leader, Turug Patel, practically speaking in tongues, sugar-coating the fact they’d get rich and fat off this deal while the rest of us would be downgraded to a simple number, what they called an FTE (full-time equivalent) in the business. Any of us could be dismissed, all in the name of profit. I drifted in and out of sleep, struggling to keep my runaway mental engine in check.
    


    
      Uncontrollable laughter splintered the quiet. The alarm was tuned to The Ticket, a sports radio station where the morning crew was engaged in a funny bit. I punched the clock silent. Darkness still blanketed our bedroom. Marisa had early meetings at the bank, but I jumped out of bed first, my brain already in overdrive. Intent to learn more about the J&W purchase, and the resulting impact, I debated which colleague I’d talk to first—possibly the son of the airbag himself, Harrison.
    


    
      The skies hovered just above the treetops, thick with clouds. Rain came down in rhythmic sheets with no end in sight. Temperatures were expected to reach no higher than the mid-thirties, thankfully with no chance of sleet or ice, according to the Barbie-like weather person last night.
    


    
      Not a big fan of hats, I reached the back door of the sixty-year-old brick office building with my head drenched, chilling my entire body. Predictably, the back of J&W had flooded and box fans were out in full force, creating a buzz as loud as a small prop airplane. Mrs. Ireland, our affable yet clueless receptionist, must live up here, I thought. If nothing else, she’s dedicated. I weaved around the squadron of dusty propellers and seven drying umbrellas, but she caught me before I could remove my coat and escape behind my office door.
    


    
      “Oh, Michael, thank goodness you’re here. The super won’t answer his cell phone, and the rain is leaking into the server room. I’m worried it’s going to get worse.” Her pace quickened with every word, and I stared at her mouth to make certain I understood what was creating such a panic.
    


    
      She filled me in. A couple of early-arriving system administrators were taking care of the machines, moving them away from the outside wall, laying down towels to soak up the rain water, and ensuring the servers were operating at normal capacity.
    


    
      “Michael, you’re such the handyman. Could you go outside to see if you can find the origin of the leak?”
    


    
      I took a deep breath. Before the PHC acquisition pep rally, I wouldn’t have hesitated. Now, I actually thought about how I could avoid the cold-ass rain waiting for me outside. I looked down. Seeing my apprehension, Mrs. Ireland offered me her pink rain hat. My pride wasn’t going to get in the way of this bone-chilling event. I pulled the ill-fitting, floppy hat tightly over my head as I stepped out the back door and turned left toward the adjoining alley, not sure what she expected me to find.
    


    
      I estimated the wall in the server room to be about halfway down the exterior wall. Two steps around the corner, I paused. Worn, red-brick walls bordered both sides of the dreary passage. I felt engulfed by the elements, as if the morose alley was sucking me inward like a black hole. The torrential rain blurred the opposite end of the alley, which I knew was only about fifty yards away.
    


    
      I stepped carefully, but the surface was a minefield of potholes. I stumbled into one and soaked my right leather shoe. Shit!
    


    
      Mud oozed into the middle of the alley, and bottles, pieces of rooftop, and a few scraps of metal were scattered along my path. Good God, it smelled putrid! I looked up again. The server room must be on the other side of the dumpster. Bags of spilled trash littered the area around the bin. One bag sagged over the container’s front lip, dangling about a foot over my head.
    


    
      With my khaki pants, shoes, and socks already soaked, I took a few steps away from the wall and got a face full of unrelenting rain. Peering toward the rooftop, I squinted. It appeared the gutter had been pulled away from the building two to three feet. I bet water was gathering at the bottom of the building just under the break in the gutter. I’d have to walk to the other side of the dumpster to verify where the water was entering the server room.
    


    
      Broken glass crunched under my shoes, and the foul odor grew worse. With only three feet of space between the fatigue-green trash container and the building, I shuffled sideways while I looked up to locate the exact spot of the gutter issue.
    


    
      I tripped—fell flat on my hands and face—covered in mud and all sorts of muck. What the hell did I trip over? And the godforsaken smell!
    


    
      Huddled low to the ground, I retraced my steps, using my hands to feel in front of me. Something blended in with the dark, rain-soaked rocks and asphalt. A plastic garbage bag. I nudged it with my foot. The bag was heavy enough to trip me, yet it was pliable.
    


    
      I grabbed it with both hands and used my weight to help drag the bulky bag away from the dumpster. The plastic tore open. I lost my leverage and fell back on my butt. Something slid out. I jerked forward, ensuring my eyes weren’t failing me. A human arm.
    


    
      I stumbled to my feet then slipped down again, still staring at the plastic bag—and the arm—as if it could reach out and pull me back. I turned and raced to the back door, nearly tripping over bottles and other trash in the alley. My heart pounded as I skidded to a stop, fumbling through the security code.
    


    
      I shouted as soon as I opened the back door, “Call 9-1-1.” My mind wasn’t aware of my surroundings, and I careened off the swarm of fans and umbrellas. The last thing I recalled was shooting pain from the thump of my head hitting the concrete floor.
    


    
      “Michael, are you okay?” Lights blocked out specific images, but I slowly opened my eyes, sensing people standing around me. Paula and Mrs. Ireland were huddled next to me.
    


    
      “You must have hit your head when you fell.” Paula put one hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay? Can you talk? Do you remember what you said when you ran in the building?” She helped me sit up.
    


    
      Blood rushed to my throbbing head, and I became dizzy. I closed my eyes and saw flashes of images.
    


    
      “I was back by the dumpster…tripped over a bag. A human arm just, just slid out and was laying there…unattached.” Gasps rippled through the throng of onlookers. “I ran inside and yelled for someone to call 911.”
    


    
      I opened one eye and spotted Paula. Wrinkles between her brows showed her concern. “Mrs. Ireland, call an ambulance for Michael. Then call the police. Everyone else, stay calm but do not leave this building. It’s too late for whoever he found.”
    


    
      I lay back down, draping my arms over my head, shaken to the core.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    
      
    


    
      A whaling siren pierced my consciousness—police, ambulance, fire, I wasn’t sure. For a second, I thought it had all been a dream. I opened my eyes and saw only shades of gray in motion.
    


    
      I heard repeated chirps and realized I was being wheeled to an ambulance. I felt a stiff, starched sheet under my fingertips. Two straps kept my body stable, and my neck was stuck in a restraint. I blinked my eyes and began to feel more lucid after my brief nap. A couple of drops landed on my forehead, reminding me of the deluge earlier.
    


    
      The grotesque image wouldn’t stop flashing in my pounding head…the arm coming to life, a hand reaching out for me.
    


    
      A rapid, but familiar click of heels hit the pavement…Marisa’s heels. Paula must have called her, thank God. Barking voices, car doors shutting, and rhythmic beeping dampened Marisa’s conversation with the medical personnel.
    


    
      “Showing obvious signs of a concussion, but more tests need to be run once he’s at the hospital,” the paramedic said.
    


    
      Marisa appeared at my side. She tenderly stroked my face, her deep, honey eyes moist. She hopped in beside me after they dumped me in the back, like a conveyor belt dropping a piece of luggage into the belly of a plane.
    


    
      “Careful,” she said to the paramedics.
    


    
      “Do they know who it is?” My voice was shaky. I reached for her hand.
    


    
      “Baby, I haven’t heard anything. The police are here. We’ll let them worry about that. I want to focus on making sure you’re okay.” Marisa wiped a single tear from her cheek. I hated seeing her cry, but her concern for me melted more of my icy exterior.
    


    
      Marisa said the paramedics appeared to be filling out paper work before shutting the doors. I attempted to wiggle my head in the restraint, and my arms pressed against the restrictive nylon straps. My increased lucidity only led to more frustration from feeling like a crazy person being carted away to the funny farm. Was this the true feeling of claustrophobia? I released a slow, purposeful breath and counted to ten.
    


    
      My eyes shifted left and right. I noticed oxygen equipment, a defibrillator and monitor, bags of bandages, yellow flashlights, blankets, and a stethoscope. Then I picked up a conversation between what sounded like a couple of cops.
    


    
      “Hey man, this is a real crazy one. This girl was killed and thrown in with the trash. Actually, she missed the dumpster. It’s not a pretty sight. Get ready to gag.” He coughed.
    


    
      “I better alert the wife. My nightmares will probably flare back up.”
    


    
      Questions darted through my fuzzy mind. None of them connected.
    


    
      Outside the ambulance, a bank of lights popped on, not flashing like from a police vehicle, but more constant light. Marisa told me two TV reporters had walked by the ambulance holding microphones and babbled something to their respective cameramen. They stopped at the yellow police tape in the front end of the alley and pointed their camera operators toward the movement around the dumpster. Meanwhile, other reporters had arrived from the print press, including one we both knew.
    


    
      Stu Owens was a veteran reporter working the city government beat for the Times Herald, Karina’s paper. Marisa and I had met him at a New Year’s Eve party a couple of years back at Reinaldo and Karina’s house. Violent crimes weren’t common in our growing town, but if one occurred, Stu’s byline was on the story. A bit unkempt, Stu poked his head into the ambulance and politely asked Marisa if he could get a quote from me.
    


    
      “Stu, can you wait until tomorrow for this?” She sounded perturbed that he had the nerve to invade the ambulance’s safe zone.
    


    
      “Marisa, it’s okay. I can talk a bit,” I said, eager to focus on something other than my involuntary confinement.
    


    
      “Hey, Michael. I know you’re not feeling well, so any little quote would work for this first story,” Stu said with his pen already touching paper.
    


    
      “Do you know who was in the bag?” I asked Stu my question before I provided his quote.
    


    
      “No, nothing. The police are being tight-lipped.”
    


    
      I took a careful, deep breath not wanting to increase my brain pain.
    


    
      “I went outside to try to find a leak into our building. I found a plastic bag, a human arm slid out. My heart almost jumped out of my chest. I didn’t know whether to cry or throw up. I just ran to get help.”
    


    
      “Great. Thanks, Michael. I’ll give you a call in a day or two to ask you a few more questions.” Stu turned and darted off.
    


    
      The ambulance driver finally shut the door, drowning out most of the commotion. I closed my eyes. I’d have just as many questions for Stu as he would for me.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    
      
    


    
      The hospital staff concluded I’d suffered a mild concussion, nothing more, and they kept me awake for most of the night. “No tackle football for you for at least two weeks,” said the plump nurse who entered my room before daybreak. The nurse’s attempt at humor would have been warmly received had I not been exhausted. The last twenty-four hours I’d been poked and prodded, but most of my time was spent waiting for orders to be signed, medicine to be administered, and doctors to show up.
    


    
      The nurse then pretended I was a child and chose to address Marisa. “The on-call doctor will drop by in an hour or so to sign off on the test results and release papers.” The nurse leaned over to grab an ice cup, but her beefy midsection yanked every wire and tube attached to me. Shit, get this beast off me before she rips the IV out of my arm!
    


    
      I grunted, irritable from lack of sleep. They’re probably making me pay for the oxygen in the room while I wait for the damn doctor. My God, just get me out of here and let me go home with my Marisa. I rolled onto my side, dragging all of my artificial appendages with me. Marisa smiled but didn’t say a word, knowing I’d hit my frustration ceiling.
    


    
      A couple of hours later a volunteer wheeled me out of the hospital, and one of the nurses handed me the latest copy of the Times Herald. The headline said it all: Dead Body Found in Alley. Then, on the subheader just below it, I recognized the quote: First Person on Scene—“I didn’t know whether to cry or throw up.”
    


    
      I read the details of Stu’s story on the way home. Still no identification of the body, not even a confirmation it was female. It appeared very little information was circulating on the crime, which meant I knew something the press, including Stu, did not.
    


    
      As Marisa drove into our neighborhood, I began to think—I went into the office yesterday wanting to find out more information about the merger, or rather, acquisition, of my company. I had hoped to speak with Harrison, a member of the family who owned J&W. Now, I’d stumbled into a completely different nightmare, one that could live with me far longer than work regime changes and layoffs. I wondered if this gruesome crime would lead to PHC rethinking their acquisition of J&W. Probably not, but a man could dream.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    
      
    


    
      The portly family butler placed the newspaper on the expansive kitchen island in front of the first barstool, a daily ritual he performed for Victoria Taylor. The family matriarch had watched the newscasts the previous evening and knew what had taken place, but only the version of what other viewers had heard from the TV news reporter at the crime scene. She sipped her morning espresso while reading the top story in the Times Herald. The hot liquid churned inside her stomach. Reading about the untimely death made her blood pressure rise again.
    


    
      Her pink, silk robe flowing behind her, Victoria strode to her bedroom quarters on the east side of the mansion and pulled out her cell phone. She struggled to recall her nephew showing her how to text on her new phone.
    


    
      The news ids nit good. we need to talk. cal me
    


    
      She tapped Send just as she saw the typos. Regardless, it was a miracle she remembered how to create and send the note.
    


    
      Her daddy had taught her to be cool under pressure—easier said than done. She was a control freak and occasionally admitted it to herself. When events didn’t go the way she’d intended, she became irritable. But she’d get to the bottom of this situation and figure out how to ensure the plan remained intact. She wondered what type of damage might have already occurred.
    


    
      Victoria took three deep breaths.
    


    
      She needed to continue with her regular schedule. First, she had to meet with the gardener to discuss final plans for decorating the house and grounds for the county Christmas Home Tour. The Taylor estate was usually the featured home, and this year would be a repeat performance. They would also host the J&W Christmas party one last time.
    


    
      While she had disdain for the gaudy light displays other people used on their homes, she believed a clean set of white lights outlining the considerable mansion, along with a few carefully placed wreaths, symbolized the perfect balance of class and respect during the holiday season. She would make Daddy proud, even though he had died several years earlier.
    


    
      She also had a meeting in town with the board of her main charity, Help for the Homeless. It was the time of year when they had a lot of activity. She’d been the chairperson of the board ever since her husband passed away. To her, the charity’s chairmanship was now part of the family heritage, and it would be passed on to the next generation just like any other financial interest. Who knows, or cares, if the other members agreed. She’d find a way to make it happen—she always did.
    


    
      The door chime rang. “Ms. Taylor, Juan is here to meet with you.” The butler guided the estate gardener into the conservatory.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Clutching his wide-brimmed straw hat and feeling out of place inside the mansion, Juan thought it was odd to be reintroduced to a lady who he saw in passing two to three times every week. He believed this annual pre-Christmas summit was her way of making sure he knew he had certain obligations to fulfill. He knew if he didn’t complete the work they agreed upon, to the quality she expected, their fifteen-year business relationship would come to an abrupt end.
    


    
      She rarely showed emotion in front of her staff, but everyone knew there was a storm brewing under her pompous façade. As she approached, he could see the cumulus clouds building.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Victoria felt the tremble of the vibrating cell phone in her pants pocket and dismissed Juan, telling him she’d inspect his work the next day.
    


    
      “Good morning. Yes, this is Victoria,” she said into the phone, gradually shutting the twelve-foot, double, library doors, imported from Spain.
    


    
      “Victoria, Chuck Hagard here. How are you doing this holiday season?”
    


    
      “Chuck, let’s please dismiss the holiday tidings. I assume you’re aware of the major story in the newspaper? I need to understand more on this situation. Do we have any interest in this story? I need to know everything is proceeding as planned.”
    


    
      Victoria considered Chuck a grizzly veteran of the business world, a savvy business partner, and occasionally a tough adversary.
    


    
      “I think we might have a cause for concern here. I’m working a number of angles on my end. I know you want more details. They’re not completely clear to me, but let my team and me gather the information and get back to you in the next couple of days. I’m sure we have agreement on one item—we will figure out a way to get around this situation and still allow our plan to be executed,” he said.
    


    
      “Execution might not be the best choice of words right now.”
    


    
      “We’ve developed contacts in certain agencies, which could be to our advantage to maneuver around this situation and still proceed with our plans uninterrupted,” Chuck said.
    


    
      Chuck avoided using the term “murder,” as had Victoria. The stakes in this deal were enormous. And despite the events of the last few days, the reward still outweighed the risk.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    
      
    


    
      “Baby, you have the only front-row seat. Just sit down and relax.” Marisa gently pressed my shoulders until I plopped into my leather chair. “I want your opinion on something. I’ll be back in a sec.”
    


    
      There was a provocative sound to her voice, so I didn’t budge. She disappeared around the corner. Thirty seconds later, her head peeked around the wall leading to our bedroom. “Just remember, your opinion will be taken under consideration, but this isn’t a democracy. Or shall I say, ‘this isn’t the 1950s.’” She playfully stuck out her tongue at me.
    


    
      I heard music from the bedroom. I smiled. The tune sounded familiar…yep, it was a big-band song from Michael Buble. That set an upbeat mood.
    


    
      “Here is the first of three choices. You have to remember. No touching the merchandise—we have a purpose here.” I could hear the lightheartedness in her voice.
    


    
      One leg slowly extended beyond the wall. Her foot had a bright-red high heel on it. She strutted around the corner like she was on the cat walk.
    


    
      Her voice carried confidence. “In our first selection of the night, Marisa twinkles more than a Christmas tree. A sexy, but classy black party dress, this number sports a V-neck scoop. It will be the talk of the town because of the amazing array of silver sparkles covering the entire dress.”
    


    
      I heard words, but it was difficult to focus, my eyes ogling every curve and sliver of skin. The way the dress wrapped around her backside made her booty look absolutely delicious.
    


    
      “Can we stop now? I like this one,” I said with two hands on the chair, ready to spring into action, still not understanding the intent of the exercise.
    


    
      “Two more dresses,” she said walking away.
    


    
      “For what?”
    


    
      “For the Taylor Christmas party of course, silly.” She winked at me just before disappearing around the corner.
    


    
      As she reentered the living room in dress number two, I began chuckling at her ability to provide commentary while walking the runway like an accomplished Paris model.
    


    
      “Once again in her designer red heels, our model is now wearing a one-shoulder black party dress. Complimented by a gray sash, this combination makes a bold statement during party season.”
    


    
      I marveled at the top part of the dress, showing off her left shoulder, the perfect muscle tone. She made the turn, gave her hip one last pop, and disappeared again.
    


    
      She saved the best for the end. For option number three, she’d added a lot of mousse to her hair, creating a Keri Russell-type of look. The dress, once again, was black and had a modest dip in the front to show off her substantial cleavage. When she moved closer to me, she shook her hips both ways, and then turned for the walk-away. That’s when I saw her entire back revealed, right down to the top of her derriere.
    


    
      Marisa had me in the palm of her hand.
    


    
      She dimmed the lights and told me to close my eyes. The music then segued to one of Buble’s classic love ballads, changing the mood. We had danced to this song the night we decided to move in together. The rhythm of my heart changed from panting dog to lover.
    


    
      “Okay, open your eyes.”
    


    
      She walked slowly, deliberately toward me, wearing the red heels, and nothing more.
    


    
      “This is your lucky day, Michael Doyle.” She sat on my lap. “We’re going to see if you’re up to the test.”
    


    
      I picked her up, and she curled her heels and legs around my waist as we kissed. I stumbled, and we fell onto the couch six feet away. She stripped off my clothes, then guided us to the bedroom, where we made love for the next sixty minutes. In the end, she yelled out my name and collapsed on my chest.
    


    
      She had touched my heart and I had touched hers.
    


    
      “I’m not sure what I did to deserve this. I don’t think I missed any important anniversary dates, have I?”
    


    
      “Michael, one day we might have a real anniversary date for you to remember, not some first date, or first time we had sex.” Her chin rested on my chest. “But seeing you lying on that stretcher this week, hearing your story, I gained perspective. I don’t need a piece of paper to tell me we’re made for each other. We have trust in each other, and we’re in love. I just wanted you to know how I felt.”
    


    
      I fell asleep with visions of red heels dancing in my head.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    
      
    


    
      I awoke the next morning refreshed and kissed Marisa on her cheek. She squeezed my leg and released a loving groan. With renewed energy, I bounced outside to scoop up the paper, wondering if the press had learned what I knew about the murder—the body stuffed in the plastic garbage bag was female. As I leaned over to pick up the paper, I realized Stu hadn’t called me back with more questions. Fine by me. I noticed the For Sale sign in the Silva’s front yard had disappeared. Maybe they’d reconciled. Or decided to not join the great race for accumulating the most expensive trophies. I hoped we could all start hanging out together again and have some fun.
    


    
      With the paper tucked under my arm, I took Marisa’s morning mug of coffee to the master bath where she was applying her final touches of makeup before heading off to work. Picking up the main section of the Times Herald, my eyes became glued to the primary article, written by Stu. The coroner’s office had finally released the name of the victim: Tiffany Chambers.
    


    
      Bile crept up in my throat as I reached for the edge of the tub. A name, a person connected to the arm I’d seen slide out of the bag. The cold, white arm belonged to Tiffany, someone I knew. I squinted my eyes, hoping I wouldn’t vomit. But the image flashed repeatedly, forcing me to replay the sick and confused feeling I’d experienced when I first saw the arm.
    


    
      “Michael, are you okay?” I pointed to the newspaper. Marisa grabbed a face cloth, wet it, and held it against my forehead.
    


    
      “A name had to come out eventually.” She squeezed my shoulder.
    


    
      I thought more about the person Stu had disclosed as the victim of a murder. While attractive and professional in every interaction I had with her, Tiffany’s personality seemed to be guarded, slightly fake. She appeared reluctant to form a genuine bond with anyone.
    


    
      I had no reason to think somebody would want to kill Tiffany. Frankly, at Greenberg & Associates, the person most vilified by employees, customers, and vendors was Jeanne, the owner and chief taskmaster. Though Jeanne could be a hard ass, she still had strong morals. That’s really the only way I could put up with her. When her character was tested, she viewed the world through an ethical lens.
    


    
      We read more. The coroner’s office still hadn’t determined cause of death. I surmised it wasn’t a quick gunshot to the head or some other singular violent act. Then again, I’m just a mid-level IT manager…I had no clue. I only knew what I saw, and the horror would never leave my mind.
    


    
      I now had two more tasks on my schedule—contact Stu to learn more information on his murder investigation story and speak with Jeanne Greenberg.
    


    
      I wondered when I’d have more time to dig for details on the company acquisition. Life at J&W would soon change, and I felt certain, not for the better.
    


    
      For the employees who worked at J&W, a murder within a few feet of our office was unimaginable, but, on a personal level, not as frightening as losing their jobs, which would alter their lives forever.
    


    
      The connection I’d unknowingly developed with my colleagues kept the hunt for more answers about the acquisition at the top of my mind. A murmur of throbbing pain pulsated deep within my skull. I wasn’t sure if I could fix any of this crap.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    
      
    


    
      The glare of the morning sun forced me to cup my hands against the murky glass as I looked through the window, searching for movement inside Greenberg & Associates. I turned away and saw the streets beginning to fill up, possibly eager shoppers getting an early start on their Christmas shopping. Having stopped by on my way to work, I heard the car engine click sporadically at the curb just a few feet away.
    


    
      Enough delays. I opened the metal-framed door, and the electronic bell announced my entry. Tiffany’s desk was vacant, cleared of personal items; only a phone, a clean notepad, and a pen remained.
    


    
      One of Jeanne’s associates came up to the front. Dabbing her trail of tears with a tissue, she told me about the shock she and her colleagues had felt when they heard the news only an hour before. She said they’d begun to worry about Tiffany when she didn’t show up for work. They called her cell phone several times, but it rolled to her voice mail. They were hoping she’d simply decided to go back home to see her family.
    


    
      “Where’s she from?” I asked.
    


    
      “Oklahoma. Someone said near Stillwater.” Interesting, isn’t that where Karina is from? “We’re just all stunned right now. I think a lot of us feared the worst. We were concerned something had happened to her. Tiffany was way too responsible to just disappear overnight.”
    


    
      She said the lead investigator, Carl Pearson, had set up an appointment to interview everyone at the firm later in the morning.
    


    
      Just then, Jeanne entered the front area, walking at half her normal pace. Her makeup was smeared. I’d never seen her look so vulnerable and shaken.
    


    
      “Michael, good morning. Let’s go back to my office and talk.”
    


    
      It’s unlikely her employees had ever bonded with Jeanne. And she was doing her best to maintain the emotional gap. From what I’d been told, she’d witnessed death up close as a youngster in Russia, watching her young cousin being mauled by a rabid dog. She had also heard horrifying stories from her parents who lived in Germany at the time of the Holocaust. I would imagine she had pushed those events far back in her memory, not expecting to revisit those demons in our suburban city.
    


    
      As she walked into her office, she didn’t bother shutting her door. She didn’t sit down. She just stood there and then put her hand over her face.
    


    
      “Michael,” she said softly.
    


    
      “Yes, Jeanne?” I hated to see such a strong-willed woman in so much pain.
    


    
      “How can a human being kill another person?” Jeanne’s eyes spilled tears.
    


    
      I grabbed a tissue from her desk and offered it to her. I noticed how the wrinkles in her face deepened with less makeup. I’m not sure she was looking for a response, but I felt a need to provide one. “I don’t know, Jeanne. It’s hard to fathom.” Visions of the dreadful morning polluted my mind.
    


    
      We stood in silence, both staring out through the metal blinds in her office. She reached out and grabbed my arm, catching me off guard. I tried to remain steady, physically and emotionally.
    


    
      “You’re a good man, Michael Doyle,” she whispered, clutching my arm harder, as if that would plug her tear ducts. “Your mother raised a strong person. You must have had nightmares since you found Tiffany.” She wiped moisture from her face.
    


    
      “Yes, I have.”
    


    
      “I’ve seen my share of horror, and I can say the strong will survive. Life can be vicious at times, but it never stops. We will all eventually thrive again.” Jeanne held her tissue to her face.
    


    
      Astonished to see Jeanne on the verge of losing it, I tried to keep her calm.
    


    
      “You’re right, Jeanne. Thank you for your supportive words.” A lump formed in my throat.
    


    
      She put her game face back on, and we discussed business. Then, she walked me to the front.
    


    
      I opened the front door. “Without a doubt, Jeanne, we can sit down to discuss any new requirements for this next tax season. We’ll make sure your needs are taken care of at J&W.” It hit me—the next time we met, J&W would no longer be on my business card.
    


    
      I stepped onto the sidewalk, and a man strode toward the Greenberg & Associates front door. Followed by two other people, including one uniformed police officer, he turned his head toward me like a dog hearing a high-pitched noise.
    


    
      “Michael Doyle?” he asked.
    


    
      Before I could respond, he flashed his badge in my face. “I’m Carl Pearson, lead investigator for the murder of Tiffany Chambers.”
    


    
      “Good morning.”
    


    
      “My team and I need to speak with everyone who came in contact with Ms. Chambers just prior to her death, which is why we’re here at her employer’s office,” he said. “I’d like to visit with you too. This afternoon at headquarters. I’m sure you can find the time.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    
      
    


    
      Victoria exhaled loudly before turning the ignition key. Those bastards just don’t have any clue how to run a charity, she thought to herself. She pulled away from the curb in her new eighty-thousand dollar, Indian-made Jaguar XFR.
    


    
      Her phone vibrated on the leather passenger seat, but after a quick glance, she kept her eyes on the road, ensuring she didn’t lose control of the five hundred horsepower under her foot. Once she made her way past the downtown traffic, she pressed the button to return the call.
    


    
      “Yes, this is Victoria.” She was irritated from her spirited Help for the Homeless board meeting and, thinking the person on the call might be adding more anxiety, her voice was impatient.
    


    
      “Victoria, Chuck Hagard here,” he said in his slight southern drawl. “My team has gathered more information on the situation down there. As you know, I’ve had a man on the ground overseeing our behind-the-scenes operations. Apparently, this little girl had a number of coals in the fire, so to speak.”
    


    
      “Go on, Mr. Hagard.”
    


    
      “It appears she took things a little far with one of our key points of interest, and it sparked an unforeseeable response.”
    


    
      Victoria wasn’t keen on anyone not following an assignment to perfection, even if it was someone who was now deceased.
    


    
      “Mr. Hagard, your little girl had a job to do.”
    


    
      “You’re right, and she did it well on many fronts. In situations like these, emotions can get out of hand. We wanted to stoke the fire on the home front with this key person of interest. That was the objective. My man thought she had a good feel for the situation. But these things are delicate, and sometimes it doesn’t take much to push people over the edge.”
    


    
      Victoria processed this information as she approached road construction, forcing her to detour off her normal route.
    


    
      “How does this incident impact the plan?”
    


    
      “Without a doubt, it puts attention on a situation we really didn’t want,” Chuck said. “Which is why I pay my best people at the top of their compensation range.”
    


    
      “Enough of the corporate HR jargon.”
    


    
      “It’s not BS. I have confidence in my operational chief. He has a number of things already in motion. This only adds a few more tasks to his list. I’ll provide him an incentive to get this mess cleaned up.”
    


    
      “With no connection to any of us, including Turug, I’m assuming.”
    


    
      “Given what we’ve been told, I would expect an arrest in the next three days.” Chuck added, “But there aren’t any guarantees. Emotions are involved. The situation is still somewhat….uh, fluid.” Victoria swerved and popped the median curb and came within a few inches of smashing into a light pole. She quickly pulled over to the side of the road and gathered her thoughts.
    


    
      “Victoria? You there?”
    


    
      “This is not a good development. I don’t like all this uncertainty. Too much risk,” she said, her blood finally reaching her brain. “Your ops chief, I’m assuming his unique skills will help steer this investigation in the right direction for all parties. Correct?”
    


    
      “Correct, ma’am.”
    


    
      “First, I want to make sure there will be no arrests until Monday. We have a company party at our estate, and I wouldn’t want to bring our family name into this sordid mess.” Her voice was stern.
    


    
      “Secondly, while I initially thought it was best to stay at arm’s length during this operation, I now want information on the progress being made, at least until we reach a point where I’ve received my fair compensation.” Victoria carefully pulled back onto the road.
    


    
      “I assure you we’ve dealt with many communities like this one. We understand which levers to pull and whose hands need a little greasing,” Chuck said.
    


    
      “This is far more complex, and you know it, Mr. Hagard. The money at stake here makes this game much different from any you have played.” Victoria reached the main highway heading to her family estate. “For starters, I want to meet your man in charge of this operation. If he’s as outstanding as you say he is, he’ll have no problem convincing me of his ability.”
    


    
      “Listen, Victoria, I know you understand the gas business, maybe better than some of my top executives, but what we’re talking about here isn’t the gas business. It’s down-and-dirty business. You want no part of this.”
    


    
      “I understand we’re not dealing with the Tooth Fairy here, Mr. Hagard. And given everything I’ve put on the line, I hope you understand the risk I’m taking in even speaking with you, let alone the role I’ve played thus far. I respect your team’s, uh, expertise in special situations like these. However, I’ve given you enough latitude. I’m not confident your men won’t screw up this entire deal.”
    


    
      “Why Victoria, is that a sexist comment?” Chuck asked with a small laugh.
    


    
      “Take it as you may.”
    


    
      “Okay, okay. I’ll figure out a way for you to meet with my operational chief, and we’ll get regular updates.”
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Chuck wondered how he could keep his man in charge under control. A shock collar came to mind. A typical Christmas bonus wouldn’t suffice. The guy required special privileges, and sometimes he took them without asking.
    


    
      Victoria must think he was working this deal with a bunch of choir boys. Damn, she’s naïve.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    
      
    


    
      I tapped my left foot, used my steering wheel as a drum, and sang along with the chorus as I drove to the office. Despite dealing with Jeanne and the drama at Greenberg & Associates, I found myself singing a Christmas carol as I parked in my regular space.
    


    
      I was back at the location of the most horrifying incident of my life. Half-jokingly, I wondered if my short-term memory was fading because of my concussion, allowing me to temporarily forget all the recent stress.
    


    
      I entered the back door and paused. My memory of the room filled with whirling, humming fans was far different now. The sour smell of a rain-soaked carpet had been replaced by a cedar and cinnamon mixture. Decorative clusters of pinecones and garland hung from every doorway. I went directly to the breakroom and wrote a note to my coworkers on the main whiteboard: Thank you for the balloons and cookies. Marisa and I appreciate your support. You’re a great group. Michael.
    


    
      As I walked to my office, several coworkers, including Paula, greeted me and told me how good it was to see me back at work. There were several smiles, an extinct expression since PHC announced its acquisition of J&W, from what Paula said.
    


    
      “Oh, Michael, come on and give me a hug.” Mrs. Ireland extended her arms so wide I had no way of avoiding her. I realized she needed the hug more than I did, and so I let her hang on for an extra couple of seconds.
    


    
      I logged in to our internal network and watched three hundred twenty-three emails hit my inbox. As I sifted through a few of the urgent emails, Jennifer, another manager peer, dropped by.
    


    
      “Glad you’re okay, Michael. We thought we were dealing with too much when J&W announced the acquisition, but what you witnessed earlier this week…I’m not sure how you’ve dealt with it,” Jennifer exclaimed.
    


    
      “With a couple of bottles of vodka,” I said dryly while reviewing an electronic customer invoice. I lifted my eyes from the screen, and then Jennifer finally got that I was joking.
    


    
      “I guess you know it was Tiffany.” Jennifer curled her hair over her ear, a nervous habit I’d seen several times.
    


    
      I nodded my head.
    


    
      “It’s hard to believe it’s someone we know. I had seen Tiffany only a couple of times, but it’s really scary to think someone could throw a human being into a dumpster like a piece of garbage.” She stared at me, apparently waiting for me to spill my soul.
    


    
      I wasn’t taking the bait. I changed the subject to lighten the mood.
    


    
      “So, have you bought your dress for the big party tomorrow night?” I rummaged through a mound of paperwork on my desk. “The final J&W Christmas party might be the best.”
    


    
      The Taylors went all out for this annual event. They were cheaper than Walmart three hundred sixty-four days of the year, but their holiday celebration helped foster some goodwill toward the richest family in this part of the state. And this year they’d need it more than ever. You couldn’t predict if some numbnut might seek revenge on the family with the most to lose.
    


    
      “I am looking forward to it, but I can’t decide what to wear. It’ll probably come down to how bold I’m feeling just before I leave. Did I tell you I actually have a date this year? My cousin is in town, and he’s dying to see the mansion. And the free food and drink doesn’t hurt.”
    


    
      “Free is good,” I mumbled without looking up from my screen. Jennifer got the hint I needed some peace and quiet to catch up.
    


    
      I finished reading a Statement of Work and signed the document, then looked at my watch and realized my meeting with detective Carl Pearson was fast approaching. Gazing at the blur of my computer screen, I thought about the brutal crime associated with Tiffany’s arm and her body stuffed in a plastic bag. I pondered what type of person would have committed such a heinous act. And Tiffany, such a beautiful, smart young woman. I wondered if she fought back to her last breath, crying out for help from God above.
    


    
      I shut down my computer and draped my barn coat over my arm, then popped my head in Paula’s door.
    


    
      “I’ve got to run to a meeting at the police department. Have you seen Reinaldo today? I’d like to say hello before I take off.”
    


    
      “I didn’t want to add to your stress, Michael, but I’m a bit concerned.” Paula removed her glasses and pinched the top of her nose. “Reinaldo has called in sick the last three days. Mrs. Ireland said he sounded very down, maybe even depressed. There’s so much going on around here, it’s easy to understand. He lives in your neighborhood, right?”
    


    
      I could see her anxiety. The news disturbed me as well.
    


    
      “Honestly, I’m not sure if he’s even living there,” I said. “Marisa and I saw a For Sale sign in his yard, and then it disappeared. I haven’t seen anyone in the Silva family around their home in weeks. No signs of life.”
    


    
      Paula and I were optimistic we’d see Reinaldo and Karina at the party and hoped some normalcy would return to our unpredictable professional lives. But these days, who could tell what normal really was.
    


    
      The pit of my stomach began to tighten. I left the office praying I’d start the process of gaining closure from the most gruesome images I’d ever seen.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    
      
    


    
      Fluorescent lights shone through stained plastic, creating a slight yellow hue in the white-walled room. I sat in an ice-cold chair that must have weighed fifty pounds, in front of a square metal table that was bolted to the painted concrete floor. Comfort and style weren’t the objectives in decorating the police department interview room.
    


    
      A rectangular mirror faced me on the opposite wall. It was probably one of those two-way mirrors to allow someone on the other side to study my every movement. I had nothing to hide, but butterflies fluttered in my stomach like I was preparing to perform in front of a sold-out crowd.
    


    
      A microphone dangled from the ceiling. It swayed gently from the air blowing out of the filthy vent. I saw cameras placed in two corners of the square room. The thick, white door opened, and Detective Carl Pearson walked in, followed by another person, also in plain clothes.
    


    
      “Hey, Carl, does this mean I need to worry about the DVD being sold on the black market?” I pointed at the camera, hoping my humor might reduce the pressure.
    


    
      Carl gave me a mild smirk and introduced his partner.
    


    
      “Michael, this is Detective Smith, Roger Smith. He’ll be helping in the investigation.”
    


    
      “Any relation to the former GM CEO?” Two stern, blank faces stared back. “You know, the guy from the 1980s who had the documentary made about him, Roger and Me?” I wasn’t sure if they knew or cared that GM Roger Smith was an older white guy, while Detective Roger Smith standing before me was African American. It was all nervous chatter.
    


    
      “Michael, we’d like for you to begin by recalling any interaction you had with Tiffany, and then what happened on the day you discovered the… uh, her.” Carl rubbed his nose.
    


    
      I couldn’t provide any specific evidence that would help find the killer, but I did tell them Tiffany was sharper than your average administrative assistant and quite attractive.
    


    
      “I never found Tiffany very warm, which seemed a bit odd for a receptionist,” I said, offering more opinion than fact. “She seemed emotionally distant. As far I knew, she didn’t have many friends. But I sensed the wheels in her mind were always turning. Smart as a whip.”
    


    
      My breathing accelerated as I began to think through the sequence of events of the gloomy morning I’d found Tiffany’s arm. A cold patch of sweat formed on the back of my neck. I closed my eyes and felt the huge raindrops pelting my face as I peered up into the thick, dark sky to locate the gutter leak. I moved slowly to the right. Suddenly, it felt like a hand reached up to drag me downward so I wouldn’t miss the plastic bag. It must have been Tiffany’s spirit crying out in desperation.
    


    
      Once I knew something was in that bag, the weight of it made me wonder if there was a body inside. Then, the bag had split open, and Tiffany’s arm slid out. I stared at the blank wall in the interview room while a slideshow of pictures projected in my mind. The pale-white color of the arm stood out from the darkness of the bag and the surrounding alley. A red line of what appeared to be dried blood scaled up her forearm and disappeared into the bag. Part of me wanted to look in the bag, but my flight instincts had taken over. I ran away as fast as I could.
    


    
      I was still not sure why I’d screamed for help. How could I believe anyone would still be alive? Tiffany’s arm never showed any signs of life.
    


    
      Was there life after death? Could a spirit talk to us from the other side of life, as we know it? Was it heaven? Was it hell? Or was there a state in between, where some type of resolution must occur before deciding a person’s ultimate fate? Tiffany’s fate.
    


    
      I was a mildly religious person—one foot in, one foot out—like many things in my life. I felt certain there was a God, an almighty being who put us on the earth for a purpose. Beyond that, the path and ultimate destiny beyond death…I wasn’t sure.
    


    
      My pulse began to slow to a more normal pace. I looked at my watch. Thirty minutes had passed. I’d lost all concept of time as I recounted the details of the day my life changed forever.
    


    
      Roger turned off the recording device.
    


    
      “I appreciate you being so thorough,” Carl said calmly, his head down as he finished his notes.
    


    
      Roger thanked me for coming in. “We’ll let you know if we have more questions.”
    


    
      “I have one question for you guys. Do you have any leads as to who did this?” I hoped he’d confide in me just as I had opened my soul for them.
    


    
      “No comment,” Roger responded without hesitation.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      I shut my car door and rested my head on the chilled, vinyl steering wheel, waiting for a flood of emotions to gush out. I noticed a thick layer of dust accumulating on the dashboard, then realized I wasn’t distraught or haunted by my detailed description of the events from that morning. The recounting had opened my eyes to the fragility of life and allowed me to explore a different perspective on what happens following death. It had been cathartic. I was more at peace, yet I still felt my role in this ordeal wasn’t finished.
    


    
      For the first time in my life, I had a higher purpose—to uncover the truth behind Tiffany’s murder. Tiffany, or her spirit, connected with me. I couldn’t ignore her cry for help.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    
      
    


    
      “Is Stu in?”
    


    
      The Times Herald receptionist lowered her bifocals. “Do you have an appointment, sir?”
    


    
      “No, but I think he’d like to see me.”
    


    
      She let her glasses dangle from her silver neck chain, then called Stu.
    


    
      “He says he’s on a deadline but will squeeze in some time to meet with you in conference room number three, just down the hallway.”
    


    
      I walked through double glass doors and a familiar aroma greeted me. The smell of newspapers. That smell gave me confidence that the wheels of journalism were still intact.
    


    
      Stu and I faced each other across a scarred wooden table, probably circa 1982, sitting in swivel chairs, both of which had frayed blue fabric. Mine squeaked like an out-of-tune violin as I moved closer to the table to prop myself on my forearms. One of three fluorescent lights was out, making it appear Stu had a cloud over his head.
    


    
      “Thanks for dropping by, but I don’t have much time,” Stu said.
    


    
      “We haven’t spoken since the day of the incident, and I was wondering if you needed more information from me.” I leaned forward, intentionally narrowing the gap between us. “Are you trying to hit the story from a different angle?”
    


    
      Stu avoided eye contact and fidgeted with his pen. “Honestly, I’m not writing about the story you think I am. I’ve been looking into inconsistencies from the zoning commission. Apparently, they held a vote without a quorum of all the board members present, and no one can find the meeting minutes.”
    


    
      I wondered if Stu had tripped over his untied shoelaces, suffered a head injury, and lost his memory since the day of the crime.
    


    
      “The investigators must have really put a lid on this one. I guess it’ll take a more aggressive reporter to get some answers from our police department.” I prodded his ego.
    


    
      “Look here, Michael.” Stu poked his finger on the table. “I’ve continued to work the story, looking for new angles, trying to keep the public informed. But…”
    


    
      My eyebrows rose, awaiting the excuse.
    


    
      “…Karina asked me to follow up on this zoning story, and she has a couple of other stories she wants me to work as well.”
    


    
      My eyes slowly narrowed. Was Stu telling the truth? The biggest event in God knows how long and he’s off playing patty cake with some pencil pushers from a government meeting.
    


    
      “I will tell you one nugget I picked up.” Stu must have sensed my frustration. “I have a source in the coroner’s office, and there’s evidently a disagreement on the cause of death. My source won’t tell me all of the conversations he overheard, but they’ve called in an independent coroner to validate the cause.”
    


    
      “Any idea what they’re looking into?”
    


    
      “They found a pretty nasty contusion on her skull, so they focused initially on blunt force trauma to her head. But there is also evidence of strangulation. Apparently, her body was really messed up. I asked to get a peek, but my source wouldn’t show me.”
    


    
      “Why hasn’t this made the paper?”
    


    
      “My boss said to wait for the police department to give us more information. I tried to convince her otherwise, but she wouldn’t budge.”
    


    
      “Is Karina around? I want to talk with her.”
    


    
      “She’s been in and out a lot lately with her mother and all, but I think I saw her office light on earlier. I’ll walk you to her office, but then you’re on your own.” It was obvious Stu was eager to pass me off to the person who apparently controlled his every movement.
    


    
      Black letters on frosted glass spelled out her name and title. I knocked lightly. It rattled the glass, and I clenched my teeth. No response. I knocked again.
    


    
      “Uh, yes, come in.” Karina looked up from the jumble of folders on her desk. “Michael, didn’t expect to see you at my door.”
    


    
      The room was dark, lit only by a small brass lamp at the corner of her desk. Karina’s appearance startled me. Circles under her eyes were so dark—especially against her ashen skin—it appeared she’d applied eye-black. She placed her head between her hands, resting her elbows on the cluttered desk. She looked exhausted, and her movements were stiff.
    


    
      “I know you have a lot going on, but I wanted to ask about your strategy in covering Tiffany’s murder.” She straightened her back and appeared annoyed.
    


    
      “Michael, I know you have some skin in the game here with what you saw, but we’re not going to jump every time we get a little more information.” Karina rearranged folders and papers with no apparent purpose. I didn’t turn away. She continued.
    


    
      “People want to see variety in their hometown newspaper. We don’t have the resources for a reporter to focus solely on one story. This isn’t the Boston Globe.”
    


    
      “Okay, I don’t like it, but I understand.” I didn’t want to push her too far. “How are you doing? Is everything okay with your mom and on the home front?” Her eyes shifted toward me, and she held the gaze for a few seconds. I wished I could have taken back the last phrase. I looked down and acted like I’d received an email on my phone.
    


    
      “I have work to do.” She pushed back her chair and stood up. Every move was pronounced as she walked toward me and the door. “Frankly, Michael, I am sick and tired of everyone asking me all these fucking questions. I’m the journalist. I ask the questions.”
    


    
      She ushered me out the door.
    


    
      “So, for now, you and everyone else can get back to their Christmas shopping and leave the newspaper business to those of us who have a fucking clue!” She slammed her office door so hard it blew my hair.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    
      
    


    
      With my hands full of four grocery bags, Marisa jumped at the opportunity to spank my butt. As soon as I set the bags on the counter, she grabbed my face and gave me a huge smooch.
    


    
      I leaned forward for a follow-up kiss, assuming it would lead to a spontaneous lovemaking session.
    


    
      “Hey there, big boy, I just wanted you to remember who butters your bread. You’ll get the main course tomorrow night, if you’re lucky.” She winked and smiled as she turned to put away the groceries. Marisa always seemed to know when I needed a little levity added to the mix, and this was one of those times.
    


    
      We took our usual positions on the couch and I told Marisa about my day, including the disturbing interaction with Karina. “It was as if she had been replaced by her evil sister.”
    


    
      “That doesn’t sound like the same career-minded, sweet woman we know,” Marisa said. “I’m not sure she has anyone to lean on. Maybe she and I can have a ladies night out.”
    


    
      I propped my legs on Marisa’s lap, signaling my desire for a foot rub.
    


    
      “Oh, yuck, baby. Your feet are sweaty,” she said, rolling my socks off and flapping them against my clammy toes. “Was it a tense day at work worrying about the PHC acquisition?”
    


    
      “I suppose. And the lack of information on the murder investigation. But I need to tell you about my experience at the police department.”
    


    
      I went through all the details from my meeting with the two detectives. While I’d been dreading the questioning and reliving the entire ordeal, I told Marisa about the mental journey I took for those thirty minutes. How, in the end, I felt more relieved than anxious. I also explained my feelings about this indefinable connection with Tiffany’s spirit.
    


    
      Marisa ran her hand up my shin and massaged my calf muscle. She understood why I needed to represent Tiffany, or her spirit, to find out who killed her and why.
    


    
      “Michael, I really appreciate you opening up and letting me inside that precious skull of yours. You have no idea how much it means.” She brushed her hand through my hair.
    


    
      Intimate moments come in all shapes and sizes, and at the most unpredictable times.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    
      
    


    
      I twisted the bottle around and studied a silver and blue wine label at the local wine store a couple of hours before the Christmas party. It was the ninth bottle I’d examined, hoping a tempting phrase or label design would spark a decision. Marisa and I had agreed it would add to the holiday spirit for us to take a small gift to the party tonight. We knew we couldn’t come close to matching the level of wine in the Taylor cellar. But, given the season, it was the right thing to do.
    


    
      I kept it safe, deciding on a northern California wine, a cabernet. Something Marisa and I would enjoy if the Taylors ever invited us over. Like that would ever happen.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      After wrapping up the bottle and putting on a holiday tie, I sat in my leather chair and caught a few minutes of the Army-Navy football game. Great tradition, but not an entertaining matchup.
    


    
      “Hey baby, how’s it going in there?” I wondered which dress she’d chosen.
    


    
      The phone rang.
    


    
      “Hello.” I looked over my shoulder for any signs of red heels.
    


    
      “Hey, son, it’s Pop.”
    


    
      Marisa and I had traveled up to his farm to take care of him when he had gallbladder surgery about eighteen months ago, but I hadn’t spoken to Pop much in the last year.
    


    
      “Pop, how’s it going?”
    


    
      “I just wanted to check on my number one son.”
    


    
      Ever since Mom died, we found little to say to each other. “It’s been a challenging week in some respects.”
    


    
      “To be honest, Michael, that gal of yours called me. I really appreciate Marisa letting me know when something is wrong.”
    


    
      That was code for, “Why didn’t you call me, son?”
    


    
      “I didn’t want to worry you.”
    


    
      Pop had raised me on a short rope. He defined hard work as the foundation for any life worth living. That was drilled into my head at a young age. Usually, I had seen things the same way, aside from a few rebellious teenage moments. I could recall many hot summers putting up barbed wire fence around his one-hundred-acre property. The sun scorched me, but the blisters on my hands and soreness in my shoulders from digging fence posts always did me in before the heat. It was difficult work, beyond tedious, but it helped instill in me a lifelong work ethic. Then Marisa taught me what’s most important—human relationships, starting with the one I shared with her.
    


    
      “I’m sure you have it all under control,” Pop said.
    


    
      That might be a stretch, I thought.
    


    
      “I just wanted to call to say hello and make sure that knock on your head didn’t have you forgetting about your pop. Just know I love you, son. And, if you ever need another ear, I’m here for you.”
    


    
      “Thanks, Pop. I appreciate the call. I love you too.”
    


    
      I was surprised by his phone call and was reminded he had softened since I was young. You never know where relationships will take you. And with that one phone conversation I felt more comfortable picking up the phone in the future and calling Pop if, or when, I needed him.
    


    
      “Hey, Doyle, you still out there?” Marisa called.
    


    
      “Yes, but you forced me to watch the Army-Navy game. Now, I have to stay to watch the end. We’ll have to blow off the party and sit around here and eat leftovers.”
    


    
      “Ha-ha!”
    


    
      She sauntered into the living room. Hello, dress number three. I stood there with my mouth open.
    


    
      “You know it’s still the same package. It’s just wrapped a little differently.” She flipped around, showing off the backless dress.
    


    
      “Holy smokes, baby. Forget the Army-Navy game. Hell, forget the damn party. Do you want to stay home tonight?”
    


    
      “Patience is a virtue, my dear, and one you need to work on.” She gave me a wink. “Besides, we’ve already bought the wine. It would be rude of us not to go and give them our holiday gift.”
    


    
      We laughed, knowing our bottle of wine might get thrown out with the scraps from the party.
    


    
      This being a special occasion, I opened her car door for her. I started my old Accord, which took a while to heat up. Marisa shivered from the chill in the air, but had insisted on only wearing a new, stylish black wrap.
    


    
      “So, who was on the phone?”
    


    
      “It was someone you’ve been talking to, you double agent,” I joked. “It was Pop.”
    


    
      She said her concern for me made her think we needed to reach out to Pop more often. She knew he’d like to know more about what was going on in his son’s life.
    


    
      “Do you know he asked me if we were married yet?” Marisa said. “He actually thought we’d tie the knot without letting him know.”
    


    
      “I just get so wrapped up in our lives. I shouldn’t forget about the people who care about me.”
    


    
      Marisa squeezed my hand. I needed it back to shift into reverse. The brakes squeaked as I slowed and slid the gear into drive. “It would be great to trade in this piece of junk for a shiny, new car.”
    


    
      “What’s your latest dream car?”
    


    
      “I saw J&W’s sister the other day in her luxury sedan.” I pictured myself behind the wheel of her car. “It was the new Jaguar XFR. I looked up the color when I got home, Frost Blue Metallic. In this case, I think the color describes the driver. Her name’s Victoria, right?”
    


    
      “That’s it. Last year, she was a little on the cold side when we met her. She’s been milking her family’s money for years. I’m not sure she’s worked a day in her life. She was certainly raised differently than how Pop raised you.”
    


    
      We drove without much talking, taking the highway five miles outside of town to the entrance of the estate. Holiday lights glistened from the mansion, even though the tree-lined driveway must have been a half-mile long.
    


    
      “If you ever hit it big, you can have one of those cars. But before we spend eighty grand on a car, it would be nice to have a rock on this finger.”
    


    
      At another time, Marisa’s comment might have led to a deeper discussion on some of my issues. Not tonight. She only meant to provide a subtle reminder of my priorities. I didn’t take her for granted—at least I didn’t think so, especially after she’d been so protective and nurturing to me during this difficult week.
    


    
      Tonight was a night to forget about long-term decisions and the stress and drama of the last week. We deserved to be pampered for one night, and we might as well do it on the Taylor family’s dime. We pulled up to the valet stand.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    
      
    


    
      A horse-drawn carriage off to the left of the driveway was already busy taking on passengers for a tour of the estate grounds. Matching red blankets with silver bells were draped over the backs and down the barrels of each horse. The pair breathed in tandem. Their steam drifted upward and disappeared into the starry, nighttime sky.
    


    
      Marisa and I paused for a moment to say hello to two couples outside, then turned to gaze at the mansion’s amazing light display. Thinking about one of the glitzy spectacles in Las Vegas, I wondered how many white lights it took to outline such a massive home.
    


    
      “Thousands, possibly millions,” I said.
    


    
      “What?” Marisa said, pinching my waist. “You’re so silly.”
    


    
      Inside, our first stop was the punch table, which sat next to the bar. Paula and her husband, Greg, were both attempting to use the ladle without spilling Christmas red punch on the white tablecloth.
    


    
      It didn’t take long for Marisa to draw rave reviews on her dress selection.
    


    
      “Wow, Marisa, you know how to make an entrance.” Paula took a step back to take in the entire outfit.
    


    
      Greg and I shook hands, bantering about something we wouldn’t recall the next day. I glanced at all of Marisa’s beauty wrapped up in a sexy package and knew that Greg wouldn’t say a word. It was part of the unspoken code between guys. But I knew what he and every other guy who wasn’t gay were thinking. “Good Lord, your girlfriend is the hottest piece of ass I’ve seen since college.”
    


    
      It made me smile. Marisa wasn’t a showoff. She just had confidence. As Pop would say, she’s definitely the kind of girl you’d want to hitch your wagon to.
    


    
      New arrivals continued to enter the mansion. At times, I hardly recognized my colleagues. Some of the women must have applied a couple of inches of additional makeup. Holiday jazz music had me snapping my fingers. The atmosphere was certainly festive.
    


    
      “Well, hello, Michael.” William extended his hand. His brother, Jeffrey, stood next to him, appearing a bit more social than usual.
    


    
      “It’s Marisa, isn’t it?” Jeffrey took her hand. “Dear Lord, this must be the most beautiful outfit I’ve ever laid eyes on.”
    


    
      Marisa gave me a quick half-roll of her eyes, obviously embarrassed over the spotlight that was shining directly on her. I thought it was hilarious, and I had to hold back a laughing snort. I thought more about Jeffrey’s eyes lighting up as he assessed the outfit. Given the flamboyant comment, I had just come to the conclusion that Jeffrey was gay—not that it mattered. But I had to share the gossip with someone, so I whispered my revelation to Marisa as we walked over to the hors d'oeuvre line.
    


    
      My stomach growled as I eyed the plethora of choices from a distance. At least twenty other partiers in front of us were taking their sweet-ass time, ambling like drunken elephants. I glanced to my right and caught the profile of the son of the big dog, Harrison, turning a corner. The heir to the throne was a spitting image of his father—a pudgy nose, wide-set, hazel eyes, and sandy hair color. Even his gait matched his father’s. But he had a different personality. Remarkably, Harrison seemed more aware of people and their emotions, and as a result, he wasn’t nearly the snob. We all knew the family had been trying to marry him off for years, but they couldn’t find a girl at the same status level. And Harrison wasn’t going to marry a cow—unless she was a member of the uber elite.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    
      
    


    
      Harrison roamed through the maze of rooms and corridors searching for his aunt. He knew she’d want to revel in the accolades on the decorated house and Christmas party. When she assumed responsibility for the party planning, this became one of the top social events of the year. He took the back stairs to the third floor and walked down a long hallway, flipped a left, then finally made his way to her suite. He rapped on her partially closed door, then nudged it open.
    


    
      “Aunt Victoria, are you in here?”
    


    
      He saw the doors to her balcony partially opened, the sheers covering the French doors shimmering from the breeze. He approached the outside doors and heard his aunt’s voice.
    


    
      “…time element involved on this deal.” Victoria looked across the south lawn with her back to him.
    


    
      Harrison hesitated. He was afraid he’d walked in on a conversation he wasn’t intended to hear. He was in a no-win situation. If he tried to leave, she might hear him and accuse him of eavesdropping. Then again, if he tapped her on her shoulder, she might think the same thing. He froze and couldn’t help but overhear at this point. “Listen here, Mr. Hagard, you tell your brother I want a meeting next week, no more delays.” Harrison could hear her intensity. Despite the cool air drifting in from the open balcony doors, he started to perspire.
    


    
      “I recognize the need for caution. You can let him know, besides getting an update on how we’re handling the mess from this past week, I want a plan that allows the drilling to start in no more than two months. I know, I know. I’ll have more work on my end dealing with my naïve brothers. But don’t forget I conceived this idea. I brought all of us together. I’m fully capable of fulfilling my role. I hope everyone else can do the same. Good evening, Mr. Hagard.”
    


    
      Harrison had been slowly backpedaling to the bedroom door. He closed it partially just as she ended her conversation and reentered her bedroom.
    


    
      Aunt Victoria had never been a warm person. Harrison remembered back when he was a youngster, she rarely played with him or went to any of his Pee Wee football games, but he didn’t get the impression she had any type of ulterior evil motive.
    


    
      Now, he had all sorts of thoughts and questions running through his head. It was possible his impression was far different than the intent because he only heard one side of the conversation. He raced down to rejoin the party. Harrison needed a stiff drink while he processed what he’d heard.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Before Victoria could make her grand entrance to the party downstairs, her phone vibrated. Oh now what? she thought, seeing it was Chuck Hagard’s brother, David, calling her again.
    


    
      “Victoria, I just wanted you to know that I understand the stress this might be causing you. But you are a visionary leader, and because of that I believe you’ll help guide this operation to its ultimate objective. I just wanted to thank you.”
    


    
      Victoria paused. Did he think she needed her ego stroked?
    


    
      “Mr. Hagard, rather David, thank you for the kind words, but throwing out praise right now is not necessary, and, frankly, will only distract us from reaching our goal.” She wanted to rip into him, but she kept her exasperation to herself. David, she thought, was a capable real estate dealmaker, but a bit fragile, unlike his more seasoned brother.
    


    
      “Please let me know the date and time of our meeting. Goodbye, sir.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    
      
    


    
      “I think it’s time we freshen up our drinks, my princess.” The ice in my drink jingled against the Waterford crystal, adding to the celebratory ambiance.
    


    
      “It’s okay, baby. I only need this one drink. You have as many as you want tonight. I’ll take the keys. Just don’t forget the prize at the end of the night.” Marisa leaned up to kiss my cheek, then nibbled at my ear.
    


    
      I envisioned Marisa later teasing me with a sultry strip act, leading to a steamy lovemaking session. Before I knew it, I was at the bar. Harrison and I arrived at the same time. “I’ll take a whiskey and Coke,” Harrison told the bartender on the left. “No, make that a double and take out the Coke.”
    


    
      “I’ll have the same thing, except keep the Coke and make it a single,” I told the bartender on the right.
    


    
      Harrison and I picked up our drinks and stepped toward open space away from the growing crowd.
    


    
      “Great party.”
    


    
      Harrison looked distracted, and his hands shook. He used his sleeve to wipe sweat from his forehead. “I wasn’t in on the deal to sell the company. In fact, I was hoping to make J&W a long-time career home for me.”
    


    
      Harrison apparently wasn’t in the mood for mindless party talk. It was obvious he was embarrassed by what his dad and uncle had cooked up.
    


    
      “I think the same goes for the rest of us,” I said.
    


    
      Harrison had been rumored to be in line for Paula’s job—at least it was a job and not a trust fund. I pondered how effective Harrison would have been as our general manager. It’s possible PHC could still use him as their hatchet man since he’s a member of the family on the selling end of this deal.
    


    
      Harrison’s date arrived, and he seemed relieved to have someone at his side. Then Marisa walked up and put her arm around mine. I looked down and noticed her left hand absent of a ring. As beautiful as she was, as proud as I was to have her clinging to my arm, it felt like something was missing.
    


    
      My attention was diverted by a wave of heads turning. I followed suit and looked over as Victoria Taylor stood at the steps leading into the main living area, as if she were the Pontiff waiting for the crowd to bow before her.
    


    
      She had a presence about her, although her aura wasn’t entirely festive. Wearing a black pantsuit, she looked like she’d just left a high-powered business meeting. A red, silk scarf brought out her bright-red cheeks. I couldn’t tell if that was makeup, anger, or a reaction to the cold weather. While raising her arm to brush back her hair, she exposed a dangling diamond bracelet. It sparkled like a disco ball. With her Jay Leno-like chin raised, she strode through the room, barely acknowledging anyone. This lady could be a real bitch. She was the Taylor I knew the least about. Maybe she and I could discuss our love for luxury cars. Actually, it was my love for her luxury car.
    


    
      While Harrison and his date headed off to mingle with new guests, Zoey, the J&W communications person, walked up and offered her insight into what she knew about Victoria.
    


    
      “She’s never run any of the Taylor businesses, but her work at Help for the Homeless and events like this party proves she’s organized and tough-minded.”
    


    
      Sounded like a publicist talking.
    


    
      “So, she’s straight as an arrow and was named Girl Scout of the Year?” I asked. “She appears to be stoic and not the most easygoing person in the world. I’m just wondering if she ever got laid.”
    


    
      That drew a sharp jab from Marisa’s elbow. She looked at me as if I’d already downed one too many drinks.
    


    
      Zoey raised an eyebrow. “I assumed at least some of her needs were met.”
    


    
      “Obviously, we’re to read between the lines on that statement,” I said.
    


    
      “She was married to Theodore for twenty-five years. His family owns the Carlton Country Club on the other side of town. He became the main operator of the club, and through that role, he and Victoria became even more connected with major players in the world of the rich and famous,” Zoey said. “He met Victoria when they were in their twenties, and he never lost his fondness for young women. Old Teddy couldn’t keep his pants on, so to speak. And he didn’t hide it very well. Victoria ignored his indiscretions, because everyone knew she wanted to maintain her lifestyle and influence.”
    


    
      Zoey went on to say Teddy died on the course his family owned and operated, the same one on which he finalized a number of blond and brunette transactions. “The rumor is Victoria didn’t shed a tear at his funeral but happily wore black to honor the way he treated their marriage.”
    


    
      The wait staff handed out lyrics for everyone to sing Christmas carols. We stopped briefly to listen to the carolers who’d begun performing in the far living room, but we only lip-synched for a couple of minutes.
    


    
      I was intrigued by Victoria’s history, including her rise on the social ladder. Zoey, a natural talker, never lost a beat. “Teddy left her some cash and a small piece of the club. So, of course his family fought her in court. Then, she moved back into the Taylor mansion and took back her maiden name.”
    


    
      I always wondered what inspired a grown person to live in the old family home, albeit one that had more square feet than a boutique hotel. Essentially, you’re living with the same siblings who squeezed toothpaste in your ear and whined like it was the end of the world when you snatched the last piece of bacon.
    


    
      Like any family, there were different sides to all stories. Rich, middle class, or poor, families usually had drama. That might be one of the reasons I was hesitant to permanently settle down and have a family—I wasn’t sure I wanted to raise kids who would one day blame me for their mental and emotional anguish.
    


    
      “I’m surprised she never got the chance to run a Taylor company,” I said.
    


    
      “She learned a lot from her dad before she got married, from what I’ve heard.” Zoey sounded like she’d written the Wikipedia entry for the Taylor dynasty. “Victoria’s father, Stephen Taylor, had been an entrepreneur, striking it rich in oil and gas. He was known for taking on fields that larger corporations had abandoned. He ran a private company, and taking risks—sometimes very calculated and other times based on hunches—built his fortune and his reputation. The two younger sons, who didn’t know the difference between a gas field and a soccer field, never had a desire to learn the family business. Victoria did, but given how Stephen and society viewed women back in those days, he didn’t feel comfortable giving her a formal title or job. He eventually sold the business, which allowed Victoria and the rest of the family to live a lavish lifestyle. Victoria probably resented the fact there was a glass ceiling in her own family.”
    


    
      Marisa and I stayed for the last Christmas carol, then said our goodbyes. She drove as I stared at the Christmas lights flashing through the trees on the side of the road. You always think people with money have an easy life. It’s partially true, I suppose. But the more I learned about the Taylors’ dramas, the less envious I grew.
    


    
      Marisa startled me by rolling down my window, nearly taking my forehead with it. I snapped my head to the left, only to see her smiling in her special way. She raised her eyebrows for a second and then drew my eyes down to her legs. She started inching her dress up her thigh.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    
      
    


    
      My hand glided along Marisa’s silky leg, slowly moving up her right thigh as our car slowed to a stop at a red light absent of other cars. Our bodies slammed together over the console like teenagers who hadn’t been alone in weeks. In seconds, her dress was hiked up to expose her red panties. She moved her hands down my chest and unbuckled my belt. She yanked up my shirt and clutched my back, her manicured fingernails scratching for a firmer grip. My hands massaged every inch of her satiny skin. Our lips remain locked as our intensity heightened.
    


    
      A whoop-whoop sound startled us back to our senses. Our heads turned to look at flashing lights out the back window.
    


    
      “Ma’am, I need to see your license and registration.” The police officer used his flashlight to look around the inside of the car while Marisa dug under the seat for her purse.
    


    
      He was an older fellow and had probably seen just about everything in his years on the force. “Looks like you’ve been to a Christmas party. There was a big one down the road at the Taylor estate.”
    


    
      “Yes sir. That was the one we attended.” Marisa offered only basic responses.
    


    
      The officer eyed her ID. “I thought I had caught a couple of teenagers who couldn’t control themselves. I didn’t expect to find a couple in their thirties.”
    


    
      We gave him embarrassed, short-lived smiles and nodded.
    


    
      “I was going to give you a ticket, but I think you’ve suffered enough. Get on home now, and keep this personal stuff behind closed doors. One more thing—don’t forget to call your parents to let them know where you are.” He let out a belly-jiggling chuckle, handed Marisa her license, and walked back to his car.
    


    
      We let the police car drive off first. Marisa and I looked at each other, then broke out laughing. We replayed the entire event on the way home, guffawing more hysterically with each recollection. “What would the ticket have said?” I asked. “One count of fooling around?”
    


    
      The incident changed the mood, but it reminded us how much of a connection we shared. This might be one experience we recall when we’re up in our years, sitting on the front porch in matching rocking chairs.
    


    
      I thought more of us growing old and wondered if two people could spend the rest of their lives together and never actually say vows in front of a minister. I realized I was trying to find middle ground on spending the rest of my life with Marisa.
    


    
      She’d shown a great deal of patience with my hesitancy to fully commit. She loved me with all of her heart, and it warmed my soul. But her love wasn’t blind, and it would come with conditions—eventually. Even without her saying the words, I needed to decide—either I’m in it with her all the way, or I’m not.
    


    
      While I’d given us certain goals over the last three years, I recognized they were excuses. Now, I had unfinished business to resolve. I had thought the PHC acquisition would take all of my focus and emotional fortitude to get through. That paled in comparison to stumbling across Tiffany’s body.
    


    
      Just when I thought I’d be haunted forever, something had touched me when I told my story to the police detectives. My purpose in life had gained unexpected clarity. I couldn’t describe it, but I was convinced somewhere between life and death was a state where Tiffany existed. It manifested itself to me in the alley that day.
    


    
      I didn’t know if Tiffany’s murderer was just a drifter who randomly selected her and killed her, then moved on, like one of those serial killers. Or perhaps, it was more of a domestic issue that turned violent. With the Times Herald acting as a mouthpiece for the police department, I wondered if anyone was motivated to find Tiffany’s killer.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    
      
    


    
      I awoke with Marisa’s right leg draped over both of my legs, as if she was claiming me as her own. Last night, we arrived at home more tired than energized. We took off our clothes, jumped in bed and held one another, promising whoever awoke first would wake the other in his or her own sensual way.
    


    
      I caressed the curve of her hip, running my fingers across her sexy belly, and then up her chest, circling her nipple. She started to move. A slight smile parted her lips, an indication she wanted me to continue.
    


    
      I turned on my side, licked her breast, and then slid my tongue across her torso. I moved my hand down the crease at her hip, and slowly, rhythmically massaged the warmest part of her body. Like a jockey steering her horse, she guided me on top of her. I moved my hands to the top of the headboard to gain more leverage. We both groaned and the pace quickened. We screamed at the peak of our excitement. We collapsed, but our bodies remained locked.
    


    
      The look in her radiant eyes was pure love. No words were spoken. None needed to be said.
    


    
      We lay together for a few minutes. Our heartbeats returned to normal.
    


    
      I turned to roll out of bed, and Marisa leaned over to pinch my bottom. I twisted around just as I took my first step onto the slick wooden floor. My foot landed on a stiff shoe, causing me to lose my balance. I put my other foot down, but it landed on a second shoe. I did my best impression of a first-time ice skater, as shoes went flying and I fell straight on my ass.
    


    
      Marisa leapt to the side of the bed. “Oh my God, baby, are you okay?”
    


    
      She held up the red shoes that had launched me. “Here’s the problem.”
    


    
      I leaned up, embarrassed at my awkward landing. Marisa tried to cover her giggle. “No pain, no gain.”
    


    
      The first light from the morning sun filtered through our bedroom shades, allowing me to see the flawless beauty that touched my heart. Marisa helped me to my feet and kissed my neck and then my ear. My heart beat against her chest. She playfully bit my shoulder, knowing the effect.
    


    
      “You want more of that, Doyle? Then get your ass in the shower and bathe me.”
    


    
      I followed like a puppy dog on a leash. With steam rising in the shower, she turned and put her hands on the wall. Water poured over her head and down her sloped, taut back.
    


    
      “Are you ready for more?” she asked.
    


    
      I grabbed each side of her beautiful hips. I leaned forward and kissed her neck and shoulders, and gently pinched her breasts. The sound of the shower muted her moans, but the running water appeared to add to her excitement.
    


    
      Marisa ate me up…she loved me…she wanted more of me.
    


    
      We reached a united crescendo, then relief.
    


    
      She turned and put the side of her head on my chest. We kissed. As the water peppered her backside, she whispered into my ear. “I love you.”
    


    
      She had rocked my world. I had rocked her world. Now, it was time to face the world.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    
      
    


    
      “Oops, sorry.” Jennifer had accidently knocked my arm as I walked toward my office. I dodged another coworker walking even faster.
    


    
      People moved briskly throughout the building. It appeared the mood from the Christmas bash had carried over to Monday. I overheard conversations about the party, Christmas shopping, and plans for New Year’s Eve. Although there was no certainty the positive vibe would continue beyond lunch, it was a relief to see people with smiles on their faces. J&W might be selling us like cattle, leading to the employment slaughterhouse, but the company went all out for the holiday party.
    


    
      Hopeful for a more normal week of work, absent of concussions, dead bodies, and police interviews, I focused on work, reviewing the updated project status reports. Everything looked in order. We were green on the summary report, which I’d developed with the help of one of my project managers last year.
    


    
      I looked up from my computer monitor and spotted Reinaldo, who walked by with the collar of his jacket turned up. He and Mrs. Ireland met at his office door. After a brief conversation, he nodded then disappeared into his office.
    


    
      With Reinaldo back at work—although he appeared haggard and less social—the office had an emerging resemblance to life before the PHC-acquisition announcement. The morning zipped by. I took my last bite of a turkey sandwich and strolled into Paula’s weekly staff meeting.
    


    
      “Good Monday afternoon, everyone. Good to see we all survived the party over the weekend. I think it was a lovely event. Reinaldo, I’m glad we get to see your face this week. I hope you’re feeling better.” He only nodded. It looked like he hadn’t shaved in days.
    


    
      Paula had a knack for not allowing distractions to take us off track. I doubt J&W knew Paula’s leadership was reason number one why many of us had remained at the company for so long. But as we progressed through our regular agenda, I became annoyed. I wasn’t convinced she’d address the most pressing topic. After breaking down our monthly P&L numbers and Jennifer discussing her one resource need for an uncomfortably long time, we finally moved into the round-table portion of the agenda.
    


    
      I raised my hand as if we were in a school classroom. “I’ll go first.”
    


    
      Paula nodded.
    


    
      “Is there any new information on the PHC purchase of J&W?” I knew I shouldn’t come across too strong. I didn’t want to alienate Paula. “The longer this goes without good communication, the more likely our customers are to entertain our competitors.”
    


    
      An office clerk waved through the window for Mrs. Ireland to leave the meeting.
    


    
      “Michael, thanks for bringing this up. While I don’t have a lot of new information to share, I do know the goal is to close the deal prior to the end of the year, before Christmas if possible. And just so you know I’m not dropping the ball here, I’ve been communicating with J&W and Turug Patel about the same points you’re making. I hope to have more information in the near term. Realize we might need to work some during the holidays.”
    


    
      I looked across our meeting table. My eyes stopped on Harrison, who had been more quiet than usual. It appeared his comments at the party were legitimate. He was no more in the loop than the rest of us.
    


    
      The meeting concluded. A number of casual conversations broke out as we made our way out of the meeting room. Mrs. Ireland, red-faced, and mumbling something I couldn’t understand, walked up with two men. I tensed up, realizing they were the two detectives, Carl Pearson and Roger Smith.
    


    
      “Reinaldo Silva?” Carl showed his badge directly to Reinaldo, but we could all see it reflecting the light.
    


    
      “Yes, what do you want with me?” Reinaldo took a half-step back. I just noticed his left hand wrapped in a flesh-colored bandage.
    


    
      “Sir, you are under arrest for the murder of Tiffany Chambers. Please turn around and put your hands together behind your back.” Carl read him his Miranda rights.
    


    
      A growing number of people stared as if watching a car wreck, which wasn’t far from the truth. Reinaldo had been on a downward spiral for a while, and it appeared during the last week he was on an accelerated pace, missing work and acting strangely when we did see him.
    


    
      My heart sank. I lowered my head as I heard the handcuffs lock around his wrists.
    


    
      “Is it necessary to handcuff him?” Paula’s voice had a sharp edge.
    


    
      “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry to interrupt your business.” Carl took firm hold of Reinaldo’s arm.
    


    
      Reinaldo no longer controlled his own movement. He and the detectives, flanked by a group of his friends and colleagues, including me, headed toward the front door. I heard people gasp, as early morning happiness turned to disbelief. I hoped somehow, before they left the building, the detectives would realize they had the wrong person and would release him.
    


    
      “Reinaldo, do you have a lawyer?” I hollered, but he appeared to not hear me. “Reinaldo, Reinaldo, do you know any lawyers?” Reinaldo didn’t respond.
    


    
      Finally, as the detectives guided him into the back seat of their unmarked car, he turned his head toward me. “Tell Karina I’m sorry.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    
      
    


    
      Chuck’s man on the ground provided his boss an update, all facts, no emotion. “This afternoon, a J&W employee, Reinaldo Silva, was arrested for the murder of the girl. Our revised plan is proceeding as designed, sir.”
    


    
      Chuck Hagard, CEO of Omaha Gas, hadn’t anticipated a murder to interrupt the flow of the operation. The fact the girl was a casualty from her participation in this series of maneuvers troubled him. But for every action, he believed there should be a carefully conceived response.
    


    
      “While it’s not optimal, we’ll take this break and move forward,” Chuck told his cleaner, only known as Tony. “I want you to be on your best behavior for our meeting this week. If we don’t win them over, they’re only going to dig deeper and want to dictate every move you make.”
    


    
      “Yes sir. I understand.”
    


    
      After hanging up, Chuck didn’t waste any time. Lacking faith in his brother David’s ability to pull off the board of directors’ all-day event and the side operation meeting, he called his younger sibling.
    


    
      “Do you have all the details finalized at the club? I want to make sure when we bring the key players together, it’s in the right setting. The mixture of Tony with Victoria makes my stomach turn. Let’s make sure we stay factual. Get in and get out.”
    


    
      “Hey, bro, take a breath. I have it all covered. I spoke with Victoria over the weekend, and I think I have her trust. We’re looking good.”
    


    
      Chuck wasn’t amused with David’s flip response. But he knew David was a necessary evil. David had introduced him to Victoria, which, of course, was like being led into a lion’s den. Still, Chuck appreciated her devious, detail-oriented mind for concocting this plan.
    


    
      David had proven to be valuable in his own way. His firm, DH Real Estate and Development, quietly purchased the building and associated mineral rights at 216 West Main—the current home of J&W Technology Services.
    


    
      David was a dealmaker on every level. Nothing more, nothing less. Chuck knew people in the business world were divided into two types—salespeople and operations people. On a rare occasion those two traits overlapped, but David was pure and simply an ass-kissing, ego-stroking, spineless salesperson. And, he was good at it. But like all salespeople, David thought he was more important than he actually was, and his lack of operational understanding made him a liability in more detailed conversations. He had little appetite for details, which is why Chuck felt like he had to babysit his little brother.
    


    
      “You’re in charge of organizing the full board event, not just this side meeting, so you need to make sure you meet with the club manager to review the entire set of plans,” Chuck said. “Everything from the moment the board members arrive to when they leave—food, flow of events, the whole agenda. We have a business to run here.”
    


    
      Chuck had lobbied his fellow board members to have his brother elected to the board two years prior. The convincing argument being David’s company was vital in helping Omaha Gas purchase and sell property at the most opportune times, without drawing attention.
    


    
      There was enough risk in the gas exploration business. Chuck worked diligently to bring efficiency into every division in Omaha Gas. His reputation had grown throughout the industry by moving away from rolling the dice and hoping they hit it big to a systematic approach. Do the research, then make sure you have a soundproof risk-mitigation plan in place. If and when events out of your control occur, re-plan. Success was still possible if people understood their roles and the process, and could respond with little emotion.
    


    
      Chuck knew he needed to stay in Victoria’s good graces, but there were other key players in this operation, and they couldn’t be ignored. Then there was Tony. It was difficult not to feel ill at ease when dealing with Tony.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    
      
    


    
      The Omaha Gas Board of Directors arrived one by one, each in black stretch limousines. Treated as if they were nominated for an Oscar, they walked the red carpet with a personal escort—young ladies for the nine men, and a young gentleman for the token woman. Their escorts would be at their beck and call throughout the daylong series of meetings, offering a respite from the tension that came with this type of business-driven event.
    


    
      Chuck had been convinced by his younger brother that the escorts would pay future dividends. David had picked up the idea from his dealings with the state university, where, as a prominent booster, he paid for hard-bodied female escorts to convince kids from all backgrounds to attend THE University. He also knew certain loyal girls would provide extra services—beyond the campus and stadium tours and even beyond the escort to the private party held at the filthy-rich booster’s mansion. To seal the deal, it took a uniquely talented girl to ensure the prized recruit would commit to the school that weekend. For the athletes who might not commit even if their party girl had sex with them, the girls had a backup plan—they would take pictures to further convince the athlete, knowing most of them had girlfriends back home.
    


    
      As chairman of the board, Chuck greeted each board member personally and introduced each to his or her escort. It was a bit seedy, but he could tell by the look on the faces of the board members, this might be the most entertaining perk of the business trip.
    


    
      The last board member to arrive was also the most recent addition, Turug Patel. He’d instantly wielded the most influence, thanks to the twenty-percent stake he’d purchased in the gas exploration and drilling company. Chuck knew Turug loved money more than his own kids. Turug had admitted as much during a late-night drinking binge at one of the high-dollar steakhouses in the city. Turug had to leverage a portion of his ownership in PHC to provide the necessary capital for the stake in Omaha Gas.
    


    
      For Chuck, giving up that much of the company he’d taken out of bankruptcy created a feeling of consternation. Through the next fourteen months, he imposed his will on every division of the company, weeding out employees who wouldn’t reform. He learned to look beyond the short-term weekly drilling report, believing the cash infusion and access to other properties would be a gold mine over the long haul. Over several quarters, OG turned into an industry juggernaut. The toughest part for him was trying to balance all of the expectations from his most vocal stakeholders, not all of who were board members.
    


    
      The agenda for the morning included a quarterly assessment of the company’s financials, followed by a sales pipeline review. Both went off without a hitch.
    


    
      As the group gathered for lunch on the second-floor balcony, Chuck and David watched the proceedings. Sue Dupree, Chuck’s lone female board member and the snobbish president of a swanky business school from the Northeast, took full advantage of her prized board benefit. Already enjoying her second Long Island Iced Tea, Sue clung to the young stud, rubbing her hands over his bulging biceps and across his mountainous chest, as if she were a bow-headed sophomore in college, dating the quarterback of the football team.
    


    
      “Gotta hand it to you, David; you nailed this one.” Chuck put his arm around his brother’s shoulder.
    


    
      “I think someone else might get nailed later,” David said.
    


    
      Sue pinched her escort’s backside, and the two brothers turned to hide their laughter. They agreed to an extra cash incentive for the escort and would instruct him to fulfill her every desire. They’d also like a few colorful photos for their scrapbook—the ones that came out only if they needed a favor or a critical vote on an important issue.
    


    
      Chuck finished off the board meeting with a sweeping evaluation of the entire company. The key theme to the message was growth and the new doors now open as a result of selling twenty percent of the company to their newest board member.
    


    
      Behind the scenes, Chuck had also promised Turug to outsource the Omaha Gas systems development work to PHC, allowing OG to cut more costs. The board could stomach only so much change at once.
    


    
      As the board members departed, Chuck watched from the balcony. Each held on to one notable souvenir, their new younger companions.
    


    
      One board member remained. Turug made his way down to the patio overlooking the eighteenth green, joining David. Victoria, in Chuck’s mind the least controllable member of the contingent, rounded out the foursome. He had one more person to add to the tangent meeting, but Tony wasn’t to be visible until called upon.
    


    
      Now the critical meeting could begin.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      Victoria sat with perfect posture in the one chair positioned to see everyone without her turning her head. Chuck didn’t mind her feeling the position of power. Self-perception was everything to this lady, he realized.
    


    
      “I’d like to thank Victoria for extending this invitation for us to get together and keep the communication channels open during this important time in our operation.” Get in and get out, Chuck reminded himself.
    


    
      Chuck and David provided an update on their pieces of the operation, revealing the underbelly of the related tasks only when necessary. David told the group that the purchase of the building and associated mineral rights at 216 West Main was now closed, and as planned, they’d ensured the purchase would not be publicized. .This required two separate cash payouts, one to the agent at the title company and one to the clerk in the county appraisal office.
    


    
      As David’s discussion morphed into one of his endless stories, Chuck glanced at Victoria, who was apparently absorbing every nugget of information. He recalled how she’d described the structure of the deal with her brothers. Victoria had convinced her brothers in just a matter of minutes that selling the actual physical property to a third party was how these big deals were put together. She’d never been impressed with the owners’ business savvy, especially on any type of global scale, but their naiveté had surprised her throughout the entire acquisition process.
    


    
      After David finally concluded his drawn-out tale about climbing Mount Everest, Chuck then explained the nature of the conversations in progress with the city government. The mayor and others were concerned about losing locally based jobs to India, especially to a firm based in India. The task of calming the patriotic emotions fell on Turug, who appeared to understand the anxiety around keeping jobs in America.
    


    
      “I’ve been in a half dozen meetings with the honorable mayor, the city manager, and the economic development director. I’ve gone into detail explaining our plans to expand our client base within America, specifically this region.” Turug clasped his hands. “As we all know, it’s important to keep the noise as quiet as possible until the gas well is up and running, and then we can simply dismiss this distracting courtship with government officials.”
    


    
      They all knew the critical path for tapping one of the largest gas discoveries in the southwest went through the city zoning department. This was the main focus of Chuck’s operational chief, Tony. It was a delicate situation, because of the need to keep the discussion underground. If the public gained knowledge of their plan prior to zoning approval, God only knew how many environmentalists and historians would come out of the woodwork. OG would be flooded with lawsuits. Chuck’s vision could be delayed years and cost millions.
    


    
      Chuck considered tree-hugging environmentalists to be anti-capitalists and one of the main factors why tort reform was necessary. It wasn’t the greed of the big companies that made prices go up, Chuck believed, it was the damn lawyers standing up for the “little man,” forcing corporations to waste time on overhead.
    


    
      Victoria spoke for the first time. “Gentleman, I appreciate the updates you’ve provided, but we have reason for concern on two fronts. I need to understand how we’re approaching the roadblocks in the zoning department. And we can’t ignore the situation with the girl.”
    


    
      Chuck shifted his eyes toward David, who then sent a text message. Seconds later, a tall, burly man ambled up the hill from the eighteenth green, carrying a sand wedge. Tony had just played the final four holes of the Gold course.
    


    
      Chuck winked at his brother. He liked the grand entry, if for no other reason than it kept Tony away until the last possible moment.
    


    
      “Good day, everyone.” Tony walked over and shook hands with Turug and Victoria. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Victoria. I’m honored to finally meet the brains of this operation.”
    


    
      “What did you say your name was?” Victoria asked politely with only a slight edge.
    


    
      “Tony, ma’am.”
    


    
      “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your last name.”
    


    
      Tony glanced at Chuck, then back to Victoria. “Just call me Tony. That’s what everyone calls me.”
    


    
      “What if I want to call you by your last name?”
    


    
      Chuck knew Victoria was purposely testing Tony’s resolve.
    


    
      “It’s Tony. Just Tony, ma’am.”
    


    
      Victoria sipped her drink. Tony had diffused the first volley.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      Chuck called the waiter over to freshen drinks and bring a new round of appetizers. He motioned Turug to lighten the mood.
    


    
      “Every time I visit this club, I see its magical beauty, especially as the sun sets behind the trees. Victoria, you must feel proud to own this fine establishment.”
    


    
      “Evidently, you’re not aware I’m only a minority owner, and my dead husband’s family would rather me not have the small amount of the pie that I do,” Victoria said.
    


    
      Turug had taken his best shot.
    


    
      Chuck drank a final fortifying swig of his Chivas Regal.
    


    
      “Everyone, we’ve received mixed messages from two key people on the zoning commission.” Chuck explained, “Once they understood the incentive package on reaching a certain milestone, our players were very much on board with what we needed to accomplish. Since the incident, however, they’ve shut off all communication.”
    


    
      Chuck paused to think about the terms he would use. “We had enlisted the help of one of our up-and-coming associates, who became friendly with each of these married middle-aged men. She was instructed to learn as much about them as possible, providing updates to Tony here.”
    


    
      Tony raised his hand and nodded.
    


    
      “Unfortunately, just as she was attempting to seal the deal, she was murdered.”
    


    
      “I’m sorry, but I’m a bit confused, given what you told me,” Victoria interjected. Chuck knew she was referencing their earlier phone call.
    


    
      “From similar operations, we learned to utilize as few field operatives as possible. Therefore, we had Ms. Chambers align herself closely with the editor of the local newspaper to ensure we’d have leverage to persuade coverage of certain activities. But even with experienced field operatives, it’s difficult to predict how people react in emotional situations. The editor’s husband, Reinaldo Silva, took the life of our talented Ms. Chambers. And, as a result, the two zoning commission members have been scared off.”
    


    
      “So, the editor is a woman?” Victoria raised both of her sculpted eyebrows.
    


    
      “Yes, a Karina Silva.”
    


    
      “Oh my.” Victoria fanned herself. “This is getting more salacious by the minute. I just don’t want our operation to get caught up in this repugnant ordeal.”
    


    
      Chuck nodded and scanned the group for further reaction.
    


    
      “If you believe further monies are required to help finalize this transaction, I am willing to increase my donation to this valiant effort.” Turug raised a hand like a politician addressing his constituents, as if the rest of the group should envy his dedication and loyalty.
    


    
      “It might be necessary, but I’m not sure that alone will do the trick,” Chuck said. “The extra funding will be helpful in other areas. Now that we have a murder investigation to monitor, we need the police department to move the investigation in a certain direction. Apparently, the police chief has a desire to retire at a local lake, and he has his eyes on a nice houseboat.”
    


    
      David raised his glass. “We support the police.” The group chuckled lightly.
    


    
      Chuck observed Victoria, her demeanor still placid. She brought her hand to her chin, as if the wheels in her brain were cranking through the myriad thoughts. From what he could tell, her mind never stopped.
    


    
      “After careful examination of our options to mitigate this situation with our two favorite zoning commission members, we’ve decided to execute ‘operation deep throat.’”
    


    
      Victoria snorted water, and David grinned like a teenager holding the keys to Daddy’s Cadillac.
    


    
      Chuck and David had brainstormed on a more appealing name, and when they couldn’t think of one, an idea popped into Chuck’s mind late one night as he was turning the pages of Richard Nixon’s memoir—Watergate. The historical reference seemed appropriate, given the nature of the project.
    


    
      The plan involved bringing in a new field operative with talents similar to Tiffany’s, but who possessed advanced skills to close the deal quickly, in one steamy night, if possible. Working closely with Tony, she would manage to be alone with each zoning member, use her drug of choice, then capture the necessary evidence.
    


    
      “Tony will be our main contact during this process and will oversee each step,” Chuck said. “Any questions?”
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Victoria didn’t flinch when Chuck revealed the distasteful details to drive the operation through the next crucial phase. Still, she couldn’t get past Tony not revealing his last name.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      “Yes, Silva is his last name. Reinaldo Silva.” I had repeated my request three times to the person answering the phone at the police department.
    


    
      I heard the clerk’s lips smacking, like she was chewing gum. “I need to put you on hold, sir.”
    


    
      Damn red tape. I waited and wondered if Reinaldo had been able to meet with his new attorney, and if the attorney been able to find time on the judge’s docket and get bail set.
    


    
      “Listen, Mr. Boyle—”
    


    
      “Doyle.”
    


    
      “Whatever. All I know is Reinaldo Silva is still in jail.” She popped her gum. “I can’t be your errand girl. We run a police department around here, not a concierge service.”
    


    
      She hung up. Merry Christmas to you too, I thought.
    


    
      It was the morning after Reinaldo had been arrested, and I wanted an update on his status before heading in to work. Yesterday, Paula and I had huddled with her husband, Greg, to find a competent defense attorney for Reinaldo. Based upon a reference from his bank’s tax attorney, Greg recommended Brian Gentry. Brian wasn’t exactly Johnny Cochran, but he once represented a man who’d been charged with voluntary manslaughter. The man purportedly killed his cousin over a money dispute. Brian negotiated a plea bargain, and his client received only a five-year sentence.
    


    
      I’d been on autopilot since Reinaldo’s arrest, pondering what I could do for him, while temporarily blocking out who was on the receiving end of Reinaldo’s alleged act of violence—Tiffany Chambers, the girl who no one represented.
    


    
      I grabbed the newspaper off the front lawn and tossed it into the front passenger seat. My mind was circling around Reinaldo. There had been rumors he was having an affair. Maybe Tiffany was the other woman. I couldn’t fathom that Reinaldo was capable of murder. He didn’t own a gun that I knew of. The way Stu’s source had described the body, it seemed so violent. Maybe every murder is brutal and grotesque, a quick gunshot to the head or a tortuous, claw-your-eyes-out killing.
    


    
      I had to remind myself many people can be arrested and charged with a crime, but that doesn’t necessarily prove guilt. It would severely damage Reinaldo’s image and reputation, but he could repair those things. Could he mend his relationship with Karina? She was awfully distraught and bitter right now.
    


    
      One step at a time. First we had to find out if Reinaldo really did this. As I made my final left turn into the familiar gravel parking lot, I kept shaking my head in amazement at this entire saga, as if I was convincing myself Reinaldo would not, could not, murder an innocent—
    


    
      Wait! My mind shifted. How innocent was Tiffany in all of this?
    


    
      I saw a person walking ahead, but deep thought caused me to wait an extra second before slamming on the brakes. The car skidded on loose gravel, stopping just inches in front of Paula, frozen like a statue, her skin the color of stone as if all her blood had been sucked out of her body.
    


    
      I jumped out of my car.
    


    
      “Jesus Christ, Michael, what the hell were you looking at?” Paula held her hand to her chest, gasping to catch her breath.
    


    
      “I’m so sorry, Paula. My mind was spinning with all of the questions from Tiffany’s murder and Reinaldo’s arrest. I’m really sorry.”
    


    
      She put her hand on my shoulder, took a few deep breaths, and told me we would get through the turmoil. As I parked my car, I agreed with her notion—there will be life on the other side of all of this. But I couldn’t envision what it would look like.
    


    
      By the time I entered the building, my heart rate had dropped under one hundred. I waved to a couple of coworkers, including Jennifer and Mrs. Ireland. I dumped my computer bag at the side of my desk and opened the newspaper to review the latest news on the arrest, dreading what I would likely see.
    


    
      No large headline. No byline. Only a skinny article on the right side of the front page, below the fold. Almost an afterthought. It noted Reinaldo’s arrest in factual terms. It didn’t even jump to an inside page. It failed to mention the cause of death or the dispute associated with it.
    


    
      What is this crap? Didn’t Karina understand she had a duty to perform on behalf of the community? She must be in a dreadful state of mind. I felt a need to help—her, Reinaldo, Tiffany’s spirit, my colleagues, myself. My feelings were in conflict. And that clouded the path on where to start or what I should do. I closed my eyes and rubbed my temples. I felt a headache coming on.
    


    
      Everything seemed to be unraveling.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    
      
    


    
      “Mrs. Ireland, do you have anything for a throbbing headache?” I pressed the toe of my shoe against her desk leg, while looking through the glass window into Paula’s office. Paula was on the phone.
    


    
      Being more of a house mom than administrative assistant, Mrs. Ireland relished opportunities to take care of our staff. Usually I avoided her care-giving, but I could tell this headache was going to be special, and I needed help.
    


    
      She handed me two blue capsules. “Michael, you shouldn’t stress over problems we can’t control. We should all be in the Christmas spirit, but instead we keep getting hit with bad news.”
    


    
      I didn’t have the patience to open a deeper conversation. “These should do the trick. Thanks.”
    


    
      As I passed by Paula’s office, she hung up the phone. I took the opportunity to knock and walk in.
    


    
      “Hey, Michael, there’s no need for further apologies.” Paula held up her hand. “I’m just thankful you hit the brakes and not the gas.” Her sincere smile turned into a wry grin. “In a few weeks, one of our employees might intentionally try to run me down.”
    


    
      Paula’s sarcasm let me pause and take a breath, allowing me to bring my intensity level down a notch.
    


    
      “I don’t know about you, but I’m still having a hard time dealing with Reinaldo being arrested right before our eyes,” Paula said.
    


    
      “Me too.”
    


    
      We walked through the events of the previous day: the jolt of the police detectives flashing their badges, the ripple of the handcuffs tightening on Reinaldo’s wrists. He wore the look of guilt and despair: his beefy Brazilian shoulders slumped, his eyes glazed over, and his chin nearly touching his chest. Then there was the entourage—me, Paul, and others—walking in unison, escorting Reinaldo out of our lives and on the path toward a lifetime of imprisonment, possibly execution.
    


    
      “I have something to show you.” I placed the wrinkled newspaper on Paula’s desk, sliding it around to face her.
    


    
      “Okay, what has the crack staff at the Times Herald come up with now?” She put on her stylish, leopard-rimmed reading glasses.
    


    
      I showed her the tiny article on the murder. I also gave her the additional information Stu had shared with me—the dispute within the coroner’s office about cause of death.
    


    
      “Karina has to be devastated by this news,” Paula said. “Here she is, the editor of the paper for, what . . . maybe six months or so? We have this godawful murder in our own backyard, then Reinaldo is arrested for the crime.” Paula paused to glance at a new email. “We all heard the rumors of… you know.”
    


    
      I wasn’t sure what she knew, or thought she knew. I played dumb. “Rumors of what?”
    


    
      “Reinaldo having an…” She turned her head, apparently waiting for me to fill in the blank.”
    


    
      “Affair. You heard that too?”
    


    
      “I’m no different than anyone else. I may not know Reinaldo as well as you guys, but I still care about him, and I certainly care about this business and all the lives it impacts.”
    


    
      It made sense. She had to maintain the big-picture view, understanding how one piece affected the whole. It was reassuring that she didn’t view her employees as robotic assets.
    


    
      “I wish the police would find out Reinaldo had nothing to do with Tiffany’s murder.” Paula set down her reading glasses and rubbed her tired-looking eyes. “I know you, and you probably wondered within minutes if this kind of news would be enough to scare off PHC.”
    


    
      I nodded, embarrassed my thoughts could be so transparent. “It did cross my mind. After all, this is a services business, and our competitive advantage is our people. I would think the more that PHC leadership sees their new acquisition creating such bad PR, the deal would look less attractive.”
    


    
      “Good theory, but I was on the phone with Turug just before you walked in. He called to reiterate he was still excited about the prospects of J&W. He wasn’t fond of the bad press, but he was focused on closing the deal and discussing future plans.”
    


    
      Paula twirled her glasses in a circle, while I tapped my thumb against the worn plastic on the arm of my chair.
    


    
      “Keep this to yourself, but I’m not sure I trust Turug.” Paula leaned forward. “I’ve heard a lot of reassuring words, and I’ve tried to be the loyal company person. But there’s something about him that seems fake, like he thinks he’s smarter than everyone else, and that he’s using us as puppets.”
    


    
      I was thankful Paula felt comfortable confiding in me. But her distrust in Turug only added to my unease as the PHC/J&W close date neared.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    
      
    


    
      Marisa took the glass of red wine I poured for her. “Baby, I know you’re going to think I’ve been watching too many Supernatural programs, but ever since Jeffrey and William announced they were selling out to that Indian conglomerate, it feels like there’s been a cloud hanging over your company. It’s like we’re all jinxed or something.”
    


    
      Marisa and I had arrived home at the same time. Needing to calm my nerves, I had unscrewed the cap on one of our six-dollar merlots.
    


    
      “Shit, it feels like the Wicked Witch of the West has joined forces with the Grim Reaper to cast a spell on everyone associated with the company.” I nearly snorted wine out of my nose laughing at my own joke.
    


    
      I poured each of us a second glass. Marisa took a sip, then grabbed my arm and tried to drag me toward the door. “I don’t know why we haven’t done this before, baby. We’re going to visit our neighbor.”
    


    
      I loved when Marisa took control. I downed my second glass as she walked out the door with my coat, waving me on.
    


    
      Before I could catch up, Marisa had already rung the doorbell four times. “Her car is parked in the driveway, so she’s bound to be home.”
    


    
      “Maybe it’s broken.”
    


    
      I’d knocked only once when we heard the deadbolt click. Karina opened the door and turned on the porch light. Over her shoulder, the house was dark.
    


    
      “Karina, how are you doing? Michael and I have been worried about you.”
    


    
      Karina wiped her face with both hands. I could tell she was pondering whether to shut the door in our faces or attempt to be social.
    


    
      “Come on in, guys.” Her weary voice cracked as though those were her first spoken words of the day. She walked slowly and turned on a single lamp, then fell into her pillowed recliner, breathing heavily like she had overexerted herself. “I really don’t have much in the house to offer you. I’ve been working from home today.”
    


    
      It appeared her work was focused on self-pity.
    


    
      “How are the kids doing?” I didn’t hear another soul in the house.
    


    
      “Ricky is upstairs taking a nap. Brent is off at his aunt’s house.” She used the palm of her hand to rub both eyes, her smudged makeup giving her a raccoon-like appearance.
    


    
      “Karina, how have you been holding up?” Marisa said.
    


    
      Karina held up a wadded tissue and dabbed her eyes. “I’ve been doing a fair amount of this.”
    


    
      Used tissues were scattered all over the floor and coffee table. Karina wore navy-blue sweats with a gray T-shirt hanging out from the sweatshirt, which had crusted white spots on each sleeve and the front. Slouching in her chair, she rested her feet on the coffee table. Overstretched, white athletic socks hung from her ankles and two toes popped through a large hole on her right foot.
    


    
      Marisa put a hand on Karina’s knee. Karina rested her hand on top of Marisa’s and took a deep breath. “Michael, I want to start by saying how sorry I am for being so rude to you in my office the other day.”
    


    
      “Not a problem. I caught you at a bad time. None of this is easy on you.”
    


    
      Karina looked away for a moment.
    


    
      “Reinaldo and I have been…have been going through a difficult time lately.” Karina’s voice quivered. “I…I’ve made some decisions that have hurt people I love.”
    


    
      Marisa and I traded a quick glance. What was Karina really saying?
    


    
      Karina stared into the corner of the room, a blank stare that was void of outward emotion, but her eyes told another story. She seemed lost, or painfully hurt—maybe both.
    


    
      “On top of everything else, my mom’s sickness flared up, and I had to go to Stillwater.”
    


    
      “Have you spoken to Reinaldo since he was arrested?” I asked.
    


    
      “I haven’t talked to him in weeks. Time heals all wounds, but the murder just added salt to mine.” She grabbed another tissue. “When I first heard about the arrest, I wanted to believe Reinaldo wasn’t capable of such a despicable act, especially to an innocent woman like Tiffany.” She began to cry. “Then, I blocked out whether he could have done it, and I just accepted that he did. And, from a journalistic standpoint, that’s the worst thing I could have done.”
    


    
      I wondered if the rumored marriage issues had anything to do with Tiffany, a beautiful girl who Reinaldo might have found too tempting. But again, what would posses him to murder her? My heart ached for Karina, whose sadness filled the room. I chose not to continue the questioning.
    


    
      Marisa hugged Karina. I put my hand on Marisa’s back, as both ladies cried. It was obvious Karina was calmed by Marisa’s kindness.
    


    
      Part of me wanted to ignite a fire inside Karina, hoping her focus on work would break her out of this depression. But her situation was unique—her personal life was emotionally connected to her professional life, in ways I couldn’t possibly fathom.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    
      
    


    
      With Karina’s blessing, I left to see Reinaldo before visitation hours ended for the night. Karina appeared relieved someone was checking on him. In spite of everything, she must care for the guy.
    


    
      Reinaldo was still being held at the jail inside the city police department. During my interview experience a week earlier, I must have been in a daze, because the scene I was currently viewing wasn’t familiar. To my left, a holding cell housed four people who looked like they would slit your throat if you said hello. A fifty-something, pot-bellied, balding man dressed in khakis and a sweater sat in the corner, peering at the floor.
    


    
      Two blue uniforms walked by, each grasping the arm of a handcuffed, roughed-up woman. The taller female wore a scowl on her face. She must have been on the losing end of a scuffle. Her blouse was ripped in three places, a bloody trench snaked down the right side of her face and her lip was the size of a slice of watermelon, only blue and purple. The other lady jiggled as she walked with just one heel. Her lack of undergarments was quite apparent with her cut-off, white T-shirt, and her belly hung over her ultra-tight, denim miniskirt.
    


    
      Three steps past me, the one-heeled lady screamed expletives at the top of her lungs. No one seemed fazed.
    


    
      Another uniformed officer approached me. “Sir, you can step into this room and have a seat in the first chair on the left. You’ll use the wall phone for communicating. All conversations are recorded.”
    


    
      I waited ten minutes, staring at what was most likely bulletproof glass that would separate Reinaldo and me during our conversation. The thick divider gave the feeling of a more permanent partition than just one inch of scratched, transparent glass. I sat in a metal chair with a bent leg, forcing me to lean to my right. Goosebumps formed, and I rubbed my arms.
    


    
      A guard opened the door and positioned Reinaldo in the seat opposite mine. Reinaldo’s head hung low. I wasn’t sure how much he would share.
    


    
      “Hey, Reinaldo.” I spoke into the oversized black phone attached to a bulky metal cord. “I would ask you what you’ve been up to, but you probably haven’t been able to catch the latest SportsCenter.”
    


    
      I’d made the mild attempt at humor, hoping to draw some type of response, a faint smile or even a frown to see if this was the same Reinaldo I’d known and worked alongside for so many years. He mumbled hello, then scratched his scraggily face that looked like it hadn’t been shaved in a month, but was probably no more than a few days.
    


    
      I eyed his bandaged left hand, but chose not to interrogate him. That was up to the cops, if they believed it was warranted.
    


    
      “I know you may not be in the mood to talk, but a lot of people are worried about you. Everyone at work, Marisa, me…Karina.”
    


    
      He tilted his head back and licked his lips, then leaned forward. “Karina…”
    


    
      He hesitated, then his eyes looked away for a brief moment. “How is Karina doing?”
    


    
      “Honestly, she’s distraught. Marisa is with her now. I think she’s trying to gather enough willpower to get out of bed tomorrow morning.”
    


    
      I was blunt, more than I’d planned, but it was the truth.
    


    
      “Oh God, Michael, what the hell has happened to my life?”
    


    
      It appeared to be a rhetorical question, so I waited. Tears streamed down his face, and he made no attempt to wipe then away.
    


    
      “I only wanted Karina and me to share our lives, to get old together.” Reinaldo shook his head. “We had it all planned out, our whole lives in front of us. We fell in love while we were in our senior year of college. We thought we were made for each other because we both had the same high-level goal—focus on our careers initially, then Brent and little Ricky came along.”
    


    
      His emotions brought out his thick Portuguese accent, forcing me to stare at his lips to ensure I understood every word. I wanted to keep Reinaldo talking, hoping he would offer an explanation for all of this craziness.
    


    
      “No one intends for their lives to be this way. My pop always told me, ‘Life is what happens while you’re planning for it.’”
    


    
      Reinaldo simply nodded, although I’m not sure he’d heard me.
    


    
      The guard stepped in to say we had two more minutes before Reinaldo would be taken back to his cell.
    


    
      “Is there anything else you want to tell me? Anything you want me to do?”
    


    
      He pondered my question for what seemed like an eternity but was more like twenty seconds.
    


    
      “Sometimes you do things because…it’s just the right thing to do. I’m no saint, but I didn’t try to hurt anyone.” He scratched his head with both hands and leaned back, his eyes sagging downward. “I deserve whatever I get.”
    


    
      The guard pulled out Reinaldo’s chair, forcing him to hang up his extension. He looked back at me for a few seconds, then turned and was escorted out of the room.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Clouds released a light shower as I opened the door and jumped in my car. The rain pinged the hood of my car, muffling all other noise. Images of the jail flashed through my mind, and I realized my eyes had squeezed together, a surge of tension gripping my neck. I replayed my friend’s comments, even his slight movements, and I couldn’t understand it all. None of it made sense. There was a story there, buried inside, and only he knew what had transpired. He seemed troubled, tormented even—the exact cause I couldn’t discern. But seeing Reinaldo’s every movement dictated like he was subhuman, was most disturbing. It showed me how fragile life as we know it can be.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    
      
    


    
      Carol enjoyed her profession, mostly. As a contractor, she worked when she wanted, where, and for whom. She and Tony had worked together previously, completing all projects on time, on budget, and with the desired results, drawing praise and extra cash incentives. In the last week, she’d negotiated the terms and conditions for her latest hands-on project.
    


    
      “I’m putting on my glitter lipstick as we speak,” Carol said into her cell phone. “I’d rather manage this one alone, if you don’t mind. I’ll call you when it’s over to let you know when the evidence is in hand.”
    


    
      “Okay. We’ll work it that way, I guess.”
    


    
      She knew Tony had the option of changing his mind at any time.
    


    
      Carol felt confident about their plan and completed one last check of the recording devices she and Tony had hidden in her two-star motel room. All five cameras would be activated by motion sensor once she reentered the room. She could tell Tony was proud of his handiwork.
    


    
      Carol and Tony had done their homework on both of the targeted zoning commission members. Up first was Tom Newhouse, a vice president at a financial planning company. As deacon at the Southern Baptist church, he advocated all members to follow the church’s set of moral values. He was a trusted man in the community and enjoyed the power and recognition associated with being the chairman of the zoning commission. Carol’s experience had shown his type to be the most hypocritical, and the kinkiest.
    


    
      She knew Tom met a couple of buddies at the pub every Monday night to have a taste of their favorite beers. Since wives were never in attendance, Tom ogled the busty waitresses and anyone else who had boobs and could walk.
    


    
      In their first “spontaneous” encounter at the pub, Carol had sat alone at her table working on her laptop, sipping a vodka martini. In a role she had used before, Carol was new in town and had recently been promoted to sales manager for a regional apparel company. She wore a blue silk blouse with the top three buttons unfastened, showing just enough of her milky white breasts to invite a second look. Her hair was dark copper red, styled for a professional appearance, but could look sexy if she removed her fashionable hair clip.
    


    
      Carol walked to the bar to order her second drink, leaning on her bosom, which instantly drew more eyes. She turned and accidentally knocked over Tom’s beer. She insisted on buying him a drink of his choosing. In minutes, she had him sitting at her table, telling her all sorts of details about his professional conquests. An infatuation was born.
    


    
      At their next chance interaction at the coffee shop, Carol asked Tom for directions, which allowed Tom to display his knowledge of the area. As he handed her a map he’d drawn on a piece of paper, she gave him a napkin with her cell phone number written on it.
    


    
      “Thank you immensely.” Carol squeezed his scrawny shoulder. “I hope we have a chance to run into each other again. I have so much to learn about how to get things done in this business climate.”
    


    
      “No problem, Carol.” Tom looked down at the napkin and put it in his pocket. “I’m sure we’ll see each other soon.”
    


    
      Carol wished she had the time and resources to create a profiling database, including all the characteristics of her targets. The more experiences she had, the more she could predict behavior from certain types. Tom, she estimated, would call or most likely text her within two days of their last interaction.
    


    
      Almost on cue, Tom sent a simple text two days later.
    


    
      Hope 2 c u at the pub 2mrw nite
    


    
      This wasn’t his typical night at the pub, Carol knew, which meant he’d fabricated some excuse to his wife of fifteen years. Carol arrived first and asked for a quiet table near the back. She positioned herself so the first thing he would see was her legs—long, slender, toned.
    


    
      When he arrived at the table, she got up and gave him a warm embrace. She didn’t want to move too quickly but wanted Tom to feel like she was smitten by him.
    


    
      She asked if he wanted the same drink as last time. He accepted, and they were off and running, or rather, talking.
    


    
      “I’m wondering if you would provide some coaching for me. I have this one sales person, and he thinks he can sell ice to Eskimos. But he hasn’t produced. On top of that, he thinks he should have had my job. I don’t know whether to fire him or give him encouragement.”
    


    
      Tom cleared his throat. “I think he needs to know where things stand. Be honest with him and let him know what you think of his performance. Then give him his quarterly sales targets and tell him if he doesn’t meet the minimum target by the end of the second quarter, you’ll need to replace him.”
    


    
      Carol reached out and touched Tom’s hand. “Thank you for the advice. I wouldn’t know where to turn if you hadn’t stepped into my life.”
    


    
      Tom paused, then swallowed another mouthful of his second martini. He pardoned himself to use the restroom. She knew he was feeling tipsy. Looking around the bar, the few customers were in their own worlds. She opened a capsule and poured white powder into his drink. It dissolved instantly. Tom wouldn’t taste anything strange, and the effect would be gradual. She had fifteen minutes to guide him up to her room.
    


    
      It took only nine. He tripped over his own feet and staggered to the bed in her motel room. Automatically, the color video cameras started recording and the still cameras began taking a shot every ten seconds. She knew the exact spot on the bed that would provide the most graphic shots.
    


    
      He pawed at her like a hormonal teenager. She guided him to ensure the cameras picked up every sleazy act.
    


    
      Carol finished the job, and so did he, so to speak. She left Tom in the alley behind the pub, minus his underwear, knowing he’d have to provide an explanation to his wife.
    


    
      She also knew he would soon receive an email with his two options.
    


    
      She dialed her cell phone. “Phase one of the first project is complete. It was a rousing success.” Carol giggled at her own pun. “The images are ready for pickup.”
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Tony yawned at the playback. He’d already seen the entire performance, since he’d positioned himself in the motel room closet and observed the escapade through the slotted door, sneaking away when Carol left to dump Tom in the alley.
    


    
      The fact that Tony enjoyed watching was something he kept to himself.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    
      
    


    
      I pulled into our driveway and walked through the door as the clock chimed ten. Marisa stood in front of her bathroom vanity brushing her teeth. The lighting outlined the curve of her breasts under her transparent nightgown. Normally, such an image would take me out of the worst humor, leading us to an intimate moment. Tonight, as soon as she looked into my eyes, she put down her toothbrush, gave me a tight hug, and rubbed the back of my neck.
    


    
      I leaned against the counter and described the scene and conversation at the police department.
    


    
      “Reinaldo didn’t have much to say. When I mentioned Karina’s name, though, he became more engaged.” I untied my shoes and tossed them in the closet. “I asked Reinaldo if there was anything he needed from me, anything else he wanted to say. He paused, like he was thinking about what he wanted to tell me…or should tell me.”
    


    
      “Did he say anything insightful?”
    


    
      “He said he was no saint, but he had never wanted to hurt anyone.” I turned on warm water and began washing my hands and face.
    


    
      “Do you think he was talking about Tiffany?”
    


    
      “Hard to know who he was thinking about…Karina, the kids, Tiffany. He started gushing tears. It was hard to watch. He said he deserved whatever was given to him.”
    


    
      We paused, absorbing what I’d just said.
    


    
      “That last comment sounds like something a guilty man would say,” Marisa said, raising an eyebrow.
    


    
      I buried my face in a hand towel, then looked at Marisa through the reflection of our mirror. “Or something a man would say who felt guilt. You can feel guilty about a lot of things you do in life, but it doesn’t have to be tied to murdering an innocent person.”
    


    
      Marisa nodded.
    


    
      “There I go again,” I said.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      “I’ve been describing Tiffany as this innocent victim. Whatever she did would never justify cold-blooded murder, but who says she was pure and innocent? I just can’t see Reinaldo killing someone for no reason—if he actually killed her.”
    


    
      “Innocence in this situation might be hard to define.”
    


    
      “I guess what I’m trying to say is, with Reinaldo playing his best impression of a mime right now, I’m curious if Tiffany’s actions are being investigated. It might lead to something.” I wondered if the police had looked at suspects beyond Reinaldo.
    


    
      I pulled off my shirt and asked Marisa how Karina was holding up when she left her.
    


    
      “It seems like she has so much on her mind, it’s difficult to get her to focus. She’s living moment to moment right now.” Marisa used her finger to wipe a tear from the corner of her eye. “She brought up work momentarily. Apparently, we’re the only ones expressing our opinion on the coverage of the murder.”
    


    
      People become so complacent when it doesn’t affect them directly. They brushed off murder like it was a traffic ticket.
    


    
      “I asked her if she thought about taking a leave of absence. She said she had worked so hard to get her job, she didn’t want to show she was weak,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “Frankly, I’m surprised her publisher hasn’t jumped in,” I said. “He could take the pressure off Karina by pulling her off this story.”
    


    
      “Good idea. How would you go about suggesting that?”
    


    
      “I could write a letter as a concerned friend and hope it doesn’t get thrown in file thirteen. Or I could search out Mr. Publisher and try the direct approach.”
    


    
      Marisa leaned against my bare chest and kissed my cheek. “I think we both know which approach you’re more comfortable with.” She gave me a playful smile. “I love the way your mind works. It turns me on.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    
      
    


    
      Staring across the moonlit lawn through a broad array of beveled bay windows in the breakfast nook, Harrison grazed on one of those holiday mixes, deep in thought as his hand shoveled in the late-night snack. His body clock had been off ever since his family had hosted the J&W holiday party.
    


    
      Christmas was only days away, but he was in a foul disposition. He knew he lived a privileged life, his mid-management position at J&W basically given to him. But he’d learned a great deal from his colleagues, especially from Paula.
    


    
      He’d heard the rampant rumors at work—he would eventually inherit the general manager position, pushing Paula to the street. Most would be surprised to know a Taylor-made master plan didn’t exist, at least not one to which he was privy. The elder Taylor generation didn’t include him in on any long-term strategies, including the shocking sale of the company.
    


    
      Now, he wondered how much trust existed amongst the family members. He couldn’t stop replaying the partial conversation he’d overheard from Aunt Victoria the night of the party:
    


    
      “I’ll have more work on my end dealing with my naïve brothers. But don’t forget I conceived this idea. I brought all of us together. I’m fully capable of fulfilling my role.”
    


    
      Calling his dad and uncle, her brothers, naïve hit a nerve, especially the way she said it. Like most sons, Harrison had typical generation-gap issues with his dad but once he graduated from college, that had faded. William wasn’t overly compassionate or loving, but he wasn’t an abusive father either.. As for Uncle Jeffrey, he always had time to wrestle on the floor or play make-believe when Harrison was young. But Uncle Jeffrey became more distant and less connected to the family over time.
    


    
      Everyone in the family knew the story of Aunt Victoria. After her husband, his Uncle Teddy, died on the golf course, she moved back into the mansion and took charge of the estate operations. From what Harrison could tell, it kept her busy and out of her brothers’ business—or so he thought, until the night of the party.
    


    
      He wondered what compelled Aunt Victoria to call her brothers naïve, and he couldn’t imagine what idea she’d conceived.
    


    
      The main lights flicked on. “Harrison, good Lord, son, what are you doing up so late?” Victoria glided into the kitchen, her face shining from the application of her regular pre-sleep facial.
    


    
      Harrison’s heart skipped a beat, worried Victoria could read the perplexing thoughts racing through his mind. “Just having a late snack.”
    


    
      In seconds, Harrison caught a waft of his aunt’s familiar, pungent perfume.
    


    
      She poured a small glass of guava juice, then left the kitchen without further conversation.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Victoria ambled up the stairs, and her right knee clicked every third step, reminding her that she was north of sixty years of age. It had been another full day, and her cluttered mind was ready for its nightly respite. Victoria prided herself for working tirelessly on any project that drew her attention, whether it was a fundraiser for Help for the Homeless or designing this new initiative that would maintain her family’s prosperity for generations. She hoped the family would never unearth all the details, especially the more sordid ones, but if they did, she was certain they’d understand. Her brothers surely didn’t have the balls to pull this off. If she didn’t step up and take control of the family’s destiny, their wealth would dry up and their influence would fade like a stained door after years of neglect and battering from Texas thunderstorms.
    


    
      Her phone vibrated as she entered her bedroom suite.
    


    
      “We’ve completed the first phase with our initial zoning commission target,” Chuck Hagard said without introduction.
    


    
      Victoria sat on her midnight-blue chaise lounge, crossed her legs, then placed her glass of guava juice on the marble bedside table. “Thank you for the timely update. I left our team meeting without hearing the names of our favorite zoning commission members.”
    


    
      She heard a deep breath on the other end of the line.
    


    
      “I know you understand the privacy we need to maintain with this operation,” Chuck said. “But, because of the success we had with the initial phase, I’ll let you know our first target was Tom Newhouse. I believe Tom is doing some soul searching about now.”
    


    
      Ah, Mr. Newhouse. Victoria knew his reputation quite well—the good, Southern Baptist family man who spoke about the need for public officials to demonstrate strong moral values. As the chairman of the zoning commission, Tom displayed all the qualities to be the perfect target for their operation.
    


    
      It was apparent the players in this game were not wide-eyed rookies, and that brought a smile to Victoria’s face.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    
      
    


    
      Tony employed a variety of methods to succeed in his job. He’d become proficient in the latest technology, and against every natural urge in his body, he’d learned to be politically correct in public settings. But when all other measures failed, he utilized his physical stature to intimidate and to force his will on those who wouldn’t follow instructions.
    


    
      Over the last several years, Tony had witnessed American society, and its values, turn upside down. Minorities and their special interest groups had poked holes in every constitutional amendment, and their rising power ate away at the fabric of the country.
    


    
      Initially, Bill Clinton introduced the ridiculous policy of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell to protect the gays in the military. As a proud member of the Marines, Tony couldn’t imagine fighting the towel heads in the Gulf War with some faggot next to him. He’d insisted all of the men in his outfit prove they were honorable, heterosexual Marines.
    


    
      In January, 2009 Tony had watched with disbelief as a Negro raised his right hand and swore to lead the land of the brave and the home of the free. He had nothing against the average black man, but couldn’t believe how anyone in this country or any of our allies could respect a black president. Watching him and his family prance around the White House like a normal, white, Christian family made Tony sick to his stomach. He had heard the chatter from some of his old retired military buddies. Given the president’s name, he was a mole put in that position by an unknown terrorist group, which, over time, would work to dismantle any security our country still maintained.
    


    
      What’s next? he wondered. Taking guns out of our hands so we can’t keep the damn spics and non-Americans out of our country? Maintaining our security by owning and using any type of gun we desired is our God-given right! Fuckin’ commies.
    


    
      He refocused his attention on the glowing computer screen to review the next target’s material.
    


    
      Experience over the years proved that research and preparation were essential keys to a successful operation. Tony had hacked into his second target’s home computer and installed a spyware application. It provided ample ammunition.
    


    
      Raymond, known by all who knew him as a proud black man, was very much into the online porn scene. The two-term zoning commission member spent hours on the porn sites during the week in which Tony monitored his web habits. Raymond even had his own online chat-room moniker, BBS, which apparently stood for Big Black Stud.
    


    
      On his most recent “business” trip monitored closely by an old military friend of Tony’s, Raymond visited a strip club—not just any strip club, but one of the seedy clubs in south Atlanta. He became exceedingly friendly with every dancer and waitress who would let him touch their merchandise, tossing around one hundred-dollar bills like he’d just won the daily double at the horse track. But Raymond couldn’t control his libido, and he had been thrown out of the club for jumping on the main stage and stripping alongside the headline performer.
    


    
      Though Raymond had dropped out of college, he had a strong work ethic, starting his own plumbing company with one employee and one van. After five years, he’d expanded the business to twenty employees and eight vans.
    


    
      Two years later, Raymond purchased a bankrupt electrical business. After a name change, fresh paint on the trucks, and a couple of key government contracts to springboard the once-fledgling company, his two businesses were being used on more than half of the new homes, government projects, and commercial buildings in the area.
    


    
      For these two businesses, Raymond leased cheap warehouse office space on the east side of town. There had been some noise recently to upgrade that part of town by changing the zoning of the properties around him, but he’d been able to swap favors with three of his fellow commission members to maintain the current zoning for his two services businesses.
    


    
      Raymond had visions of his own in the commercial development world. The position he held on the zoning commission afforded him the opportunity to quietly pluck well-positioned properties off the market before other vultures could make a bid. His desires focused on the far west side of town.
    


    
      Tony uncovered all of this information in little time with modest effort.
    


    
      He put in a call to Carol. “We’ll use the same basic approach with Raymond as we did with Tom. Raymond is a bigger person and might require more of that special dose. He’s not as naïve. Play it careful. As the boss always tells us, get in and get out.”
    


    
      “Roger that, Tony, sir,” Carol said mockingly.
    


    
      Tony’s nostrils flared. He didn’t need her sassy-ass attitude.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      On a day of wall-to-wall gray skies and a cool mist, Raymond visited the truck stop on the highway east of town. He filled his car with gas and perused the porn magazines in relative anonymity.
    


    
      Dressed in jeans with well-positioned holes and wearing a trashy brunette wig, Carol introduced herself to her target.
    


    
      “Hey there, stud,” she whispered into his right ear. “Let me know if you see one of my pictures in there.”
    


    
      Shocked to hear a woman’s voice, Raymond shut the magazine and turned, only to see her walking away, her white skin partially exposed through loose threads over her right butt cheek.
    


    
      He caught up to her just as she finished pouring herself a cup of hot coffee. He looked around for cream and sugar. “Here, Miss…uh?”
    


    
      Carol didn’t respond with her name. “Thank you, kind sir.” She blew the steam off her coffee. “But I like mine black.”
    


    
      She winked and walked to the checkout counter, put two dollars down, and headed directly to the old Pontiac that Tony had given her for this project. As she purposely fumbled with her keys, she heard a knock on her window.
    


    
      “I’m sorry I didn’t get your name inside,” Raymond said.
    


    
      Carol reached through her open window and laid her hand on the side of Raymond’s face. “What’s your name?” she asked, unsure he would provide it.
    


    
      “Raymond.”
    


    
      She had him. “Listen, Raymond, you look like the kind of guy who could meet my needs.”
    


    
      He raised his eyebrows.
    


    
      “Do you like handcuffs, Raymond? What about candle wax or a whip?” She knew he had watched online videos with those cinematic elements.
    


    
      “Why, yes ma’am.”
    


    
      “Follow me.” Carol popped his cheek, then rolled up her window and turned the ignition key of the twelve-year-old clunker.
    


    
      She looked in her rearview mirror to be sure Raymond followed. Then she examined the beaten-up car, which had a rip in the passenger seat and a peculiar orange stain on the vinyl. The piece of crap smelled like cigarette smoke, which she found repulsive. It only increased her desire to end this project and return to her first-class lifestyle, driving her lipstick red convertible, a Lexus IS 350 C.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Carol opened the door to her motel room. “Welcome to my humble abode, Raymond. You can start by treating me like a real lady and pouring me a drink. They say it’s not good to drink alone, so join me.”
    


    
      It was only mid-afternoon, but she needed him inebriated to initiate the seduction.
    


    
      “I’m not into drugs or anything. I have a reputation to uphold, and I need to be a good example for my teenage kids.” Raymond sounded like he was running for office.
    


    
      After they each downed two drinks, Raymond made it easy on her when he said he needed to use her restroom. Carol poured him another drink and slipped in the magic powder.
    


    
      He came out without his pants on—just a stretched white T-shirt that wasn’t long enough to cover his bulging belly, boxers, and black socks. She laughed out loud.
    


    
      “Hey, my feet get cold.”
    


    
      They talked about the weather and even briefly discussed the latest challenges for the black president, which seemed to boost Raymond’s self-image.
    


    
      “I need to freshen up a bit. When I get back out here I want your black ass on that bed, full Monty.”
    


    
      “I can’t argue wif dat.” Raymond’s words began to slur.
    


    
      Carol walked out of the bathroom in a black see-through negligee. She carried a pair of handcuffs and a black whip. Raymond’s eyes didn’t blink. He’d moved to the bed but still had on his T-shirt and black socks. The boxers were on the floor. He licked his lips.
    


    
      “Ha!” Carol said. She walked toward him, cracking the whip on the floor.
    


    
      During some of these productions, she felt like a porno film director. Carol knew using props enhanced the production quality. She needed a shot of this large, naked black man whipping her while she lay helplessly handcuffed to the rusted metal headboard.
    


    
      “Come on, Raymond, let me see what you’ve got.” She locked the handcuffs around one of the poles, knowing she could free herself with a quick snap of her wrists.
    


    
      “Okay, biiiyatch.” Raymond began to lash Carol. The whip was made of faux leather to ensure Carol would feel little pain. Raymond was losing his balance and coherency more as each minute passed, but Carol still felt the force behind the lashes.
    


    
      “Take off your T-shirt. I want your sexy chest on top of me.” Carol moaned, adding to the erotic atmosphere.
    


    
      Raymond finally lost all inhibitions and ripped off his shirt, exposing his flabby belly. He flung the shirt toward the cheap bookcase. The shirt hit a hidden camera. As if in slow motion, the camera twisted, sliding closer to the edge of the shelf. Carol’s heart raced, and she couldn’t avoid staring at the camera. After another lash, Raymond saw her distraction. He sluggishly turned his head toward the object of her focus. The camera slid off the shelf and fell to the floor.
    


    
      "What da fuck is that?” He appeared puzzled but groggy.
    


    
      He leaned to his right, falling off Carol and the bed. She attempted to distract him, but the flaky rust from the metal bed must have lodged inside the handcuffs’ locking mechanism. “Don’t stop Raymond. I want you now more than ever.”
    


    
      Raymond picked up the camera. “I knew you were into some kinky shit and everything, but this takes the cake.”
    


    
      He turned back toward Carol and grinned. “We can go there. BBS can put on a show for you and all the other mudderfuckers out there.” He grabbed his crotch.
    


    
      Carol took a breath, thinking she’d averted disaster. Then, as Raymond placed the camera back on the bookshelf, his hand tangled in wire dangling from the shelf. He jerked it toward him. The rest of the wire, which had been stapled to the bottom part of the wall, flew upward. He continued yanking. More staples and wire popped, as if he was pulling up railroad tracks. The wire snaked up another wall. He kept pulling and another camera crashed to the floor.
    


    
      Carol could see through Raymond’s foggy brain—something about this scene wasn’t right. He took two steps toward the second camera. He then raced back to the bed.
    


    
      “What the fuck is all of this, bitch?” Raymond snarled, tossing the leather sex toy aside.
    


    
      Carol twisted and yanked, but couldn’t unlock the jammed handcuffs. She knew she was vulnerable to Raymond’s growing fury.
    


    
      “You little, white, cracker whore. Do you think I’m stupid or something?” He crawled back on top of her and slapped her. “You could have had the best cock of your life and you go and pull this shit?”
    


    
      He closed his fist and punched her in the nose. She screamed as blood gushed out.
    


    
      Suddenly, a horrific noise came from across the room, as a beast of a man burst from the closet, taking the door off its hinges.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      Before Raymond’s heart took a second beat, Tony dove across the bed, tackling the naked black man. Tony’s initial surge caromed Raymond off the side wall and into the bookshelf, knocking dusty books and fake plants to the floor.
    


    
      Carol nearly peed herself in fright from the shocking entry. She continued to try to free her hands from the cuffs as the two men fought.
    


    
      “You want a piece of me?” Raymond bellowed. Obviously energized by an adrenaline rush, he bounced to his feet, still in his dark socks and nothing else. “Boy, by the time I finish with you, you’re going to wish you hadn’t been jerking off in that closet.”
    


    
      Although more than ten years older than his adversary, Tony was quicker and stronger. He dodged an errant right-hand jab, then grabbed Raymond’s fist and twisted his own body under Raymond’s arm. Instead of Tony gaining leverage, Raymond’s perspiration caused Tony to lose his grip. Raymond seized the opportunity to bull-rush Tony, flipping him against the metal headboard near Carol. Tony groaned as he landed on his right side.
    


    
      Carol tried to kick Raymond, but he grabbed her left ankle and flung her sideways. The handcuffs stopped her momentum and kept her from flying across the room.
    


    
      Tony composed himself, as he and Raymond faced each other, circling. Raymond continued talking and cursing.
    


    
      “Come and get me, bitch,” Raymond barked.
    


    
      “Don’t you get it?” Carol shouted. “We have everything on you. This is all being recorded. You want to see your life ruined? You’re going to be our bitch, Mr. Big Cock.”
    


    
      “Shut up, Carol.” Tony’s steely look unsettled her.
    


    
      Tony waited for another Raymond lunge. With perfect timing, Tony dropped to the floor and kicked out the back of Raymond’s knees, then thrust his left elbow into Raymond’s larynx. Raymond’s armed flailed, as he gasped for air.
    


    
      Tony stood up and rammed his right foot into Raymond’s testicles. Even with restricted air flow, Raymond let out an agonized groan as he rolled onto his side holding his crotch.
    


    
      Tony touched his head and saw blood on his hand. He rolled Raymond over, sat on top of him, and pummeled his face with closed-fist shots. “There’s only one bitch in this room, and that’s you, you fat fuck.”
    


    
      Carol’s hands finally broke free from the cuffs.
    


    
      “Stop it, Tony!” She jumped on his back. “We’re not going to kill this man. Chuck wouldn’t want it.” Carol’s weight made Tony fall backward. The impulse to destroy Raymond had been interrupted.
    


    
      Tony gave Carol a cold stare, then turned back to Raymond. “Mr. Zoning Commission member, you can never speak of this day. You need to know how serious we are and what will happen if you don’t cooperate with our instructions.”
    


    
      Tony grabbed his target’s right hand, and with the flick of his wrist snapped two of Raymond’s fingers, breaking each in several places. “Try to play on your computer with those fingers.”
    


    
      Raymond cried out in pain. Tony bent down so Raymond could hear him. “If you cross me again, I’ll take a broomstick and shove it three feet up your ass.” Tony’s threat lowered Raymond’s moans to a soft murmur.
    


    
      Carol didn’t move, now more fearful than when BBS was slapping and punching her. She had seen Tony in a couple of bar scuffles and knew he had a temper, but she’d never seen such ferocious anger.
    


    
      Silence took over the room, aside from the rhythmic drumbeat of her heart reverberating in her core. Carol rose from the floor and tiptoed to the bathroom to clean her wounds. Minutes later, she came back out slightly more in control of her emotions, and stepped around the debris that littered the room. She kneeled to give Raymond a wet washcloth. He remained quiet but accepted the small token.
    


    
      Tony, who had been standing in the corner, took three steps toward Carol.
    


    
      “I’ve spoken to Chuck. He isn’t happy, but we’ve worked out a revised plan.”
    


    
      Raymond would live, for now.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      “You’re wearing that to run out to get the newspaper in this weather?” Marisa was questioning my intelligence as I stood in the foyer wearing boxers and my sleep T-shirt. “Besides, I’m the only one allowed to see your sausage jangling around.”
    


    
      Not one to shy away from a challenge, I opened the front door and took off. In seconds, a biting north wind pierced my skin. I picked up the frost-covered paper and jogged back. Halfway to the door, I heard Marisa shout new instructions.
    


    
      “Grab the mail. We forgot to pick it up yesterday.”
    


    
      I couldn’t feel my face, but I didn’t waste time with explanations. I ran out to the mailbox, gathered up the mail, and scooted back inside.
    


    
      Marisa was waiting for me in the living room with a cup of hot coffee and blanket. She giggled the whole time she wrapped me into a mummy. I shivered from head to toe as I nestled next to her on the couch.
    


    
      “I want to make sure my baby’s balls don’t turn blue and fall off.” She roared with laughter at her own sense of humor. My frozen lips attempted to smile, then I sipped the steamy coffee.
    


    
      Because my numb hands had lost their dexterity, Marisa unfolded the newspaper across our laps. She started on the back page and worked her way forward. Always on the lookout for sales, Marisa said the back page of the front section typically provided the best advertisements. It was one of her most annoying habits, but I could deal with it in small quantities.
    


    
      “I see nothing inside.” Marisa finally flipped to the front page.
    


    
      “Just more frickin’ photos of kids singing Christmas carols and fluff stories on all the charity work in the area,” I said.
    


    
      “Here’s an actual news story, down here.” Marisa said.
    


    
      Headline: Man Mugged at Warehouse
    


    
      We read the small article. Raymond Williams had been robbed and beaten outside of an abandoned warehouse on the west side of town. He was surveying the warehouse property as part of his duties on the zoning commission. It described his injuries as serious, but not life threatening.
    


    
      “Doesn’t he own a plumbing and electrical business?” Marisa asked.
    


    
      I nodded and read the one quote from Mr. Williams out loud.
    


    
      “I didn’t see anybody. They jumped me from behind,” Williams said.
    


    
      The story said Williams believed there were at least two assailants, but the police said finding the men without a description would be difficult.
    


    
      “Our only hope is if the muggers use one of Mr. Williams’ credit cards,” said the police spokesperson, Wendy Tuttle.
    


    
      I huffed and shook my head, agitated by the police department’s muted response to the mugging. “They report crimes like a communications firm.”
    


    
      “Baby, they go to work every day, just like we do, and I’m sure they put officers on cases like this to follow up and do some digging. We’re not going to know every move they make on every case.” She had a point, but the article didn’t sit right.
    


    
      The lack of transparency into Reinaldo’s arrest and Tiffany’s murder still irritated me. Maybe the police thought their work was complete now that they had a suspect in custody. But what evidence did they have? Had Reinaldo been formally charged? Had his defense attorney spoken with authorities to determine his game plan? I was asking myself questions the media should be asking the police, the district attorney, the defense attorney, the coroner’s office, and every other stakeholder.
    


    
      I wadded up the paper and tossed it into the fireplace.
    


    
      Marisa tried to lighten the mood. “Can you make us a nice fire tonight?”
    


    
      I nodded, then hurried to take a quick, warm shower. Before work, I was headed to visit the publisher of the Times Herald.
    


    
      “Try not to be too much of a pest.” She helped me put on my coat.
    


    
      “You know I can be charming when I need to be,” I said.
    


    
      “You’re getting pretty worked up by all of this. I understand why, but try not to let all of this get to you, okay? I don’t want you to have a stress heart attack before you turn thirty-five.”
    


    
      I practiced deep-breathing exercises on my way across town.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    
      
    


    
      Arthur Spanarkel’s office wasn’t in the same building as the Times Herald staff and printing presses. I’m sure Karina, when in normal operating mode as the editor, felt relieved not to have someone looking over her shoulder.
    


    
      I walked into Arthur’s corner office and gazed at the overwhelming, eclectic décor. Rich, expressive paintings by Russell and meticulously detailed sculptures by Remington dominated one area. Vibrant mosaics saturated two walls. I assumed most were from south of the border. Framed newspapers highlighting the biggest events and stories in our area covered the wall behind his desk. As the assistant formally presented me to Arthur, I focused on one framed edition featuring a large picture of Frank Sinatra, which included his recognizable autograph. The framed newspaper had its own spotlight.
    


    
      “Good morning, Mr. Doyle.” The publisher’s handshake was steady but not overbearing.
    


    
      Arthur appeared to be in his late sixties, wore small, round, metal-rimmed glasses, and a brown tweed suit, including a vest and bow tie. Tall and lean, he either worked out or inherited some good DNA.
    


    
      “Just call me Michael, please.”
    


    
      “Yes sir, Michael. Feel free to call me Arthur, although my wife sometimes calls me Artie. But, yes, call me Arthur,” he said.
    


    
      While Arthur came across as nice and affable, he showed signs of being a rambler.
    


    
      I voiced my concern for Karina’s mental health, and the fact that her connection to the top news event in the region put her in a difficult position. I asked if he could think of a way to take the pressure off Karina, yet maintain the integrity of the murder coverage.
    


    
      “Michael, my son—er, my apologies…I seem to call every young man ‘son.’ Anyway, I’ve been semi-retired for about a year now, which is why I put Karina in charge. She’s one of the best we’ve had in that role.”
    


    
      “But, sir…Arthur— ”
    


    
      “Just because I’m semiretired doesn’t mean I’m oblivious. I returned yesterday from a four-week hiatus to Puerto Vallarta. My wife and I were looking for a vacation home. You know, a place to go to avoid weather like this.”
    


    
      “I’m sure you and your wife deserve to retire in style after such a long and successful career.” I was eager to build a connection. “It’s a great goal to have when you’ve been married for so long.”
    


    
      “Actually, son…I mean Michael…I’ve got you on that one.” He flashed a boyish smile. “My wife is eighteen years my junior, and we’ve only been married a little over four years.”
    


    
      My face turned red enough to have led Santa’s sleigh.
    


    
      “I had a pretty nasty divorce about five years ago,” he said. “Life is good now, at least until I got back from Puerto Vallarta and saw what’s been happening here at home.” Arthur’s expression turned grim, and he pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “I’m just now getting caught up on what has taken place. I’ve tried to reach Karina several times, but she’s not answering her cell phone. I understand you’re actually associated with this story?”
    


    
      “To a degree. I found Tiffany Chambers’ carved-up body stuffed in a bag. And Karina’s husband was arrested for Tiffany’s murder—I work with him, saw him dragged out in handcuffs. Reinaldo is someone I know and care about.” I looked down at the plush rug. “It’s a big mess.”
    


    
      I asked Arthur about the Times Herald’s coverage of the event.
    


    
      “Ashamed and embarrassed.” He put his hands behind his head and stared off into space, as if he was speaking more to himself than me.
    


    
      He shouted to his assistant. “Stacy, Stacy. Keep trying to reach Karina. Also, I want to set up a meeting as quickly as possible with Stu what’s-his-name.”
    


    
      I recalled Marisa telling me to stay cool and composed. “You mean Stu Owens?”
    


    
      Given what I had seen from Stu, I wasn’t sure he had the aggressive personality to pull the coverage out of the ditch, but at this point seeing Arthur take charge was a start.
    


    
      “Stu is our city beat writer. Covers a lot of territory and I’ve read his stories. Quality work.”
    


    
      “I’ve met him.” My voice had lost some energy, and I released a deep breath.
    


    
      “Michael, I can see this subject is very personal for you.”
    


    
      “I just know a girl was murdered. I saw the gruesome remains. And our friends are mixed up in it. Reinaldo is behind bars; Karina is barely able to function. And the kids…Brent and little Ricky. It’s just all so sad, and I’m not in a position to do anything about it.”
    


    
      My eyes shifted from the corner of the room back to Arthur, who appeared to be analyzing my comment, or was perhaps still recalling his swanky vacation to Puerto Vallarta. Who knows?
    


    
      Thirty seconds must have passed, then Arthur rested his arms on the expansive padded desk.
    


    
      “There’s really no other option. I have only one path I can take on this one.”
    


    
      “What’s that?” I popped a knuckle.
    


    
      “I’m going to recues Karina from all responsibility of this story. If she needs to take additional time off, I’ll put the assistant editor in charge of everything else. For now, all coverage for this story goes through me. I’ll start with Stu what’s-his-name, and we’ll see how quickly we can bring back respectability to this newspaper.”
    


    
      Arthur paused, then removed his glasses and tapped his mouth, apparently still in thought. He swiveled his chair to the right and stared at one of the many framed pictures on the far wall.
    


    
      Amidst the many other trophies, I spotted a black-and-white framed portrait of someone who shared the same oval face and also wore a bow tie. I pointed my finger toward the wall.
    


    
      “Is that…?”
    


    
      “Yes, my dear Grandfather Chester.” Arthur’s chest swelled with pride and his face beamed with energy. “This paper has been in my family for seventy-five years. I must uphold the heritage and foundation handed down to me by my grandfather.”
    


    
      Finally, some action. Mission accomplished.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    
      
    


    
      I climbed into my Accord and took off for work, giving my mind opportunity to drift. For the first time in weeks, my judgment felt right. After sensing the call from Tiffany’s spirit, I’d finally found someone who would put some effort into investigating the events that killed her. I envisioned Tiffany smiling at me, thinking my visit with Arthur was the first step toward freeing her soul.
    


    
      I wondered if Tiffany’s killer was sitting behind bars. I didn’t want to believe it, which is why I felt like the search for the truth continued. Thankfully, I hadn’t forced myself to choose sides, Tiffany or Reinaldo.
    


    
      A brush of color caught my eye on the right side of the road as I passed the front of J&W. I slowed the car and stared at the front of our building. My heart rate quickened. You would have thought I’d seen Marisa kissing another guy. Instead, I was looking at a gold temporary sign flapping in the wind. It read: J&W, a proud subsidiary of PHC.
    


    
      D-day had arrived. The deal had finally closed, and I wondered how swiftly internal changes would take place.
    


    
      I walked through the back door. Ruby red and gold hung from the rafters on streamers and balloons, and a sea of confetti was scattered on the floor. Business cards with the new colors and company logo beside my name were on my desk. Nice gesture, but the positive vibe didn’t resonate.
    


    
      Paula’s office door opened. She came out wearing a forced smile. Poor lady. God knows, she’s had to put up with a lot of shit in the last few months. She was followed by two Indian men in dark suits with striped ties. The first appeared to be the head of PHC, the one who’d spoken when the deal was first announced. I picked up my colorful business cards and rubbed my thumb across the ink, hoping it might rub off.
    


    
      “Michael, I’m not sure you’ve had the pleasure of meeting the PHC management team.” Paula introduced me to Turug Patel, chairman of PHC. Paula appeared pale. Either she was feeling sickly or Turug had taken his hands off her throat just before they left her office.
    


    
      “You’re the first to hear this after Paula. In a memo I’ll send out later from my hotel, I will announce that Kamal here will be leading the transition team and will be co-general manager with Paula,” Turug said with a wide smile, gesturing to the man next to him.
    


    
      Did he want me to congratulate him for officially demoralizing and demoting my boss? I wasn’t born yesterday. It was obvious they were giving this Kamal fellow a “co” title to make it appear his authority was no greater than Paula’s. I guess I had to play the game for now, as much as I truly wanted to tell this guy to cram it up his ass.
    


    
      “Well, Kamal, it appears I’ll be having dreams of red and gold tonight.”
    


    
      “Michael, I’ve heard a great deal about you and all the good things you bring to J&W,” Kamal said. “I look forward to listening and learning from you.”
    


    
      This guy’s bonus had to be tied to how much of an ass-kisser he could be in front of his boss, trying to make me feel like I’d be a valuable part of the team going forward. I wasn’t holding my breath.
    


    
      I returned to my office and tried to focus on completing some work. My eyes intermittently looked up, studying the expressions of my coworkers as Paula and the legion of doom made their rounds through the office.
    


    
      I’d been concentrating on some paperwork on my desk for about fifteen minutes when Mrs. Ireland rushed into my office.
    


    
      “Paula just collapsed in the breakroom!” Her face was contorted from concern.
    


    
      I jumped out of my chair and ran to the break area. I didn’t see Paula, only a crowd of people. I pushed my way to the epicenter. Jennifer crouched next to Paula, who was resting awkwardly on one elbow.
    


    
      “My God, Paula, what happened to you?” I asked.
    


    
      “I don’t know.” She appeared dazed, unable to focus.
    


    
      “Does anyone know what just happened?” I yelled to the crowd.
    


    
      Turug stepped forward from the onlookers.
    


    
      “She said she felt tired and needed a drink, so she brought us back here to the breakroom. I turned my back to speak to my colleague, then I heard a crash. I’m concerned she might have hit her head on the table.” If he was so concerned then why wasn’t he down on the floor looking after her?
    


    
      My hand stuck to the nearby table, the carpet was wet, and hair above her left ear was matted. It appeared a clear soda had spilled all over the floor and Paula.
    


    
      “Paula, do you hurt? Is your head sore?” I asked.
    


    
      She rubbed her head and lay back down.
    


    
      “Mrs. Ireland, call an ambulance, then call her husband, Greg.”
    


    
      “I’m on it.”
    


    
      “Does anyone have a—” Before I could finish the sentence, Turug had taken off his four-figure cashmere coat, folded it nicely, and handed it to me.
    


    
      “Thank you, Turug.” I placed the coat under Paula’s head.
    


    
      She’d become more coherent by the time paramedics arrived and, for a moment, tried to convince them she could drive herself home. Then Greg showed up, and she decided it was best to give in and go to the hospital.
    


    
      “Just what everyone needs, me being carted off to the hospital on the day the deal closes,” Paula said.
    


    
      The anxiety and pressure of the last few months must have caught up to her.
    


    
      “Michael, I’m going to need you in the office helping me out, at least part-time between Christmas and New Year’s,” she said as Greg listened close by. “I should be able to give you more information next week.”
    


    
      “No problem, I’m not going anywhere.”
    


    
      I was on the verge of becoming an insider. But I realized the only privilege it might provide was learning the termination date for me and my colleagues.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Two


    
      
    


    
      Tony had a warm feeling inside. As Christmas lights blinked in perfect cadence outside the window of his downtown apartment, he poured his third glass of his favorite blended scotch whisky, Johnnie Walker Blue, then turned up the volume on his computer. Staring at the half-empty bottle, he thought about his close friend Johnny who died during the first Gulf War. At Johnny’s memorial service, this song, Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D Minor,” filled the large sanctuary. Another good Marine, and one who died honorably. That’s how we should all leave this world, he reflected.
    


    
      Tony thought back to his days in the Marines, when his purpose in life was clear. Then it was taken away. He was dishonorably discharged for harassing a female recruit. He’d actually raped the naïve twenty-year-old but convinced the scared girl from Nebraska he’d really mess her up if she accused him of rape.
    


    
      Tony pushed the sheer curtains aside and rubbed his sore ribs. He could see 216 West Main off to the far left. It wouldn’t be the home of J&W much longer—as long as he could successfully execute the many facets of this plan. Looking back toward town he saw a few shoppers scurrying to finish their last-minute Christmas Eve shopping. Obviously, these people had no concept how to plan their lives.
    


    
      Back over at his computer station, Tony studied the email he’d constructed one last time. It included four JPEG files, the ones that would garner the most alarm and shock.
    


    
      Chuck had approved the basic content. They were asking Tom, as the chairman of the zoning commission, to guarantee the rezoning of 216 West Main, allowing the site to become a natural-gas drilling location. Chuck’s team believed Tom was capable of finding a way to quietly complete this alteration, working around any open-meeting laws. They gave Tom a two-week deadline to accomplish the task, and wouldn’t accept any excuses or delays.
    


    
      If Tom didn’t reply with a positive response within two days, the four images, along with a four-minute highlight video file of his most memorable moments with Carol, would be distributed to his wife, his fellow deacons at church, and his colleagues at work.
    


    
      Tony was quite impressed with the program he’d written. If Tom forwarded the email, it would instead be sent back to Tony’s email box without revealing his address. It would take a seasoned system administrator to have any clue how to trace Tony’s email.
    


    
      Click. Send.
    


    
      Tony picked up his cell phone to share the news with his boss.
    


    
      “The package has been sent.”
    


    
      “And you’ve made sure it’s not traceable?” Chuck asked.
    


    
      “Yes sir. This guy can barely operate his cell phone, let alone trace an email,” Tony said.
    


    
      “What’s that noise? Are you in a church?”
    


    
      Tony muted the German composer’s staccato organ and ignored the question. “Hold on one second, sir.
    


    
      “Wow, that might be record time. Tom Newhouse just replied with a positive response.”
    


    
      “Great, nice work.”
    


    
      Tony nodded and smirked.
    


    
      “Before the New Year hits, we’ll need to follow up with Raymond, our favorite middle linebacker,” Chuck said. “He knows more than he should. But for now, he’s valuable to us. Let’s prepare the email as we did with Mr. Newhouse. I think we’ll need to alter the content a bit, but I believe you said you had a few good images that might be useful?”
    


    
      “We were able to salvage a couple of gems. How do you think a broadcast email of him naked, holding a whip over a white girl who is handcuffed to a bed would go across? Do you think it might affect his business plans?” Tony spoke with disdain.
    


    
      Chuck warned, “Remember, this is only a threat. If we can’t convince him to comply and we follow through and send the pictures, he could make your life hell and put our operation in jeopardy.”
    


    
      “After my last interaction with Mr. Williams, I’m convinced he’ll comply with anything we ask. Anything at all.”
    


    
      Tony hung up and clicked the computer’s mute button. He leaned back in his chair and absorbed the perfect intonation. He closed his eyes and remembered the gratification of finally gaining control over Raymond…the blow to his larynx, the kick to his testicles, and the crack of his fingers. At the height of Tony’s intensity, he felt like a wild animal, liberated of all discretion and inhibition, similar to how he felt when he had his way with women.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Three


    
      
    


    
      I plugged in our Christmas tree lights, then stood back and admired the vignette. Our tree wouldn’t be mistaken for one of the masterpieces at the Taylor mansion. Limbs sagged, but our inexpensive ornaments, dangling from the tree with a simple thread or mangled hook, had yet to drop. Needles from the plantation Douglas fir sprinkled the floor. In a few days, an avalanche of needles would encircle the tree, eventually finding their way into every nook and cranny in the house. The lights blurred as my thoughts segued into the uncertainty surrounding my life.
    


    
      I realized I sought symbolism when my life was most unsettled. I searched for an anchor, some type of reasoning that would explain why things occur and my role in them. Tiffany’s voice had called out to me…that I couldn’t deny. I still struggled with how to respond, in my actions and in my heart.
    


    
      I couldn’t do anything about the murder or the growing anxiety at work, not on Christmas Eve. Tonight was a night to treasure the ones you love, and my thoughts started with Marisa. I looked back at our tree, thinking it was symbolic of our relationship—meaningful and original, and it could only improve as years passed.
    


    
      As the blustery north wind swirled in the backyard, I hauled in three loads of firewood to the hearth. It had rained the previous night, so I knew the fire-starting process would take extra effort.
    


    
      I wadded up old newspaper and strategically placed the clumps of paper and firewood in the fireplace, then struck a match. I repeated the process again and again, but a flame didn’t materialize. Plenty of smoke, but no fire. You’d think all I had were two rocks to rub together. I might as well have been a castaway on a deserted island.
    


    
      I wondered when Marisa might get home. The bank had closed two hours earlier. Most likely, she had a couple of last-minute gift ideas or couldn’t resist a sale with seventy-five percent off everything in the store.
    


    
      I heard the back door alarm beep. I quickly rose, smacking my head on the metal frame of the fireplace. I touched the top of my head and closed my eyes, holding back a string of cuss words.
    


    
      Marisa dashed in carrying two large red and green sacks and one smaller plastic bag tucked under her arm. Maybe I’d find a new suspense novel under the tree Christmas morning.
    


    
      “Hey there, sweetie. No looking.” Ms. Claus ran through the kitchen and back to the bedroom.
    


    
      I refocused on the fire-starting project. Three more attempts with no success. Sweat trickled down my lower back. My hands had turned black, and we’d nearly run out of old newspaper.
    


    
      “Baby.” Marisa had come out to the living room in her comfy sweats. “Do you need some help?”
    


    
      “No, I got it. The wood is real wet. Damn it.” I’d just failed to start the fire on my tenth attempt, then realized I’d cursed on Christmas Eve.
    


    
      “Unless we want the fire department showing up with axes on Christmas Eve, you might want to see if the damper is open,” she suggested.
    


    
      I turned and saw a cloud of smoke curling into the room.
    


    
      “I thought we never closed this thing,” I said.
    


    
      “Only when there’s no fire,” she added.
    


    
      An unearthly screech swelled. “Freakin’ smoke alarm!”
    


    
      I struggled to unhook the damper while Marisa ran to open the front and back doors. She also flipped on the living room ceiling fan. After what seemed liked hours, but was more like five minutes, the wailing alarm finally stopped. The temperature in the house had dropped twenty degrees.
    


    
      Thankful to hear myself think, I leaned my head back. Out of nowhere, a newspaper wad hit me on the side of my face. I grabbed a couch pillow and flung it like a Frisbee, connecting with Marisa’s right cheek. A pillow and cushion fight broke out, ending with both of us red-faced from blows to the head and wild laughter.
    


    
      Still determined to create fire, we tossed in old folders, financial statements, canceled checks—anything we could find—hoping something would catch. The fire finally ignited.
    


    
      After dinner, we sat in front of the crackling flames, shadows dancing on the textured ceiling. We didn’t say anything. Tonight was a spiritual night.
    


    
      I pictured Reinaldo sitting in his sterile cell. I wondered if he thought about living the rest of his life behind bars. Only he knew if he was innocent. For now, he’d have to find a way to deal with incarceration.
    


    
      I went outside to pick up another stack of logs. I looked up at the sky and saw a vivid star glowing between the spotty clouds. Knowing what night it was, what it represented, I felt humbled. As a teenager, I took solitary walks on Christmas Eve. On those nights, more than any other, I could feel a Godly presence in the world. Tonight, I had the same feeling.
    


    
      “God, thank you for all you have given me, and for how lucky I am to share this life with my precious Marisa.” I prayed aloud while staring at the gleaming star. “I don’t know what to think of this voice I hear from Tiffany. I worry about Reinaldo. Help me to understand how you want to use me in this crazy world.”
    


    
      Renewed and uplifted, I walked back in the house.
    


    
      “I heard you outside.” Marisa scratched my shoulder. “I know it was a private moment, but I’m so proud of you for opening up in prayer. This is the night to do it. I’ll do the same before my eyes shut tonight.” She ran her fingers along the top of my hand. “It’s been an amazing year. Not all good. But we need to lay down our cynicism for at least one night and think about what’s possible for us, for the world.”
    


    
      I took Marisa and held her tight. “It’s hard for me to put in words, but you mean so much to me.”
    


    
      We fell asleep spooning each other, Marisa’s body cupped in mine, and my heart in hers.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Four


    
      
    


    
      Cocooned with Marisa in our bed on Christmas morning, a loud clatter wrestled me from a deep sleep. The racket wasn’t coming from the rooftop. At least in my half-awake state I didn’t think so.
    


    
      I rolled out of bed not wanting to wake up Marisa, who shifted her legs. I paused, unsure which direction to turn. The persistent rumbling sounded like a heavy-duty diesel truck. Who would be delivering furniture or an appliance on Christmas day?
    


    
      I pulled down a blind from our bedroom, then rubbed my eyes. What the…? I wasn’t going to curse on Christmas day, at least not this early. I trotted to the front door and yanked it open.
    


    
      “Pop, what the heck are you doing here, and what are those horses doing here?”
    


    
      “Merry Christmas, son.” Pop grinned as he patted the side of one of two dark-chestnut Morgans eating grass in our front lawn. “I thought I’d surprise you and Marisa.”
    


    
      He picked up the morning paper and tossed it to me, while I shivered in my boxers.
    


    
      “By the looks of it, I think I accomplished that goal. I didn’t mean to shock you, just give ya a personal Merry Christmas.”
    


    
      “You and your not-so-tiny reindeer,” I said. He came up and gave me two strong thumps on my back. Ever since Mom died, Pop had become more affectionate. Because we didn’t see each other often, his hug reminded me how much I’d missed it.
    


    
      I led him into the house. Marisa, bleary-eyed, stood in the kitchen making coffee with a blanket around her.
    


    
      “There’s your better half,” Pop said.
    


    
      “Merry Christmas, Pop. Give me a hug,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “Michael,” Marisa said looking out the front window, “I’m assuming you saw horses eating our grass?”
    


    
      Pop and I both laughed. “They’re actually two of Santa’s most prodigious reindeer. They’re hungry after a long night traveling the world.” I winked at Marisa, then gave her a smooch on her cheek.
    


    
      Marisa finished making coffee, then cooked us a southern breakfast: fried eggs, grits with red-eye gravy, oven-baked toast smothered with butter, and piles of bacon. The smell of the mouthwatering bacon filled the house, momentarily overtaking our tree’s evergreen scent.
    


    
      “This tastes so good, reminds me of Michael’s mom’s breakfasts.” Pop took another bite of his grits and gravy.
    


    
      “You know I never met her, Pop, but I’m glad you gave me her recipe book,” Marisa said.
    


    
      Pop laid his hand on top of Marisa’s. “Thank you.”
    


    
      “Are you going to tell us the real reason behind your trip south? It couldn’t have been to avoid the cold weather,” I said.
    


    
      Pop bit into his fifth piece of bacon. “As you know, your Uncle Lonnie has twin grandsons, and they’ve been hoping Santa would bring them a horse for the last three years. They’re both twelve now, and he thinks they’re ready. I’ve been wanting to downsize the old farm anyway. Your place is about halfway, so I thought I’d make two surprise stops today.”
    


    
      “Nice gesture, Pop,” I said. “You’re going to make a couple of kids real happy.”
    


    
      Pop nodded and smiled.
    


    
      I think he wanted to ask when he’d have grandkids of his own to spoil, but he knew the question was off limits. Marisa wouldn’t address the topic of producing grandchildren until a ring was on her finger. Period.
    


    
      As we cleared the dishes from the filling breakfast, the doorbell rang. I thought the president of the homeowners association might have already written up a formal complaint for the horse invasion.
    


    
      “Hey, Karina.” Karina held tight to her little schnoodle, Scruffy, named after Reinaldo’s daily five o’clock shadow, as Brent and Ricky stood like statues in the yard, staring at the horses. “Come in…out of the cold and away from the horses.”
    


    
      “Thank you, Michael.” Karina waltzed in with more energy than I’d seen in weeks.
    


    
      “Aren’t we forgetting a couple of little rug rats?”
    


    
      “Oh, of course.” Karina blinked her eyes, like she’d forgotten her kids were still outside. “Brent, Ricky, come on inside.”
    


    
      “But, Mom,” they both said in unison.
    


    
      “That’s a one.” She held up a single digit and held a lasting sneer in their direction.
    


    
      I shut the door and the bitter wind ceased, but the kids were just getting started.
    


    
      “I can name him whatever I want, and I want to name him Lassie,” Ricky said, crossing his arms.
    


    
      “Don’t you know that Lassie is a dog’s name? Geez, Ricky, you’re stupid.”
    


    
      I shot a glance at Marisa, then over at Pop, who raised both shoulders.
    


    
      “Hey, Marisa, Merry Christmas to you and Michael. And you must be the horse man.” Karina nodded toward Pop, who walked up and shook her hand. I completed the introductions.
    


    
      “I’ve changed my mind. I’m going to name him Rudolph. And I’m going to jump on him and he’s going to fly me into the sky.” Ricky flung his arm upward, a dimpled smile forming on his face.
    


    
      But that didn’t last long.
    


    
      “If that horse gets in the air, then I’m Santa,” Brent retorted, rolling his eyes and shaking his head at his younger sibling.
    


    
      “You’re not Santa!” Ricky took a swing.
    


    
      “Well, that horse isn’t Rudolph, dork.” Brent pushed him back.
    


    
      “Okay,” Marisa shouted, taking a quick look at Karina, who seemed oblivious. “Who wants a candy cane? Follow me. But you have to be polite and nice to each other.”
    


    
      I released a breath, glad that Marisa noticed the kids needed some attention before a sibling war erupted. The kids marched in a line behind my frizzy-headed girlfriend still wrapped in a red blanket.
    


    
      Karina watched the kids walk away, but didn’t say a word to either. She just continued where she left off. “Besides wishing you a Merry Christmas, I just wanted to say thank you,” she said.
    


    
      I paused, looked at Pop and back at Karina. “I’m not sure—”
    


    
      “You got our Christmas card?” Marisa yelled from the kitchen.
    


    
      “Actually, it was your recent visit that woke me up and helped me come to my senses. I’d been feeling so sorry for myself, I forgot I still had a lot to be thankful for, starting with my friends,” she said.
    


    
      It was a nice compliment, but weren’t parents supposed to be thankful for their kids, even if they did fight like cats and dogs?
    


    
      Karina gave me a hug, and Scruffy licked my face. The dog squeezed out of Karina’s grip and onto the floor, then immediately ran to the Christmas tree.
    


    
      “Why don’t you take your coat off and enjoy Christmas day with us?” Marisa had walked back to the foyer, while both boys watched the horses through the front window, their sticky fingers smudging the glass as they licked their respective candy canes.
    


    
      “Thanks for the invite, but I just wanted to drop in and say Merry Christmas. I’m actually leaving to go visit my mom in Stillwater.”
    


    
      “All of you, right?” I eyed Brent and Ricky.
    


    
      “Yes…uh, of course. All of us. Yes, all of us are headed up to Stillwater.”
    


    
      “We had to get up extra early and travel on Christmas Day. No fun,” Brent said with his back to us.
    


    
      Karina shifted her eyes for just a moment, but it appeared she had a filter that shut off any emotional response. Or was it an emotional connection with her kids that was missing? Something was off, that much was rather obvious.
    


    
      “Everything okay?” I asked, knowing she’d think I was referring to her mom, but I’d actually meant that in a more general sense.
    


    
      “Yes, she’s feeling pretty good these days. I would have left yesterday, but I met with Arthur yesterday morning, and we agreed I should take some time off. Michael, thank you for planting the seed.”
    


    
      “We’re glad your mindset is so positive. When you get back, call us, and let’s get together,” Marisa said.
    


    
      Positive? Positively unaware and clueless, I thought.
    


    
      “Of course. Now where is my little Scruffy?”
    


    
      We turned to see Scruffy grunting out a gift under the Christmas tree right next to the wrapped presents.
    


    
      We all yelled. Karina blushed and ran to pick up Scruffy.
    


    
      I cleaned up the feces but saw stains on the tree skirt. “I think this is a gift we’ll treasure forever.”
    


    
      We escorted Karina outside and the kids scurried over to the horses, one of whom let out a visible snort. Ricky jumped back about three feet, then ran and hid behind his mom’s leg for security. Scruffy jumped out of Karina’s arms and began a barking assault on the monster horses. Minutes later, with her dog finally contained in the seat next to her, and the kids strapped in the back seat, Karina backed out of the driveway to head to Stillwater.
    


    
      “Have a great Christmas,” she said through the open window. Scruffy leaned his head out and barked twice more at the horses.
    


    
      I waved, then noticed the two kids swatting at each other.
    


    
      “Did you see all that?” I asked Marisa as we closed the door.
    


    
      Her brown eyes got big and she let out a tired breath.
    


    
      “Did it just get quiet in here?” Pop chuckled as he was putting on his coat.
    


    
      We returned the laugh. “Leaving already, Pop?” I asked.
    


    
      “I need to get back on the road. I can’t wait to see the expressions on those boys’ faces.”
    


    
      Marisa handed Pop a travel mug full of coffee. “I want to make sure that southern breakfast doesn’t make you fall asleep driving.”
    


    
      We gave Pop a hug goodbye. I thumped his back this time.
    


    
      “Love you, Pop.”
    


    
      “I love you too, son. Merry Christmas to both of you.”
    


    
      The door shut and Marisa and I just stared at each other.
    


    
      “What the—”
    


    
      “Don’t use that word on Christmas.” Marisa raised a cute eyebrow.
    


    
      “Who was that? I’ve never seen Karina so out of touch with her kids. And no mention of Reinaldo either. It’s like he never existed.”
    


    
      Two surprise visits on Christmas day, each headed opposite directions, possibly in more than just a geographical sense. Marisa and I had another cup of coffee and contemplated what we had just witnessed. We had no answers to Karina’s almost disturbing demeanor, only more concern—for her, the kids, and Reinaldo. And I couldn’t let go of my desire –my mission—to find Tiffany’s killer.
    


    
      Knowing we couldn’t spend our entire holiday fretting over something we couldn’t control, I watered the tree while Marisa made herself busy in the kitchen. I approached her while she put glasses in the cabinet. I kissed the back of her neck and her shoulders quivered.
    


    
      Marisa turned and leaned against me. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
    


    
      She took my hand and walked me over to the tree. Then we shared our gifts with each other, wrapped and unwrapped.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Five


    
      
    


    
      Chuck sat in his favorite leather chair, cushiony and molded to his aging, toneless body. He heard distant voices, as pockets of relatives celebrated and frolicked throughout his eleven-thousand-square-foot home. Damn moochers. His elbow resting on the weathered armrest, Chuck gnawed on his cigar. His in-laws had given him a new box of cigars for Christmas, Padron Family Reserve No. 45 Maduro. But he wasn’t allowed to light up in the house. Wife’s rules. Then again, it was Christmas. He could take a chance and try to find a safe haven somewhere in the house and smoke just one. If he got caught, though, his wife might cut him off for a year. He moved the gnarled cigar closer to his nose and took in the sweet, intoxicating aroma.
    


    
      Chuck’s business had its element of risk, but he never thought his success had anything to do with chance. Oil and gas men might as well gamble on the Las Vegas strip. He considered himself a pioneer, a “change agent,” as a blowhard consultant might call it today. Most importantly, he’d convinced the board members he was indispensable. Which, of course, was true.
    


    
      Chuck released a breath, debating how to approach his next dialogue with Victoria. Why delay the inevitable? He knew Victoria would want a timely update on the latest events, even on Christmas Day.
    


    
      Chuck could hear music and voices in the background when Victoria answered.
    


    
      “Merry Christmas to my favorite Jaguar-driving teammate.”
    


    
      The background noise began to subside.
    


    
      “Thank you, Chuck. I’m assuming you and your family are having a pleasant Christmas as well.”
    


    
      “Knowing you aren’t one to wait, I thought I’d give you an update on the operation,” Chuck said. “You’re aware the deal closed two days ago. Turug’s team is now in control of J&W. They’ll begin the transition process within the week. Soon, Turug’s intentions will become public.”
    


    
      Chuck wondered if Victoria felt regret for helping to broker the deal to sell the family business.
    


    
      “I think that’s why Jeffrey and William are so excited. They believed they received an early Christmas present,” Victoria said. “By the time they pay off their debt, the few million dollars remaining wouldn’t keep this family afloat for more than three years.”
    


    
      “Yes, Victoria, you are the visionary in your family.” Chuck sought opportunities to show his appreciation for her impressive business mind.
    


    
      Chuck paused to take another chew on his cigar, thinking how to communicate the outcome of the interactions with the two zoning commission members.
    


    
      “As you know, the first phase of the Tom Newhouse project went like clockwork,” Chuck said. “And, I’m happy to say as of yesterday, Tom has accepted our conditions. He knows he has two weeks to complete his task. I think Tony and his new operative did a bang-up job on this one.”
    


    
      He paused to see if Victoria would understand his attempt at humor.
    


    
      “Very nice, Chuck. Good to hear we roped in the zoning chairman,” she said. “What about the other gentleman? You never gave me his name.”
    


    
      “Raymond Williams.”
    


    
      “I see his trucks all over the county.”
    


    
      “To be quite frank, we had some issues with Raymond. Tony and his operative did all the necessary research and planning on this guy. They discovered he was into porn, and our girl understood how to approach him. She even had the right props for the project.”
    


    
      “What happened?” Victoria sounded annoyed. “Don’t tell me we have another dead person on our hands.”
    


    
      Chuck placed his squashed cigar in a clean, marble ashtray. “It was a fluke sort of deal. Raymond took off his shirt and tossed it aside, and it just happened to hit one of the hidden cameras. Then, he got violent. Tony jumped in to restore order, but Raymond suffered some injuries.”
    


    
      “Considering Tony’s propensity for screwing things up, I could have predicted we’d run into more problems with your slutty little plans,” Victoria said.
    


    
      Chuck ignored the dig on Tony, although he had growing reservations about the man responsible for the group’s unsavory tasks. He knew he couldn’t find another person with Tony’s background, expertise, and downright guile. Still, he seemed to be getting more careless with each job.
    


    
      “It’s not a lost cause. While Raymond is aware of the plot to seduce him and gather the related photographic evidence, he doesn’t understand the full picture, at least not yet. Tony is convinced Raymond will follow our instructions. By the end of the week, when Raymond begins to heal, we’ll formally secure his agreement using a method similar to what we used with Mr. Newhouse.”
    


    
      “Has any of this gone public?”
    


    
      “If you look at the bottom of today’s newspaper, you’ll see a small article.”
    


    
      “Hold on, I have it right here.”
    


    
      One minute passed.
    


    
      “For now, we appear to be safe,” Victoria said. “It sounds like you’ve scared the pants off Raymond.”
    


    
      Chuck knew he had finished the most difficult part of the discussion.
    


    
      “And one more thing. To show we’re being as proactive as possible on this operation, we’re doing additional research on the media members. Usually, they tend to be rather idealistic, but Tony has some thoughts in case someone starts connecting dots.”
    


    
      “By all means, Chuck, don’t wait until the dots are connected.”
    


    
      “Understood.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Six


    
      
    


    
      Arthur walked into his office minutes before his first meeting with Stu to discuss the newspaper’s strategy for the Tiffany Chambers murder investigation. He didn’t sleep well the night before, despite spending Christmas day lounging and reading his new autographed John Grisham novel, a gift from his wife, while drinking spiked eggnog. He hadn’t covered a major news story in more than thirty years, and his anxiety was getting the better of him. His neck felt like a steel plate had been fused to his vertebrae. He tapped his fingernails on his desk.
    


    
      Back in the mid-70s, a series of rapes occurred in the area over a six-month period. As assistant news editor, Arthur led the paper’s coverage from the initial crime until the final verdict and sentencing of the rapist. He knew journalism had changed over the past three decades, and he questioned his antiquated instincts. But his family legacy was at stake, and that motivated him.
    


    
      “Mr. Spanarkel, sir.” Stacy stuck her head in his office. “Stu Owens called to say he’d be a few minutes late. Apparently, his cat is sick and he had to take her to the vet.”
    


    
      “Vet?” Arthur mumbled. “Here we are, ready to embark on a mission to reclaim our leading position as the main watchdog in this community. Maybe Stu didn’t understand when I spoke to him on the phone.”
    


    
      “Maybe not, sir,” Stacy said.
    


    
      Arthur quickly raised his head, startled to hear a response. He thought he’d muttered those words to himself.
    


    
      Midway through the morning, Stu, wearing sneakers and some minor league baseball cap, stepped into the waiting area of Arthur’s office suite. Before Stacy could ring Arthur, he’d already spotted the reporter and motioned for him to enter his office.
    


    
      “Good morning, sir. I take it all is well with your, uh, animal?” Arthur asked.
    


    
      “Yes, Mr. Spanarkel. Pumpkin, my orange Tabby, got into some of our Christmas ribbon. Had to get her stomach pumped. I shouldn’t have left the presents under the tree. Poor girl,” Stu said.
    


    
      Arthur looked down at his notes and refrained from making another cutting remark.
    


    
      “Stu, my good man, we know Karina has been through a great deal. I can’t imagine the emotions she’s experienced with her husband being arrested for the murder,” Arthur said. “It’s up to you and me to get to the bottom of all this. Unfortunately, this might touch Karina. If so, I’m sorry, but our journalistic reputation is on the line.”
    


    
      Just before Stu could respond, Arthur’s assistant entered the office, rolling in a large, two-sided whiteboard. “Good timing, Stacy.” Arthur stood in front of the whiteboard, noting to himself that Stu hadn’t shown a great deal of energy in the first few minutes of their meeting. For now, Arthur would ignore it, hoping he’d see more engagement as they dove into the details.
    


    
      “Let’s list all the facts as we know them, with whom they are associated, and note if the source is reliable,” Arthur said. “Then, I’d also like for us to start a list of questions or concerns we think we need to chase. We can talk about our strategy on the flow of stories, and so forth. Acceptable?”
    


    
      “Works for me,” Stu said with little inflection.
    


    
      Arthur jotted down the facts as he and Stu understood them. Stu noted the issue in the coroner’s office on the cause of death. It had been a while since he had checked in with his source, so that might have changed, he said.
    


    
      “It’s good to hear you have a source in the coroner’s office. Nice work,” Arthur said with no visual reaction from Stu. “We’ll place that disagreement, for now, in the column of questions.”
    


    
      They continued documenting the questions for another five minutes. Surprised with how quickly they completed the exercise, Arthur took a step back and examined the whiteboard, wondering if they’d missed any obvious pieces to the puzzle.
    


    
      Stu adjusted his frayed cap. “Sir, I have one question.” Arthur motioned for Stu to continue. “How am I going to have enough time to work on this murder investigation and still cover the rest of the city beat? I make thirty thousand dollars a year, and I’m just not willing to give up my life for thirty K.”
    


    
      Arthur put his hands on his waist. He knew the money in print journalism was less than stellar. He had thought Stu would be invigorated by their joint mission and was surprised to hear this whining. Arthur ignored the question and instructed Stu to push for at least three stories a week on the investigation—more if they found additional branches to the tree, which he assumed they would. Arthur would edit the stories and compose the headlines. Also, he wanted to send a message to the community by writing an editorial for this Sunday’s paper.
    


    
      Stu nodded through the rest of the meeting.
    


    
      Arthur sensed this “team” effort would require more wrangling with Stu than he’d imagined. He sent Stu off to restart the investigation. Then he sat alone, elbows propped on his inherited mahogany desk, attempting to think outside the box.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      I struggled to button my pants. Too much buttermilk pie and homemade comfort food over the long holiday weekend. Outside of the bizarre interaction with Karina, the time off with Marisa had been relaxing and stress-free. I’d been able to mostly suppress my thoughts about the murder and the uncertainties at work, knowing I’d have to deal with reality today.
    


    
      In the half-full parking lot, I locked my car and strode toward the office. Before I reached the back door, I was compelled to keep walking. I stopped at the end of the alley, staring at the scene where I’d discovered Tiffany’s body.
    


    
      The picture etched in my mind from that dreadful day was far different than the view before me. Today, the clear blue sky allowed the sun to light up the top half of our building. Two birds fluttered overhead, as if one was chasing the other. Trash still littered the alley, but the driving rain, muddy gravel, and sheer gloominess had been removed like a Hollywood set change. Sitting perfectly parallel to the wall, the dark-green dumpster was in the same location. I could have walked down the alley to try to conjure up memories of the pungent odor and my emotions from that day, but I would gain nothing by putting myself through the experience. The alley no longer had power over me. I emptied my lungs and my body relaxed.
    


    
      The office atmosphere was laidback, only a handful of colleagues working to complete projects prior to the end of the year.
    


    
      Before I dropped by Paula’s office, I pulled out today’s edition of the Times Herald from my computer bag and spread it across my desk. Eager to see to if Arthur and Stu had made their first strike, I found the article hidden on page two, about a four-inch story. The main theme: formal charges against Reinaldo Silva would be filed tomorrow. It also noted that Reinaldo’s attorney, Brian Gentry, was not available for comment.
    


    
      I pondered why Stu couldn’t have pushed Brian, or someone in Brian’s office, for a response, even if they didn’t want to go on record. I sighed, thinking I needed to keep my expectations in check. I should give Stu a chance to ramp up and start taking ownership of the story and not regurgitate police press releases. I sounded like I’d received a graduate degree from the Woodward & Bernstein Investigative College.
    


    
      I examined the rest of the paper in case I’d overlooked a more in-depth story. Not today. Only typical grip-and-grin chamber of commerce photos and mundane stories on city council and zoning commission meetings. Stu might as well just ask for a copy of the minutes and publish those. At least that would give him more time to focus on the most significant story in the region.
    


    
      Happy to see Paula sitting behind her desk, I approached her door. Kamal gave me a passing nod as he walked out. He held folders and papers and crossed the wide hall to his new digs. Kamal had transformed one of our precious few conference rooms into his office.
    


    
      I ignored Kamal, and when he was out of earshot, said to Paula, “Good morning, co-boss.”
    


    
      “I could say something back, but I’m trying not to be cynical today.” Paula looked healthy and full of energy. We asked about each other’s holiday, starting with her recovery from the episode in the breakroom.
    


    
      “I stayed at the hospital only a few hours. I had a mild fainting spell, that’s all. I needed some food and hydration. It was no big deal,” she said, brushing off what had appeared to be serious at the time of the incident. “You’ll find this interesting. I received get-well flowers from Turug, of all people.”
    


    
      “Ah.” I wondered if he’d use the same bunch of flowers on Paula’s grave once they fired her.
    


    
      Paula asked me to shut the door. My mind instantly filled with theories. Was she going to beat Kamal to the punch and give the new regime the middle finger? Selfishly, I prayed not. We needed Paula, and I hoped she knew we’d all drown without her.
    


    
      “Michael, I didn’t think I’d ever say this again, especially at my age.” Paula leaned back in her burgundy, high-back leather chair. “I’m pregnant.”
    


    
      “Okay, uh, wow.” I tried not to show my shock, though my stammered response defied me.
    


    
      “I’m assuming your condition might have something to with your fainting spell last week?” I gave her a half smile.
    


    
      “It did, which is why I didn’t stay at the hospital long. They did an ultrasound to ensure the baby’s heartbeat was okay. Then they kicked me out.”
    


    
      She explained she was in her first trimester, and depending on the day, she could be tired, nauseous, hungry, or agitated. Her moods were unpredictable. At least, that’s what Greg had told her over the long weekend. For now, she asked me to keep it a secret. She was hesitant to share any personal news with the new command.
    


    
      Maybe talking babies with Paula will be a nice distraction over the next few months, I thought.
    


    
      “I guess you do have a certain glow,” I said, trying to act like I noticed.
    


    
      She giggled. “Oh do I now? Thank you, but you’re probably reciting a script you’ve heard, huh?”
    


    
      “Is it that obvious? I don’t really know much about women and pregnancy, and…all of that.” My hands moved all around, trying to pull an intelligent thought out of my mind.
    


    
      “Don’t worry, most men don’t. I’m sure Marisa could give you some starter lessons.”
    


    
      I nodded, then flapped my arms, realizing I’d been perspiring. Apparently, the whole pregnancy topic didn’t agree with my system.
    


    
      “You can see I’ll need you at some point, but I don’t know exactly when. Kamal knows I’m not feeling well, and I trust you to help.” She looked out her window for a moment. “It won’t be easy. We might be asked to do some tough things. Are you in this with me?”
    


    
      “Yes.” I released a stress breath.
    


    
      Startled to hear three rapid door knocks behind me, I turned to see a beady-eyed, rabid Kamal push open the door, ready to pounce.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      No taller than a Mini Cooper, our new co-general manager carried himself like the anointed one, knighted by Turug to execute the PHC acquisition plan. Despite lacking knowledge about J&W’s operations, Kamal had already begun pronouncing his decree on every issue, according to Paula. That’s how business in the modern day worked, I suppose—the acquiring company’s dictators ruled, even if they couldn’t find their asses with both hands.
    


    
      Kamal marched into Paula’s office like he owned the place, including her.
    


    
      “I need to speak with you in my office.” Without acknowledging my existence, Kamal spun back toward the door, clearly expecting Paula to be one step behind him.
    


    
      “Kamal, please give me five more minutes with Michael.”
    


    
      Kamal squinted, obviously shocked Paula would provide any response other than an immediate “yes sir.” The door rattled shut.
    


    
      “I have to put my foot down just because I can, at least for now,” Paula said.
    


    
      Paula’s rebellious attitude was refreshing. She wasn’t poisoned by her years in upper management.
    


    
      “I’m one morning sickness away from not being at the disposal of Sir Kamal, so stay close and be ready to jump in,” Paula said. “I’ll push him to start including you, and that could start in the next ten minutes, or it might be in two days. Sorry about the uncertainty, but that’s the game we’re playing right now.”
    


    
      “I’m okay with it. I’m a little anxious, but I’m sure I can pick up any signals from you.”
    


    
      Paula gave me an assuring pat on the shoulder as I followed her out the door.
    


    
      For a minute, I considered myself fortunate. I wasn’t the first person in corporate America to go through this type of coup. I’d watched friends experience this upheaval, and as a result, I hoped I was better prepared for these games and cut-throat tactics.
    


    
      I was jarred slightly by my office phone ringing. Jeanne Greenberg, Tiffany’s former employer, was on the line.
    


    
      “Michael, I’d like to discuss a couple of important issues at your earliest available time,” she said in her usual straightforward way.
    


    
      That was code for “get my ass over to her office ASAP.” Admittedly, in the past, I’d been able to conjure up a few pathetic excuses to avoid getting drilled by Jeanne. Once, I even claimed I was running out the door because Marisa had been in a car wreck. But, on this day I welcomed Jeanne’s directive, which provided me an opportunity to breathe unpolluted air. I walked by Kamal’s opulent office, where he and Paula were buried in papers and laptops. Neither looked up. I didn’t need a permission slip to leave the premises. I went out the front door and turned left into the cutting north wind. Within a couple of minutes, the cold penetrated the insulation of my coat and new scarf from Marisa. But I still scooted across town to Greenberg & Associates as giddy as a kid who just escaped from school in the middle of the day.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      Tony stretched his arms above his head, then rubbed his stiff back as he sat in front of his computer. The years and physical abuse had begun to catch up to him, and he knew it. He continued a regular exercise regimen—stretching, resistance training, and conditioning—even while being restricted to his efficiency apartment.
    


    
      He moved aside the sheer curtains and looked out his one window, a process he repeated several times a day. This time, he spotted someone leaving 216 West Main. He picked up his government-issued binoculars, a memento he’d claimed from his stint in the Marines.
    


    
      “Well, who do we have here?” he spoke out loud to no one. “Mr. Doyle is out for a stroll on this cold day, it appears.”
    


    
      Tony looked at Michael’s mug shot on his target board. As a mid-level manager at J&W, a position he’d held for several years, Michael had earned the trust of his colleagues and customers alike. Tony studied the pictures of the key stakeholders in the operation. The target board kept him sharp and allowed him to think through the project scenarios, as well as any potential threat he might not see without the visual aid.
    


    
      He poked his finger at a photograph on the board. “And then we have the neighbor, our favorite newspaper editor, Mrs. Karina Silva.” He laughed at the trauma she’d recently experienced.
    


    
      Extensive research going all the way back to Karina’s college days had uncovered a piece of gold. Karina had experimented in college, not just with recreational drugs, but with girls. In fact, he learned that she had secretly dated one girl for six months, just before she met her future husband, Reinaldo. Tony had devised the plan to have Tiffany Chambers seduce Karina. Unfortunately, he hadn’t considered Reinaldo’s employment at J&W, and Tiffany’s death certainly wasn’t part of the original strategy. Some things just can’t be avoided.
    


    
      Tony drew a line connecting Michael and Karina, then Michael and Reinaldo. He knew Reinaldo had seen a visitor at the jail matching Michael’s description—Caucasian, medium height, dark wavy hair, neatly dressed. According to his source, the nature of the conversation centered on Reinaldo’s well-being, although Reinaldo’s depression and mental instability had derailed the apparent fact-finding mission.
    


    
      Every man had his weakness, his Achilles heel, and Tony knew this as much as anyone. Viewed by everyone who knew him as an even-keeled guy, Michael wasn’t likely to be influenced by a blond bombshell. Tony had two shots of Michael out with his longtime girlfriend, a lady named Marisa. It was possible Michael’s love for her was his most exposed weak point, but it was difficult to know for certain.
    


    
      Tony had used his night vision goggles just once, the evening of the Taylor Christmas party, a last-minute idea to take photos of key players with an enhanced digital camera he’d recently purchased at a gun show. He always enjoyed a challenge, and the covert nighttime maneuver gave him a rush.
    


    
      Hidden behind a row of red-tip photinia, Tony had surveyed the area south of the mansion, spotting Victoria, the big mouth bitch who had too much input into their operation. Talking on her cell phone from her third-floor balcony, practically staring right at Tony, she had no idea her picture was being taken.
    


    
      Tony thought about what it would be like to set up wrinkle-faced Victoria in a seamy seduction. It made him laugh. For now, Chuck would deal with her know-it-all attitude and the associated political crap. He was a pro at it.
    


    
      While not considered a target, Marisa also had a spot on his board. He had seen her waltz up to the front porch of the mansion. The picture captured an alluring woman wearing a black dress and red heels. Tony lusted for a beautiful lady. Marisa wasn’t as young and pure as Tiffany or as seasoned as Carol, but neither of those ladies was around. One had died and one had abruptly left town after the fiasco with Raymond Williams. Tony had a growing itch, one that could be scratched only by the woman of his desire.
    


    
      Knowing Chuck would call at any moment, Tony refocused his attention on the email to Raymond. The wording of this email was different, a tad more threatening because of the violent nature of their previous interaction. He attached two graphic JPEG files. One had Raymond holding a whip, sitting on top of Carol with her hands cuffed to the headboard. The other, taken from the opposite angle, showed Raymond punching Carol in the face.
    


    
      Tony gave the email one last review, then sent it off.
    


    
      As he reached for the half-empty bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue, the phone rang.
    


    
      “How are we coming at piecing together the communication for Mr. Williams?” Chuck asked.
    


    
      “Good timing, Boss. I just sent the email. I’d send you a copy for your pleasure, but as we’ve discussed, you don’t need to be connected to these special projects.”
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Jesus, Chuck thought, does this freak actually think I get my jollies from his porno? These events were merely a necessity of doing business in this over-regulated world run by Nazi environmentalists. He tried to erase the picture from his head of Tony enjoying this more than he should. He only wanted Tony to concentrate on the job at hand…and to keep his attention focused on something other than the next woman in his sights.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty


    
      
    


    
      An eye-watering breeze blew into Greenberg & Associates as I struggled to shut the glass door behind me. A new administrative assistant sat at Tiffany’s old desk, impervious to the blustery weather.
    


    
      “I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve had a chance to meet. I’m Michael Doyle with J&W…I mean, PHC.”
    


    
      The reserved young woman shook my hand but only briefly made eye contact. Jeanne entered the front area.
    


    
      “I see you’ve met my new temp,” Jeanne said.
    


    
      She guided me back to her office without acknowledging the admin’s name.
    


    
      “This is the second temp I’ve had. You know me, I’ll probably go through four or five more before I find a good fit.” Jeanne sat in her black high-back chair and crossed her legs. She was always one to point out the high expectations she set for everyone with whom she worked, including her vendors, as I knew all too well.
    


    
      I pulled out my laptop and prepared for the onslaught of questions regarding her latest bill.
    


    
      “Michael, you know I typically don’t mix business and personal lives, but this whole situation with Tiffany seems to cross the line in the most personal way.”
    


    
      Jeanne turned to gaze out the window. “We’ve received two phone calls here at the office from someone who claims to be Tiffany’s mother.”
    


    
      My fingers stopped typing. Jeanne could tell she had my attention, but I jumped in before she could finish her thought.
    


    
      “You said, ‘claims.’” I made quotes with my fingers.
    


    
      “There are so many crackpots out there. I spoke to her one time. She came across as somewhat senseless and maybe even a bit delusional.” Jeanne looked down. “It got my attention when she said she was calling from Oklahoma. Tiffany had family up that way.”
    


    
      I hadn’t thought much about Tiffany’s family or how her murder must have shaken them.
    


    
      “The lady sounded older. She started crying. I tried to calm her down, but I’m not sure she heard me.” Jeanne was not the consoling type, so it must have been tough on her. “She wouldn’t tell me her name. But she asked if Tiffany had been well liked. Then, out of nowhere, she started talking negatively about men in Tiffany’s life. She said these men had ruined her daughter’s life, and if she ever found them, she would kill them with her own two hands.”
    


    
      My stomach tightened. I hadn’t expected to go down this path with Jeanne. “Is that all she said? I guess she didn’t give you her name? Did she mention anyone else’s name?”
    


    
      I expected Jeanne to say Reinaldo’s name.
    


    
      “It was hard to understand, but I heard one name, something like Johnny or Tony or Marty, something with an ‘e’ sound at the end.”
    


    
      Jeanne recalled seeing the 405 area code on the call that lasted less than a minute.
    


    
      “I thought about it just before she hung up on me. Do you think I should call the police about this?”
    


    
      “That’s probably the smart thing to do.”
    


    
      “Talking out loud about this helps. Thank you.” Jeanne’s eyes connected with mine. “I have to say, she sounded distraught, even angry. I’m torn. I know they’ve arrested Reinaldo, but he’s such a nice young man. It’s difficult for me to envision him committing murder. But it disturbed me that this troubled woman talked about men destroying Tiffany’s life.”
    


    
      I asked Jeanne if she would be willing to talk to the press about this development.
    


    
      “Michael, it’s not that I don’t want to get involved. I think I’m a bit afraid,” Jeanne admitted.
    


    
      “Jeanne, you’re a respected person in this community. I can’t imagine you have anything to worry about,” I said, wondering if I was right. “Talking to the police and media can only help us get to the bottom of this. We all have the same goal.” I started cranking on what to do with this information.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-One


    
      
    


    
      I made an appointment to meet with Arthur at five fifteen p.m., then spent the rest of the afternoon in anxious-wait mode, like a pilot prepared for takeoff from an aircraft carrier. Paula couldn’t predict when she’d persuade Kamal to bring me in, and she wasn’t keen on sharing the details of her pregnancy with him at this point. Seemed logical to me. I made a couple of office drive-bys to see if a visual would remind them to include me. On each pass, I thought at least one of them looked my way through the window, but I never got a response. I guess I’d turned invisible.
    


    
      I thought more about Jeanne’s phone call with this person who claimed to be Tiffany’s mother. The sound of despair Jeanne described coming from the woman had me thinking she was legitimate, possibly someone who had no outlet, no way to communicate her outrage and sorrow. I’m not sure why my mind went there. Maybe because I could envision a mother being completely hysterical after finding out her daughter had been murdered.
    


    
      After hours of resisting the urge, I gave in. The Internet made research almost too easy.
    


    
      I searched area code 405.
    


    
      Stillwater, Oklahoma. Where had I heard that city mentioned lately? Karina. She’d traveled to Stillwater a number of times in the last year to take care of her mother and was headed the same direction on Christmas Day, along with her kids and dog.
    


    
      I arrived at Arthur’s office five minutes after the top of the hour.
    


    
      “Good afternoon, Michael, my son.” Arthur smiled and gave me a more purposeful handshake than in our initial introduction.
    


    
      I immediately recounted my conversation with Jeanne, anxious to get to the bottom of this mystery.
    


    
      “It’s hard to say if this was a phone call from a person who really knew Tiffany, but I checked the area code, and it matches one in Stillwater. According to Jeanne, Tiffany may have family in the area.”
    


    
      Arthur began to chortle.
    


    
      My facial expression remained serious.
    


    
      “Michael, you just proved my intuition was right.”
    


    
      “About?”
    


    
      “Your hunger to know more information. I don’t know Jeanne Greenberg well, but I’ve met her and know her reputation. She’s a tough lady. For her to open up to you says a lot about how you approach your contacts, or rather customers.”
    


    
      While I found his comments flattering, the use of the term “contacts” threw me a bit.
    


    
      “Michael, I don’t know if you’ve been thinking the same thing or not.” Arthur stared at me, apparently hoping to read my body language before he continued. “But we need your help.”
    


    
      “For what?”
    


    
      “I’ve been working with Stu just a few days, and I’m not sure we’re going to accomplish what we need to get done without having to perform an exorcism.” I was taken aback by Arthur’s sarcasm. “I can see you have a strong desire to see justice prevail on this murder. Let’s put your drive to good use. We need your brain to help us figure out how to proceed on this investigation.”
    


    
      I sat back in my chair, stunned at Arthur’s direct plea for help…from me. What did I know about the journalism world? I took one class in high school. Journalists had minds like steel traps. Mine was too muddled right now with all that was going on in my life. I couldn’t compartmentalize. Or could I?
    


    
      “You seem a bit stressed by my request for assistance, son.”
    


    
      I rubbed my neck. I didn’t want to dismiss the opportunity to ensure the truth would be revealed, but fear of committing…and the unknown…pulled me the other way. Still, I ended up listening to my conscience, or Tiffany’s spirit.
    


    
      “I do have a full-time job, and my girlfriend likes to see me occasionally, but I’ll sit in on a couple of meetings with you and Stu, and we’ll see if that helps,” I suggested.
    


    
      “Splendid. We’ll work around your schedule. Be careful, son. Once you catch the bug, it stays with you.”
    


    
      “What bug is that, sir?
    


    
      “The journalism bug, of course.”
    


    
      Unsure what to expect, I agreed to meet with Stu and Arthur the next day. As I headed home, all the questions I’d asked myself, and some new ones courtesy of my discussion with Jeanne, raced through my mind.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Two


    
      
    


    
      I plopped down in a chair in Paula’s office, sloshing a bit of my morning coffee on her teal-blue carpet. “Oops, sorry.”
    


    
      “No answer yet,” Paula said as I leaned over to dab at the spill.
    


    
      “How’d you know what—”
    


    
      “Kamal hasn’t budged on bringing you in. Jesus! I’m going to have to tell him about my pregnancy, even though I’m just in my first trimester. He’ll know it before my parents do.” Paula tossed her pen on the desk.
    


    
      I could see Paula wasn’t in the mood to play bullshit games. Perhaps she had a bit of morning sickness. Who knows? I was clueless when it came to reading pregnant women. I went to my office and waited for the call. Ten minutes after Kamal arrived, I was summonsed.
    


    
      I hesitated in his doorway, then stepped into his office with my hands in my pockets. “Morning, Kamal.”
    


    
      “Michael, welcome. Welcome to the transition team.” Kamal motioned to Paula, who sat to my left, arms folded and legs crossed.
    


    
      “I just want to help J&W and PHC grow to be an even better, more profitable company.” Countless handshake pictures and business trophies lined Kamal’s office walls, like he’d been in this place for years instead of days.
    


    
      Kamal offered to run to the breakroom for coffee. “Paula, I don’t want you to move. And I’m assuming you want decaf,” he said and winked. I shook my head and held up my hand, knowing my bladder would explode if I drank more coffee. Kamal left his office.
    


    
      Paula and I stared at each other for a couple of seconds and then giggled like school kids when the teacher left the room.
    


    
      “You think I need to tell Greg he’s got competition?” Paula said.
    


    
      “Be sure to tell him it’s a guy who has multiple personalities.”
    


    
      She grinned. “Honestly, Kamal is all over the place with the way he acts. He’s usually stubborn. Then, he acts human, like he cares how I’m feeling. It’s disorienting,” Paula said. “It could be a cultural thing, where he’s not sure how to respond to certain situations, like partnering with a woman.”
    


    
      “I guess we’ll find out if it’s an ethics thing,” I said.
    


    
      Paula lifted an eyebrow, then Kamal walked in with two coffees.
    


    
      “The timing for bringing in Michael is perfect.” Kamal folded his miniature arms across his oversized desk. “I’ve learned from Paula all the key services your firm provides, as well as your, let’s say, simplistic process for business development. And we’ve reviewed each current account. I believe we can accomplish the same operating revenue with a much-improved profit margin. And this is where I need your help.”
    


    
      Paula and I cut our eyes toward each other, then back to Kamal, who’d paused, obviously waiting for us to jump in with questions. We remained silent.
    


    
      “I’ve developed something I’d like to review with you.” He handed us hard copies of a spreadsheet with at least twenty column headings. Within seconds, I understood the purpose of this thing called an HR synergy target tool. I’d been handed a guillotine with a shiny new blade.
    


    
      “I assure you we can go through this process with fairness and dignity for everyone involved.” He held up his pen like he was carrying a sentimental torch for the average employees, our friends.
    


    
      Heat crawled up my neck and into my face. I glanced at Paula, who rubbed her temples, then affixed her hand to the bottom of her chin.
    


    
      “Kamal, I have to say I’m a bit shocked.” The pitch to Paula’s voice was higher than usual. “I’ve asked you directly about your ‘synergy targets,’ what I call job cuts, and you said nothing. I spoke with Turug about this same issue before the deal closed, and he denied layoffs were part of your strategy.”
    


    
      “My dear Paula, I don’t recall such questioning, but—”
    


    
      “I’m sorry?” Paula interrupted. “You don’t recall me asking you if you expected any layoffs? I find that hard to believe. In addition, I made a compelling business case for how we can continue to grow the business and improve operating margin by using our current approach.”
    


    
      “I’m not going to get into a ‘he said, she said.’ I will only say Turug and the PHC board expect to take any newly acquired business and make it more profitable than we found it. That is how we make money.”
    


    
      Paula moved to the edge of her chair.
    


    
      “You make money by delivering on your commitments to your customers. You make money by giving incentives to your employees to deliver outstanding service. That increases your sales.” Paula jabbed her knee with each key point. “We have no millionaires working at J&W. How many do you have working at PHC?” Paula had launched her first major attack.
    


    
      “I had hoped we would see eye to eye on this very important aspect of this transition process.” Kamal sorted papers on his desk. “But we are not changing our plan.”
    


    
      Paula leaned back and started swinging her leg. I clicked my pen.
    


    
      Kamal avoided Paula’s glare and addressed me. “I will be sending both of you this file electronically. But in order to meet our deadlines, we need the first round completed by Friday. Help Paula with this spreadsheet.”
    


    
      I dug my fingernails into the wood of the chair arm. Paula jerked the spreadsheet closer.
    


    
      “By when will the first round be notified?” Paula asked.
    


    
      “A week from Friday,” Kamal said.
    


    
      “What’s the goal of this whole exercise?” Paula flapped the paper.
    


    
      Kamal ignored her question.
    


    
      “Lowering our cost will provide more bonus potential for the people who remain, especially those in management, such as yourselves.” Kamal smiled as if he was trying to sell us a used car.
    


    
      “So, you’re saying we can get satisfaction through all this if we fire our friends and dedicated colleagues, all because of some mythical bonus,” she fired back.
    


    
      “I wouldn’t word it that way. And there are many factors that go into calculating bonuses at PHC.”
    


    
      “So, the promise Turug gave me, where J&W would operate as a separate business unit under the umbrella of PHC…that was just a pile of horseshit?” Paula said. I sat motionless in my chair, stunned at her defiant attitude and proud that she flew directly into Kamal’s crosshairs on behalf of the people of this company.
    


    
      “Paula, I can assure you we made no such promises.” It was obvious Kamal knew he had the upper hand regardless of where the discussion went.
    


    
      Paula wouldn’t back down. I made sure my jaw stayed closed.
    


    
      “Okay, so let me ask again, since you appear to be hard of hearing. What is the goal of this exercise? How many layoffs are we expected to make and by when?” Paula spoke with even more force.
    


    
      “You know this information must be held in the utmost confidence.” Kamal eyed each of us. “For this initial round, we are looking at fifteen percent. But all businesses can cut fifteen percent without affecting their operations. That is a known fact.”
    


    
      “You might have learned that fact in some expensive business school, but it doesn’t work that way in the real world, Kamal. Not if you’re trying to grow the business, which you say is the point.”
    


    
      “As you might imagine, we will be redeveloping our revenue targets and goals for the year. While we go through this process we will be expected to maintain our current level of service.” Kamal looked at his monitor, then his fingers rattled the keyboard.
    


    
      “Let me ask again, how many rounds are we going to have? And what is the ultimate target layoff number?” Paula’s veins were bulging in her neck.
    


    
      “We haven’t determined the final number, but we believe our synergy contribution could reach between fifty and seventy-five percent. Some jobs will be replaced by our outstanding employees in India, while others will be absorbed by remaining employees. Of course, the higher percentage, the better your bonus potential,” he said with his Cheshire Cat grin.
    


    
      There goes the carrot again. We weren’t biting. I wanted to jump into the fray, but Paula had taken the reigns. She had little to no ammunition but had uncovered their concealed transition plan. She dropped her hands in her lap on top of the now-crumbled spreadsheet.
    


    
      “Okay, you’ll have it by Friday.” Paula stood abruptly.
    


    
      “Paula, we will evaluate more numbers when you have cooled down,” Kamal said to her back. “We also need time to review the severance package.”
    


    
      She ignored Kamal.
    


    
      “Michael, please come to my office,” she said.
    


    
      I did, looking into her eyes, dark circles beneath them, her teeth clenched. I had only one thing to say. “It’s an ethics thing.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Three


    
      
    


    
      I galloped up the stairs in Arthur’s building, purposely avoiding the elevator route. My body welcomed the exercise after being cooped up in a stagnant office for hours. I pushed off each knee on the last flight, scaling three stairs at a time. When I got to the top, I bent over and caught my breath.
    


    
      I’d intended to spend time thinking about possible strategies on the newspaper’s coverage of the murder. Instead, I spent most of the day dealing with Kamal. Then Paula and I worked to formulate our first draft of the fifteen-percent cut.
    


    
      I entered Arthur’s office, which now resembled the early stages of a war room. Arthur was as energized as ever.
    


    
      “Good evening, Michael, my son. Please join Stu and me. I have some refreshments, if you’d like a drink. I like a little nip to get the spirits going.” Arthur sipped a mixed drink he’d already prepared.
    


    
      He began to talk as I perused my options at his bar. Stu remained quiet.
    


    
      “Now, I think we need to discuss where we should next focus our coverage,” Arthur said.
    


    
      “Or, where to start?” I blurted as I plunked ice into my glass.
    


    
      Stu glanced in my direction. Perhaps my tone was more direct than I’d intended.
    


    
      “Stu, I know you’ve been split between multiple beats, so don’t take this personally. But the perception out there is a girl was murdered, the police arrested an employee at J&W, and that’s it. No details of the facts, no insight into motive, no understanding on how the police concluded that Reinaldo had murdered Tiffany,” I said, now sitting in the Queen Anne chair opposite Arthur, who was standing next to his whiteboard.
    


    
      “Point well taken, Michael.” Arthur looked at Stu, who put his head down and scribbled on his notepad.
    


    
      Arthur asked me to share what I’d learned in my conversation with Jeanne. Stu, apparently, had yet to either receive the new lead regarding Jeanne’s phone call with the emotional lady, or to act on it. I was witnessing a team that was not moving at record-breaking speed. Events in the case were probably taking place at this very moment, and God knows when, or if, they would ever hit the pages of our newspaper.
    


    
      “I know both of you think I’m a slacker, but I’ve got a lot on my plate,” Stu said. “I’m still working the entire city beat, the zoning commission stories, the city council. You name it, I’ve got it.”
    


    
      It did sound overwhelming. But I had no stake in the newspaper operations, only in Tiffany’s murder case.
    


    
      For the next several minutes, Arthur reviewed some of the obvious questions still left unanswered. Intermittently there were large segments of dead air—no one talking, just the three of us staring at the whiteboard. We appeared to be three misfits. I had no idea how to write; Stu had no internal drive or time; and Arthur hadn’t covered a major story in decades.
    


    
      Still, I couldn’t leave the office until we had a plan, some way to pull together relevant information and report on it, and to start holding people accountable.
    


    
      “I’m not sure if it’s my place to do this.” I chose not to look at Stu. “But let me chime in with a couple of ideas on how we can tackle this thing.”
    


    
      I approached the whiteboard.
    


    
      “We need to start putting pressure on the DA’s office, asking questions about formal charges and evidence connected to Reinaldo, and what type of motive they believe is behind the murder.” I scribbled words, shapes, and connecting lines on the board. “The defense, if they think Reinaldo is innocent, should want us to start digging. We need to build a rapport with his lawyer, Gentry. If he doesn’t provide us information, then we should ask ourselves why. We need to understand how they will plea. If Reinaldo pleads not guilty, then what are they saying happened? Where was Reinaldo when the murder occurred?”
    


    
      Arthur nodded. Stu jotted down notes, his pen moving quicker than any part of his body since the meeting had begun.
    


    
      “We’re aware the coroner’s office had doubt on the cause of death. Wouldn’t the cause of death have to be determined before someone is arrested or charged? I know I’m a novice at this, but I think we need to ask those questions and get them on the record. There is a lot going on here, and we should serve notice to everyone that the game has changed.”
    


    
      I had four eyes fixed on me. While not completely confident in myself, I continued to drive the conversation.
    


    
      “Given the odd, one-sided chat Jeanne had with Tiffany’s mother—”
    


    
      “Who’s to say that person was Tiffany’s mother? Why wouldn’t she call the police? It sounds like a crazy person harassing Jeanne Greenberg,” Stu said.
    


    
      “Maybe so, maybe not. My point is we need to start digging into these other leads. We can’t wait for the DA or police to say to us, ‘We messed up. Please assist us on finding the actual killer.’ That’s not going to happen.”
    


    
      Stu touched his pen to his cheek. His mind was opening ever so slightly, it appeared.
    


    
      I wiped smudged ink from my hands. “I need to get approval from my CEO at home, but if I can verify Tiffany’s mother lives in Stillwater, then I should travel up that way and find out everything I can from her about Tiffany, about the men she mentioned on the phone with Jeanne. Maybe she has insight into why someone would want to harm Tiffany.”
    


    
      Arthur raised his forefinger on his right hand.
    


    
      “But Michael, you’re not an employee of the paper. Even if I allow you to be a special contributor or something along those lines, you’re not prepared to be writing hard news, let alone investigative stories.”
    


    
      “We have computers. I’ll take my laptop. I’ll write up the facts, gather quotes, and even throw in my opinion on what it means, then send it to you and Stu. You guys can write the story and figure out the headline.”
    


    
      “Do you have a digital camera?”
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      Arthur continued. “Take pictures of anything germane to the investigation, even if it’s just a headshot of Tiffany’s mother. It helps make the story more real.”
    


    
      I told Arthur and Stu I’d complete some research over the next day or so. If I found what I expected to, I would drive to Stillwater on Saturday and hopefully be home by Saturday night.
    


    
      “Michael, I’d like to thank you for stepping up and leading our discussion today.” Arthur draped his arm over my shoulder as we walked toward his door. “I believe this meeting will jump start our investigation.”
    


    
      I made a mental note to delete all the sexy photos off our camera…ones Marisa and I had taken on Christmas night.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Four


    
      
    


    
      With a full tank of gas and a sense of purpose, I began my trip to Stillwater early Saturday morning. I’d awakened a few minutes before six a.m., poured a large cup of coffee, toasted a bagel, and gave Marisa a soft kiss on her cheek.
    


    
      She’d offered to ride with me for company and even add a spice of fun to the trip. While tempting, I told her this was a business trip, a business with which I was not familiar. My sense of urgency and the desire to find answers drove me to focus on the task and not let Marisa distract me.
    


    
      Before I hit the main traffic artery heading north, I was stopped by road construction—although there was zero constructing taking place. Massive concrete sewage pipes were sprawled all over the road and construction zone. Slowly, cars piled up behind me, as three construction workers scratched their asses, possibly figuring out who was to blame for the mishap, and who would go to the trouble of cleaning up the mess. Two frustrating hours later, after I’d scanned countless news and sports sites on my smartphone, I was released from captivity and tried to recapture my feeling of urgency and focus.
    


    
      The scenery on northbound Interstate 35 became less attractive the closer I got to the border. The white lines flashing by against the grooved asphalt backdrop acted like the opening frames of a feature film, leading me to the horror picture at work. Kamal and his fifteen-percent layoff list would ultimately grow to fifty, possibly seventy-five percent. I tightened my lips in disgust. I knew what the numbers represented and how difficult it was for Paula and me to decide who would be included in the first round of cuts. I dreaded the day Paula and I would have to follow through on this act of betrayal—that’s how my colleagues would view it. I would forever be linked to the dark side. They might as well etch “Taliban” on my nameplate.
    


    
      Finding Tiffany’s mother hadn’t been difficult. A few Internet searches and I found a Rosemary Chambers living in the Bloomfield Assisted Living Center on the outskirts of Stillwater. To make sure I had the right person, I called the facility and told the clerk I worked for Tiffany’s former employer and had some personal items to return to her mother. She gladly provided Rosemary’s suite address and phone number.
    


    
      I arrived at the sprawling facility midafternoon, logged my name in the visitor’s registration book in the main building, and drove around looking for number 129 on the front of an apartment door. The grounds were serene, with well-manicured lawns, shrubs, and dozens of evergreen trees. I took a deep breath, grabbed my notepad, and locked my car. As I walked toward the front door, it opened. Someone, a nurse of some kind, was leaving.
    


    
      “Yes, Ms. Chambers, I understand your concerns, but everything will be all right,” I overheard the nurse say. “I’ll be back just before dinner for your next set of meds. And I’ll make sure to check your blood pressure.” The nurse turned and eyed me walking up the sidewalk. I gave her a pleasant smile.
    


    
      “Thank you again for everything you do for me, Molly. I’m not sure what I’d do without you,” shouted the elderly woman, who noticed me just as she completed her goodbye to Molly. She stood in the door opening, calm and sweet sounding.
    


    
      “Hi, Ms. Chambers, Rosemary Chambers?” I asked.
    


    
      “Yes,” she said rocking side to side a bit.
    


    
      “My name is Michael Doyle. I’m a friend…er, I was a friend…of Tiffany.”
    


    
      “Oh my God.” Rosemary grabbed the door, her other hand pressing against her chest. “My poor Tiffany. She suffered so much.” Her rocking increased. “I want my daughter. Can you help me get my daughter?”
    


    
      Living in a facility meant she had physical, and possibly, mental problems. Was she hallucinating?
    


    
      “Ms. Chambers, I didn’t mean to upset you,” I said. “Let’s go inside and talk about this. Can I get you a glass of water?”
    


    
      “Yes, please.” She calmed a bit. Aided by her metal cane, she walked slowly to her chair, bent down, hesitated, then finally fell into the overstuffed rocker. She closed her eyes briefly as I gave her the water.
    


    
      “Thank you. What’d you say your name was?” She looked me up and down.
    


    
      “It’s Michael.” I sat on the brown, suede couch next to her chair.
    


    
      “How did you know my darling Tiffany?” asked Rosemary.
    


    
      “Well, Ms. Chambers—”
    


    
      “Please, call me Rosemary.”
    


    
      “Rosemary, I work at a company that does business with Greenberg & Associates, and Tiffany’s pleasant smile greeted me every time I walked through the front door.”
    


    
      Rosemary’s grin accentuated her high cheekbones, and I instantly saw Tiffany’s face.
    


    
      “I’m here because all of us who knew Tiffany didn’t know enough about her, and we thought you could give us more insight into her life.”
    


    
      She gave me another once-over. Marisa had always said I could charm anyone. This was putting her theory to test.
    


    
      “I suppose. If you were a friend of Tiffany’s, then I’m sure you’d want to know more about her when she was younger.” Rosemary relaxed, and her feet started pushing the floor to sway the rocker.
    


    
      “Yes ma’am.”
    


    
      “Tiffany, as you know, is, was a very pretty young lady. I know I’m biased, but she was not just cute, but lovely, from the moment I set eyes on her.”
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      “Tiffany has always been very goal-oriented. It seemed like she had something to prove. And she really enjoyed taking it to the boys. She was pretty athletic, and she would run home from school to tell me she beat so-and-so in a race.”
    


    
      “Did she have any brothers or sisters?” I asked.
    


    
      “No, it was just Tiffany and me. We were a team from Day One. Her biological father left us a few weeks after she was born. Good riddance, I said. He never called or wrote. Yep, we were quite a team.”
    


    
      Rosemary rocked more in her blue-striped chair, staring, either thinking about old memories or losing focus on our conversation, I couldn’t tell.
    


    
      “Tiffany was quite a softball player. They called her The Natural, you know, like the movie,” she said.
    


    
      “Yes, that was a good one. Do you have any old pictures or trophies still around?”
    


    
      She seemed pleased I asked and told me to look on the second shelf of the hallway closet. I opened the box, which led to more stories. I documented key facts on my notepad, without drawing attention to what I was doing.
    


    
      “Now here’s a photograph. Isn’t she beautiful?” Rosemary held up a framed picture of Tiffany in a formal dress standing next to curly-haired boy in a blue tuxedo. “She was only a freshman in high school and this senior boy—the quarterback of the football team—asked her to the Homecoming dance. She was so excited. But afterwards she told me he tried to make a move on her, which really upset her.”
    


    
      I wanted to ask questions about the story, but I didn’t want to interrupt her momentum.
    


    
      “After that, she always had boys chasing her, and she’d date here and there, but nothing real serious,” Rosemary recalled. “In high school her main focus, besides softball, was showing everyone how well she could do in school. Her competitiveness really came out. She wanted to show she was the smartest at everything she tried.”
    


    
      Now Tiffany was beginning to sound like the girl I knew.
    


    
      “Tiffany was sharp as a tack. She understood aspects of the business I’m not sure her boss knew,” I said, overstating slightly.
    


    
      “Yes, yes.” Rosemary’s voice faded a bit, then more staring off into space.
    


    
      While I refreshed Rosemary’s water, she said she needed to use the restroom. I had a chance to take in the ambiance of the small apartment. It was simple but well kept. Tan carpeting in the living room and patterned beige vinyl in the kitchen. She had a few pictures on the pale-white walls. I saw one that looked like Tiffany’s graduation portrait.
    


    
      A scent of peaches emanated from the bathroom. I figured it was Rosemary’s bath powder. That reminded me of when I was ten years old and we visited my great aunt. Her home always had a fruity smell of some kind.
    


    
      Prescription bottles took up half the kitchen table. All of the labels faced one direction. The other half of the table was covered with papers and folders, four stacks, each about a foot high. A breathing machine and two other medical devices were in the corner. This lady must be real sick, I thought.
    


    
      Rosemary returned, once again moving at a snail’s pace. She took a quick drink of water then wiped her mouth as she raised a crooked finger.
    


    
      “Tiffany really wanted to be valedictorian of her class,” Rosemary said. “Her last two years in high school, she studied constantly when she wasn’t on the softball field. She had a couple of girlfriends she hung out with, but mostly it was softball and school work. Boys were a distant fourth.”
    


    
      She cackled. I could tell she enjoyed watching her daughter grow up with such a strong will to succeed and not be dependent on a boyfriend.
    


    
      “Funny thing is, the boy who took her to the senior prom…he’s the one who beat her as valedictorian. Tiffany settled for being number two. She acted like she was okay with it, but I think it made her upset.”
    


    
      “So why do you think she went to the prom with him?”
    


    
      “I’ve always wondered. She never told me.”
    


    
      Someone knocked on the door. It caught me by surprise.
    


    
      “That’s just Molly. Must be time for my five o’clock meds.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Five


    
      
    


    
      Molly measured the doses and administered Rosemary’s thirteen medications, then charted her blood pressure, pulse, temperature, and oxygen levels, all in twenty minutes. Rosemary was in a talkative mood, asking about members of Molly’s family.
    


    
      “Is your nephew still scoring all those points for his basketball team?” Rosemary stepped toward her chair. “Michael, he’s been All-Star the last two years.”
    


    
      “Thank you for asking. Yes, our little Tony is averaging twenty points a game, and we’re so excited to—”
    


    
      “Tony. That’s the name!” Rosemary dropped her cane and screamed like she was being stabbed the heart. Her arms flailing, she lost her balance. Molly and I each took hold of a swinging limb and guided Rosemary to her chair. Molly quickly checked her pulse again.
    


    
      “Why would he do this to my little girl?” Rosemary started to sob. “She didn’t deserve to be treated like a piece of trash. Oh God, take me. Please bring back my little girl.”
    


    
      “I’ll ring the on-call doctor to get permission for a sedative.” Molly pulled out her cell phone. “Please try to calm her down.”
    


    
      “Rosemary, hey, it’s Michael. Can you hear me?” She continued to moan and weep. “I’m really interested in hearing more about your fun times with Tiffany.”
    


    
      Rosemary was in another world, apparently unable to hear me. Molly disconnected the phone and started assembling a shot.
    


    
      “Michael, she’s not fond of these. I need you to keep her still.”
    


    
      I grabbed both arms and held them. Her saggy skin squeezed between my fingers. Not wanting to bruise her or break her frail bones, I loosened my grip. She shook free, knocking Molly’s arm and nearly sticking me with the needle.
    


    
      “Hold her down. She’s feisty. Don’t be afraid.” Beads of sweat formed on Molly’s forehead.
    


    
      Rosemary’s moans grew louder as I restrained her. I held my breath and tried to ignore the feeling of cruelty, because I knew the shot was necessary.
    


    
      Molly finished the injection. Within seconds, Rosemary became tranquil. I released her and took two steps back. My shirt was wet from perspiration.
    


    
      “Do you want to stay with her for a bit?” Molly asked.
    


    
      “Sure, I can do that. If there’s a problem, just call you?”
    


    
      “Yes, here’s my number. If I don’t pick up, it’ll roll to our on-call nurse in the main office area. If it’s an emergency, you can pull the cord by the phone in the kitchen.” Molly packed her medical bag. “You don’t need to stay long. She’s had these episodes before, and she’s typically normal after a brief nap. I gave her a mild dose, so she’ll probably wake up soon.”
    


    
      “Molly, is Rosemary doing okay overall? I know she’s older, but she takes a lot of meds, and I see the machines.”
    


    
      “She’s really not old. She’s only sixty-three, but her health has her looking and acting like she’s ninety-three.”
    


    
      At sixty-seven, Pop was older than Rosemary, and he’s out working a farm.
    


    
      “She’s lost the function of one of her kidneys, and the other one isn’t in good shape. The doctors are concerned about some of her other organs as well,” Molly said. “She’s just been diagnosed with leukemia, and she has the early stages of Alzheimer’s.”
    


    
      Molly left me alone with Rosemary in the small apartment. Rosemary tilted her head to the side and began to snore lightly.
    


    
      Assisted living doesn’t mean one foot in the grave, but Rosemary was in a bad way. She should be celebrating her senior years, traveling, visiting friends, and living life to its fullest. That’s the time of life we expect to cherish.
    


    
      I’d been forced to hold her down against her will. It felt so inhumane. Rosemary’s condition was heartbreaking, and I wondered how Tiffany dealt with being the only family caretaker.
    


    
      Now knowing Rosemary has Alzheimer’s, Tony could have been no one, or anyone, maybe Tiffany’s prom date, the paper boy, or someone with whom Rosemary personally interacted. I thought more…Jeanne said Rosemary had shouted a name during their phone conversation, and Tony was one of the names she thought she heard.
    


    
      More questions started popping into my head. Financial questions.
    


    
      I lost my train of thought and my eyes grew heavy.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Six


    
      
    


    
      “Michael. Michael, my dear boy, are you asleep?”
    


    
      I awoke to Rosemary’s voice, more serene than before. I opened my eyes and saw her rocking in her chair.
    


    
      “I’m sorry for my emotional outburst.” She looked down, obviously embarrassed.
    


    
      I rubbed my face and glanced at my watch. It was after eight o’clock. My black notepad leaned against my leg.
    


    
      “Will you help me get to bed?”
    


    
      I hesitated. My brain was still trying to wake up.
    


    
      “Sure. Let me help you.” She leaned heavily on my right arm, her balance unreliable.
    


    
      “I could have asked one of the nurse’s aides, but you’ve been so nice to me. Do you mind?” she asked as we made our way into her bathroom.
    


    
      “Not a problem at all.”
    


    
      She closed the door halfway. The toilet flushed and she asked for my assistance to stand up.
    


    
      “Will you look in the third drawer for my pink nightgown?” She began to change in front of me. I spun around and took three steps toward the door.
    


    
      “It’s okay, Michael. I should have some modesty, but I lost that a long time ago,” she said. “Just don’t get any ideas.” She chuckled, and I kept my back to her. Hearing her crack a joke relaxed me a bit.
    


    
      “Normally, one of Molly’s aides helps with my bedtime routine, but having a gentleman around is nice.”
    


    
      I tucked her in like she was a child.
    


    
      “Tiffany was a smart girl,” she said.
    


    
      “That’s okay…try to think about something more cheerful.”
    


    
      She ignored me.
    


    
      “Tiffany started college here at Oklahoma State. She was a double major. I can’t recall exactly, business or some such, but I know she had a perfect 4.0 GPA. She always showed me her report card, just like when she was in grade school.”
    


    
      Her voice became softer as she nestled under her flowered comforter.
    


    
      “Then I got sick. Tiffany quit school and got a job. I was really against it. She said she wanted to take care of me, like I’d taken care of her. She always promised me she’d go back and finish her schooling. She never got the chance.”
    


    
      I heard a couple of sniffles, but she didn’t carry it further.
    


    
      I made mental notes to add to my notepad—where Tiffany had worked.
    


    
      “I have so much I want to share. Will you come visit me tomorrow?” Her tired voice faded.
    


    
      “I’ll drop by in the morning. Have a good night of sleep.”
    


    
      I shut the door to the apartment and inhaled the cool, crisp air. My cell phone rang. It was Marisa. I gave her a two-minute summary on my day with Rosemary, including the state of her fragile physical and mental health.
    


    
      “I’m relieved you were there to help,” Marisa said. “Aren’t you glad I suggested you pack a bag, just in case?”
    


    
      “You were right. I’ll get a bite to eat, find a cheap place to sleep, and visit with Rosemary tomorrow morning. I’ll be home by dinner tomorrow night.”
    


    
      “Love you, baby,” she said.
    


    
      I envisioned caressing Marisa’s curves under the bed sheets. “Love you too.”
    


    
      After a short drive, I found Stillwater’s version of restaurant row. My brain ached from an exhausting day, and I needed a dose of good food.
    


    
      I entered a half-full restaurant, dim and quiet, with soft country music piped through ceiling speakers. The smell of chicken fried steak welcomed me. I was seated in a booth, and I ordered a domestic beer. The waitress brought a basket of hot bread, water, and a frosted mug of cold beer. The booths had privacy glass above the seat line. A multitude of fake ficus trees added to the secluded feeling.
    


    
      I drank my beer, thinking more about my day with Rosemary, the boundless love I could hear in her voice for her daughter, and the gaping hole in her heart from losing her only child.
    


    
      As a waitress passed, a credit card fell from her tray.
    


    
      “Miss, miss. I believe you dropped something important.” I bent down to pick up the card and handed it to her.
    


    
      “My customer wouldn’t have been happy. Thank you sooooo much.” She batted her eyelashes and bounced away.
    


    
      I remembered I was in a college town.
    


    
      As I sat back down, I caught a glimpse of two ladies sitting at a table in another section, closer to the front. I was looking through the scraggly branches of a dusty ficus tree, but one of them resembled Karina Silva. Her long, flowing, brown hair…it must be Karina. She was up this way visiting her mother. I should go say hello.
    


    
      Before I could move, the waitress arrived with my food—chicken fried steak, green beans, and mashed potatoes. I was famished and attacked the plate like I hadn’t eaten in two days.
    


    
      While I ate, I watched Karina and the other woman—two ladies reaching across the table, interlacing fingers, stroking each other’s hands. The other woman was certainly too young to be Karina’s mother. Karina probably had a lot of old friends in this area and she was catching up with one of them over dinner…in a quiet, secluded, almost romantic setting—without her kids
    


    
      My body replenished, I laid down my napkin and turned to slide out of my booth. I stopped before taking a step. Karina and her friend were helping each other put on their coats.
    


    
      Karina didn’t appear to see me, and they didn’t seem to care anyone was watching them. The two women embraced like good friends do. It lasted for at least twenty seconds. Still hugging, they looked in each other’s eyes and kissed—on the lips. Their release was gentle and slow, their eyes connecting for that extra second. I felt like I was invading their private moment. They left the restaurant arm in arm.
    


    
      I’d drunk only one beer. I wasn’t fantasizing. Nothing appeared to be the way it should.
    


    
      I jotted down more notes: Karina, another woman, hugged, kissed as though they were a couple. Was she having an affair…with another woman? While her husband was in jail for murdering a girl he might have had a fling with? Was there a connection between these events? I didn’t know Karina was a lesbian, or bisexual. I didn’t care one way or the other. It’s her business—unless it had something to do with Tiffany’s murder.
    


    
      I ordered a second beer, then stared at the suds on top, pondering what all of this meant.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      Tony paced around the obese body like a vulture circling its wounded prey waiting for the moment to tear apart the meaty carcass. His steps were even, his mind alert.
    


    
      Blood oozed along Tony’s forearms where the victim’s fingernails had clawed through his skin. The desperate scratches were deep, three to five inches in length, two on one arm and three on the other.
    


    
      Tony’s massive hands had functioned like steel vice grips. It invigorated him to squeeze relentlessly, well beyond the victim’s last breath.
    


    
      He spat on the rotund corpse, thinking how this ornery motherfucker dared to rise up and strike him down. The thickheaded asshole didn’t learn his lesson. He didn’t listen to the warning. Cooperate, or pay the price.
    


    
      Chuck would understand.
    


    
      Tony had been certain this overweight, self-important black man would give in to their demands. But his ballooned ego got in his way. The zoning commission member had threatened that he would print the email and give it to the authorities.
    


    
      Obviously, this man didn’t think straight, agreeing to meet Tony in a remote location to work out an acceptable arrangement. Jesus Christ! And the fat fuck brought a gun—to do what, put a bullet in Tony’s chest or through his head? This fucker redefined poor judgment. He must have had a drug problem, in addition to his fetish for skanky porn.
    


    
      Tony lit a cigarette, one he’d rolled in his apartment. The smoke rose above the rafters into the dark ceiling. His fury grew while staring at the overstuffed cadaver. He wanted to stress the finality of the man’s death, pour gasoline over his body, and light a flame, just in case the victim’s heart had any remaining beats.
    


    
      The former Marine searched the abandoned warehouse for the necessary props. In the back of the building, behind a pair of dilapidated offices, he located a sturdy crossbeam, maybe seven or eight feet off the dirty concrete floor. Perfect. Tony cleaned up his own mess as usual. Chuck would have to understand.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      I knocked twice on the green door, expecting a long wait before Rosemary would answer. It took only seconds.
    


    
      “Good morning, Michael,” she said with unexpected energy and a genuine smile.
    


    
      From behind my back, I revealed a vase of flowers I’d bought at the local grocery store. You would have thought it was a diamond bracelet.
    


    
      “Oh my dear Lord, what have you done? Ahhh. They are beautiful.” Her reaction made me grin. She paused, as if she was taking a mental picture of something she might forget all too soon.
    


    
      She asked if I could help her find a place for the red and pink bouquet. I set the glass vase on her kitchen table. Most of the pills had been moved, replaced by a snack she’d put together.
    


    
      “Nothing helps spice up an enjoyable conversation more than some food and drink. It’s nothing fancy mind ya, but I hope you like it.” Rosemary sat in one of the orange-and-green-checkered kitchen chairs.
    


    
      She’d gone to the trouble of assembling a tray of grapes and cheese and crackers—a kind gesture by a woman who needed to feel alive. Given where yesterday’s discussion led, I was relieved Rosemary still had a fondness for me.
    


    
      “Back in the day, I’d offer you a glass of white wine. But I don’t keep that stuff around anymore,” she said.
    


    
      “It’s morning anyway. This is such a nice snack. Thank you.”
    


    
      She blushed. I could see she enjoyed taking care of others for a change.
    


    
      “What other interesting stories do you have in that steel trap?” I said.
    


    
      She took a bite of a cracker and motioned for me to wait until she finished chewing.
    


    
      “Tiffany was beautiful, that was easy to see. But I think she shocked people when they saw how competitive she was. It didn’t seem like anything scared her,” Rosemary said. “Well, here until the end anyway.”
    


    
      There’s a red flag. I didn’t want to lead Rosemary to another emotional breakdown. I continued another line of questions to better understand the chronology of events in Tiffany’s life.
    


    
      “Tiffany’s first job. How’d that work out?” I asked.
    


    
      “She worked as a bank teller, since she’s so good with numbers.” Rosemary giggled. “It lasted only three months.”
    


    
      I’d seen her talent with numbers.
    


    
      “She had some issues with the bank manager not listening to her ideas. I think he thought she was smart, but he didn’t appreciate her more assertive side. They decided to part ways. Their loss.”
    


    
      We moved over to our more comfortable setting, her rocking in her chair and me sitting on the couch.
    


    
      “I wanted her to go back to school, but she insisted on taking care of me and trying to help me financially,” Rosemary said, shaking her head. “My medical bills started to mount.”
    


    
      I jotted down a few notes.
    


    
      “One of her regular bank customers offered her a job as a secretary. These days, I think they call it administrative assistant,” she said. “After being let go from the bank, Tiffany was hesitant to call this fella up and take the job. She thought he saw more in her body than her brains. But she believed she could prove herself, so she went ahead and took the job.”
    


    
      That scenario wasn’t difficult to believe. “Do you recall the name of the company?”
    


    
      “Omaha Gas. She worked for the regional manager here in Stillwater. He promised to give her opportunities to learn the gas business. I’m not sure he was prepared for her energy and intensity.”
    


    
      “Did Tiffany get the promised opportunities?”
    


    
      “Not really, no. Whenever he needed something, she would find the answer. But every time there was an opening to move up, he gave her every excuse why she wasn’t the right choice.”
    


    
      A knock on the door interrupted our conversation. Molly had arrived for Rosemary’s midday meds.
    


    
      “Rosemary, are you talking the ears off this young gentlemen?” Molly asked, while taking Rosemary’s pulse. Nurses were natural multitaskers apparently.
    


    
      I watched the routine Rosemary and Molly repeated multiple times a day, every day. As Molly left, I wondered what it was like for Rosemary to have this kind of life without her daughter’s support.
    


    
      “Have the doctors been able to determine the cause for all your issues, or is it just the way God made you?” I asked, smiling.
    


    
      “The good Lord has his reasons, I have to remind myself,” Rosemary said. “Tiffany started wondering if it had anything to do with the location of my house. I lived out a ways, just a few folks on this long block—1624 Pocoshock Lane. I moved out there right after Tiffany graduated high school. It was one of those foreclosures.”
    


    
      “Tiffany thought there was a problem with your house?”
    


    
      “She started learning more about the gas business and heard about grumblings in other towns where people were getting sick because they lived real near natural gas wells. Wouldn’t you know it, I had one about three hundred feet from my house.”
    


    
      I paused, glancing away for a focused moment. I tried to process what Rosemary was telling me without dragging her into another emotional scene.
    


    
      “I’m sure Tiffany was trying to look after you,” I said.
    


    
      “Yes, a sweet, caring young woman.” She stared off to the corner of the room.
    


    
      “How did Tiffany make her way down to my neck of the woods, working for Jeanne?” I asked.
    


    
      “It was kind of a strange setup,” Rosemary said. “Her boss at Omaha Gas finally gave her an opportunity after she met the new CEO, a fella named Hagard. He said he needed her to work a special project for the company, and if it went well, then she’d be able to move into a higher position and cash in.”
    


    
      I was a bit confused on the connection between Omaha Gas and Jeanne’s CPA firm.
    


    
      “So, how—”
    


    
      “I had the same question. How did the special project lead to her working as a secretary at a CPA place? I never got that answered completely, but that was the worst move she ever made.”
    


    
      Rosemary started to tap her forehead. I could see her stress returning.
    


    
      “Rosemary, I don’t want to upset you. But it might help you to share some of this with another person.” I reached over and put my hand on hers.
    


    
      She drew in a deep breath.
    


    
      “Thank you, Michael. You are such a dear.” She patted my hand. “That horrible man, Tony, made her do the most godawful things,” Rosemary said, holding back tears. “He started off being real nice and said she was on loan as a personal favor from Mr. Hagard to Jeanne. But it all changed.”
    


    
      She paused, then sighed. “My bills started taking off. Mr. Hagard was nice enough to help out. And, over time, that was a lot of money. But that Tony fella said he would have Mr. Hagard cut off the payments if Tiffany didn’t do those terrible things.”
    


    
      I knew I had to continue probing, but I was concerned for Rosemary’s mental and emotional stability.
    


    
      “Rosemary, what did they make Tiffany do?”
    


    
      “I’m not sure I can repeat it.” Rosemary wiped away a tear. “I feel so guilty, all because I can’t keep this body healthy. It’s all my fault. I let my little girl down.”
    


    
      I stayed silent. She gathered herself.
    


    
      “They told her she had to seduce certain married men.”
    


    
      I almost gasped. Tears began to stream down Rosemary’s creased face, but she kept her composure. I struggled to maintain mine.
    


    
      I refilled her glass with water, and she swallowed a mouthful.
    


    
      “Did she ever give you any details, any names of people this Tony person wanted her to, uh, to be with?”
    


    
      “I never asked. I thought if she wanted to share it with me, she would,” Rosemary said. “We did a lot of crying for those months.”
    


    
      Rosemary appeared tired and probably needed rest. I thought I’d gathered as much information as I could have at that point. I told her how much I appreciated her sharing her memories and began to walk toward the door.
    


    
      Rosemary looked straight ahead, still in storytelling mode. “Her emotions were all over the place. She was upset by what she was being forced to do. But when she visited me the last few weeks, she had a real glow about her,” said Rosemary, still rocking in her chair. “She kept telling me she would figure out a way to fix everything and free us from this horrible nightmare.”
    


    
      Rosemary finally realized I was leaving, and her eyes longed for me to stay. As much as I might have wanted to stick around, I had to head back home.
    


    
      I smiled tenderly at the sweet old gal. “Thank you so much for the food and company. It was a pleasure getting to know you.”
    


    
      “You will come back, won’t you?”
    


    
      I felt a connection with Tiffany’s mother—I knew I’d be back.
    


    
      “Yes, I will.”
    


    
      Rosemary relaxed her bony shoulders.
    


    
      I had one more question. “If you don’t mind me asking, how are you now holding up financially, paying for all your bills?”
    


    
      Her head bowed.
    


    
      “I’m not proud of this, but I’m still receiving money from Mr. Hagard. He hasn’t stopped paying, for this facility, for everything.”
    


    
      Guilt was an ugly emotion, and she seemed to feel a heavy dose of it.
    


    
      “Rosemary, don’t feel bad. It’s okay. I’ll be in touch soon. Take care of yourself.”
    


    
      I pulled out of the parking lot, wondering if I should be fearful for Rosemary’s safety.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      Concerned I might run off the winding road, I slowed to twenty miles per hour and checked my notes one more time. The powdered dust left a gray plume behind my car, and the loose gravel popped under the tires like hundreds of punctured balloons.
    


    
      “That’s it, 1624,” I said out loud.
    


    
      I glanced around the neighborhood. Not a single person outside. Few cars hulked in front of houses. I parked in Rosemary’s old driveway, a combination of grass, dirt, and half-buried rocks.
    


    
      The deserted, ranch-style house looked to be forty years old, give or take. The yard was laced with wiry weeds, some as high as my waist. Window panes had been broken, and two boards were nailed across the front door in an “X.” Rust-colored bricks from the collapsed chimney cluttered a patched roof.
    


    
      The gas well crouched to the right of the driveway. I walked the paces, one hundred twenty-two of them, to reach the barbed wire fence.
    


    
      I didn’t see or smell anything odd, only an incessant humming sound felt like it was searing into my brain. With each step, I lifted my knees to make my way through the giant weeds that encircled the ten-foot barrier. A rusted sign warned passersby to stay out of the fenced area. I ran my fingers across the bumps of the black bold letters where it spelled out the name of the company, Tomball Gas. Under it, in smaller print read: a wholly owned subsidiary of OG, LLC.
    


    
      “OG, Omaha Gas, right in her backyard.”
    


    
      I thought about knocking on nearby doors to inquire about the health of Rosemary’s former neighbors. But I didn’t want to announce to the world what I was doing. And I wasn’t some ambulance-chasing lawyer looking for suckers to join a class-action suit that might net them a couple hundred dollars. I took a half dozen snapshots, then hit the highway for the trip back home. I thought about veering west and surprising Pop at his farm just north of Lone Grove. Instead, I called him.
    


    
      “Hi there, Pop. If you look east, you might see me driving by.”
    


    
      “Feel free to drop in, if you have time. I can throw in another micro meal for dinner.”
    


    
      We both laughed. He asked why I was in Oklahoma. I gave him a high-level answer, not wanting him to worry about my connection to a murder investigation.
    


    
      “Pop, what do you know about Omaha Gas?” I asked.
    


    
      “I’ve known a few folks who’ve worked for them over the years,” he said.
    


    
      “Have they been in the news for anything you can recall?”
    


    
      “Hmmm, can’t say I do. Nothing stands out. You lookin’ at a possible investment? I know, none of my business.”
    


    
      “I’m just trying to learn more about the gas business in general.” I heard three dings from a microwave finishing its cycle.
    


    
      “I’ve seen some of their wells around but don’t know much about the company,” he said.
    


    
      I caught a glimpse of a dead armadillo in the middle of the road and veered the car right to straddle it.
    


    
      “That makes me think about a saying your granddaddy told me when I was young,” he said.
    


    
      Pop could always find something wise or at least memorable to add flavor to a conversation. “What’s that?”
    


    
      “He just said, ‘You know land, they don’t make that anymore.’ It didn’t make much sense back then, but looking at the ridiculous real estate prices and companies that make money off the Earth the good Lord made, I can see where your granddaddy was coming from. I get it now.”
    


    
      We said goodbye. I gazed at the sun clinging to the rim of the barren western horizon and thought some more about the last two days, ending with Pop’s message. Something clicked in my head.
    


    
      Greed.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty


    
      
    


    
      Victoria watched Harrison mope around the house early Monday morning. Slumped in his chair at the octagonal kitchen table, he ate only half of his bagel. He appeared to stare at sesame seeds on the table, not noticing other family members milling about. His shirt half-untucked, he shuffled out the door for work, lugging his computer bag behind him. “Spoiled brat,” Victoria muttered to herself.
    


    
      It was almost certain Harrison wouldn’t survive all the layoffs. Victoria understood Turug’s business mind. He and his comrades were programmed to squeeze the last profitable nickel out of the former family-owned firm. Only the strong would survive.
    


    
      Victoria reheated her morning java in the microwave. She sat on the stool at the kitchen bar, then unfolded the newspaper, crossed her legs, and sipped the near-boiling, hazelnut-flavored coffee.
    


    
      She prided herself on being a sophisticated, worldly person, informed on key business and political events across the country, around the globe, and even locally. At times, she’d rather ignore the unpleasantness outside of their compound. But, like her father, she forged ahead for the reputation of the family and its legacy.
    


    
      She also had keen interest in ensuring the coverage of the Tiffany Chambers murder didn’t impede the most important operation anyone in the family had engineered. As the unofficial leader, she allowed the egotistical men with their fancy titles to act like they were the thought leaders. She had learned to dismiss their self-importance as easily as she turned the pages of the newspaper.
    


    
      Headline: Zoning Commission Member Commits Suicide
    


    
      Subheader: Prominent Local Businessman Found Hanged in Warehouse
    


    
      Victoria slammed down her coffee, splashing the hot liquid on her hand. The numbness in her body allowed her to ignore the burn. She jerked the paper closer to study the article.
    


    
      Raymond Williams committed suicide? She tossed the paper aside. This operation can’t be exposed. This smelled like another fuckup by Chuck’s operational chief—that goddamn, smug, son of a bitch Tony. She’d had a bad feeling from the get-go about that low-life being associated with her intricate plan. There was something about Tony that made her uncomfortable.
    


    
      Victoria dialed Chuck’s number as she marched up to her suite.
    


    
      “Chuck, what the hell is that thug of yours doing to this operation?” Victoria’s voice grew louder with each word.
    


    
      “I was going to call you this morning, Victoria,” Chuck said. “We’ve had some unexpected developments.”
    


    
      “Please explain.”
    


    
      “One of our two targets on the zoning commission acted uncharacteristically. He put us in an impossible position, and we couldn’t let him continue down such a destructive path.”
    


    
      Victoria sighed heavily, convinced that Chuck could downplay a natural disaster that wiped out half the world’s population if he needed to,
    


    
      “I’m tired of playing games, Chuck. This is going to create major problems for us to change the zoning of the old J&W building.”
    


    
      “Which is why we had no choice.”
    


    
      There was a pause in the conversation, then Victoria heard Chuck exhale. There is more, she thought.
    


    
      Chuck said, “I wanted to let you know, while we have the police moving in the direction we’d like, thanks to our gift to the chief, we’ve recently seen some meddling from the Times Herald.”
    


    
      “I’m not entirely against using creative methods of persuasion. But every time we think one issue is resolved, two more come out of the woodwork. It’s starting to feel like we’re herding cats.” Victoria slammed her bedroom door shut. Her burnt hand now writhing in pain, she balanced her phone under chin while she ran water over the pink, swelling burn. “We’re taking steps to ensure the people associated with your local paper don’t continue down their current path,” Chuck said.
    


    
      “And am I to believe Tony has everything under control?” she asked.
    


    
      “You know, Victoria, it would be nice if you were more positive about the effort we’re putting into this. Tony is the best man, the only man, for the job. We’ve all got a lot of skin in this game, including me.”
    


    
      Victoria kicked the door shut, losing her balance and falling into a chair in the process. “Shit!” Victoria regained her balance and searched her bathroom cabinet for gauze pads for her blister, now bubbling off her veiny skin.
    


    
      “Excuse me?” Chuck said.
    


    
      “Never mind. Just keep me informed, Chuck. Try some good news next time.”
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Chuck calmly laid his phone down, despite the uptick in his heart rate. Things were happening quickly—mostly disastrously—and he had to keep his head about him to be able to mitigate the potential damages.
    


    
      Worse, the game had become much more personal for Chuck.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-One


    
      
    


    
      “Hello, Michael, son. Are you with us?” Arthur snapped his fingers to catch my attention.
    


    
      “Uh, yes, Arthur. Sorry. I’m listening.”
    


    
      I’d been in a catatonic daze because of the chilly reception I received when I returned home the prior evening. Actually, it was the lack of a greeting. I’d called Marisa when I was about an hour outside of town, and it rolled to her voicemail. When I finally arrived home, she was nowhere to be found. She’d left a tiny sticky note saying she needed to run an errand and would be home later. I fell asleep on the couch. When I awoke at seven a.m., she’d already showered, dressed, and left for work.
    


    
      I called her twice on my way to Arthur’s office, but I heard only her ringtone, which added to my melancholy mood—a romantic Norah Jones tune, “Turn Me On.” I pictured Marisa on Christmas Day holding the sudsy dish scrubber like a microphone and crooning her own rendition of the soulful song. I made an attempt at a grin, but my face muscles wouldn’t respond. I couldn’t understand why she was avoiding me.
    


    
      “Michael, do you want me to get you some coffee, soft drink?” Arthur asked.
    


    
      “Something cold would be nice,” I said.
    


    
      Arthur handed me the drink, then sat back down with his hands clasped, his right thumb tapping his other hand. I could see he was eager to hear my commentary on my trip to Stillwater. I had sent him and Stu an email with a synopsis of my notes.
    


    
      I set my glass on a silver tray to my right. “As you guys can see, the trip to Stillwater was productive. I had time on the way home to let it churn a bit. We still have open questions, but, for me, it leaves the door open on who killed Tiffany.”
    


    
      Arthur and Stu nodded.
    


    
      “The biggest questions I want answered are, who is this Tony person, and is he still around?” I said.
    


    
      Arthur picked up his hard copy of the notes I’d sent him. “I’m just not sure we can sit on all of this. Michael, you’ve learned more in two days than we’ve learned as a newspaper in weeks. No offense, Stu.”
    


    
      “None taken,” said Stu, who rolled his eyes slightly.
    


    
      “Arthur, we can’t afford to scare the wrong people. They might crawl back into a hole and never come out,” I said. “This might be bigger than a simple murder, if there is such a thing.”
    


    
      Arthur hopped out of his chair and began to draw on the whiteboard. “To show the public we haven’t forgotten this poor girl who was murdered, let’s create a softer personal background piece on Tiffany, and include pictures of her, Rosemary, her old home, and maybe a prom picture. We want to show the human side of this story, without showing our cards on the other clues.”
    


    
      “I like where you’re going, Arthur.” Stu flipped through the notes I’d sent. “Michael, you’ve done a good job gathering all of this information. I’m not sure how you did it, how you got Tiffany’s mother to open up so much. Can I have some of your magic dust?”
    


    
      “Sure, I’ll have Tinker Bell drop some off on her way to Neverland,” I said, drawing laughter from the two journalists.
    


    
      “One more thing,” Arthur said. “We believe the DA’s office is finally ready to formally charge Reinaldo, and the coroner has settled on cause of death. Stu will also write up that story and try to pull in feedback from the defense. He’s started talking to Brian Gentry in the last few days.”
    


    
      I walked to the bar for a refill on my beverage. I took a drink and chewed on a piece of ice, then picked up a copy of today’s paper and flopped back into my chair. My ice jingled against the glass. When I read the headline, I sat up.
    


    
      “Jesus, guys. I’m assuming you saw this story on this suicide?”
    


    
      “I wrote it,” Stu said.
    


    
      “Any note left by this Raymond Williams?” I asked while skimming the story.
    


    
      “Nothing, according to the police,” Stu said. “I think I know where you’re going, Michael. Why would a respected, small-business owner commit suicide in a warehouse? Seems like a lot of trouble. He had a couple of kids. Maybe he didn’t want them to find him.”
    


    
      “But no note,” I said.
    


    
      We all paused for a moment.
    


    
      “I haven’t seen this much death in our town in a long time,” I said.
    


    
      “All good points, gentlemen,” Arthur said. “Please keep your journalistic juices flowing, but for now, we have our plan in front of us. Michael, please remember to grab the Sunday paper. I want to get your feedback on my first editorial.”
    


    
      “Will do.”
    


    
      Arthur rose like a judge in a courtroom, minus the gavel, signaling to us the meeting had ended. The new branch of clues had brought about renewed energy amongst our small team.
    


    
      “Hey, Michael,” Stu called out as we walked toward the office foyer. “I saw Marisa at the pub last night. I waved at her, but I guess she didn’t see me. She was involved in a pretty intense conversation, by the looks of it. Do you guys have family in town?”
    


    
      “Uh, no,” I said, feeling a knot in my stomach. “Why would you ask?
    


    
      “Well, the guy she was with looked like it might be her uncle.”
    


    
      Images darted through my mind, some factual, some fiction…I couldn’t keep the two separated. I was confused, hurt and angry, given the lack of response from the person I trusted most in this chaotic world. Who was she with and why was she avoiding me? I wondered if I could maintain my composure to understand what the hell was going on in the most important relationship I’d ever known.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Two


    
      
    


    
      A ten-minute car ride can be good for the soul. Although temperatures hovered in the mid-thirties, I drove with my window down. A couple of twirling auburn leaves found their way into my car. The brisk wind chafed my face, and helped me gain some perspective from the last two days.
    


    
      Despite the communication breakdown, and Stu’s sighting of Marisa with an unknown older man, the trust—our undeniable bond—couldn’t be broken that easily. I couldn’t make sense of it all, at least not until I spoke with Marisa.
    


    
      I pulled into the familiar gravel parking lot and saw four men wearing yellow hard hats surveying the former J&W property. Not in any mood to engage in conversation, I opened the back door and was nearly run over by a charging Kamal, who dashed out the door while speaking in a loud monotone on his cell phone.
    


    
      Jennifer met me at my office, chatting about the Caribbean cruise she’d taken during the holiday break. She failed to read my disinterest.
    


    
      I sifted through a few of my eighty-five unread emails, answering only two with one-word responses. I opened our sales pipeline spreadsheet but was overwhelmed with all the corrections that needed to be made and closed it. I then turned my attention to our three-month resource plan. I filled in two names and dates, but stared at countless blank cells. It seemed like a waste of effort and time.
    


    
      I picked up a pencil and twirled it through my fingers but dropped it three times without completing my routine. Finally, I snapped it in two and tossed the fragments in the trash.
    


    
      My elbows served as a fulcrum to support my heavy head. I felt trapped inside a triangular box—working with my new media buddies to uncover the answers to a murder that appeared more convoluted than I ever imagined, dealing with the direction from PHC management to fire my colleagues and friends, and now, watching the only constant in my life treat me like a leper. I couldn’t find a path to resolution on anything or with anyone. There was no safe haven.
    


    
      My airway felt constricted. I forced several deep breaths through my lungs, hoping to reverse my physical reaction to the gripping stress and find a more peaceful state of mind.
    


    
      “Are you in deep thought, or sleeping with your eyes open?” Paula entered my office, shutting the door behind her. “Or did you and your better half have too much fun this weekend?”
    


    
      “Actually, you couldn’t be further from the truth,” I said, rubbing my weary eyes. “Let’s just say I have a lot on my mind. And I bet your arrival connects to one of my concerns. Right?”
    


    
      “I’m sure it does.” Paula leaned on a chair. “The slate, as HR calls the layoff list, was accepted. We’re on pace to have the conversations on Friday. HR should have a script for us to review by Thursday.”
    


    
      “Wonderful. Which actor should I emulate, George Clooney or Jack Nicholson?” I asked, then snapped my fingers dramatically. “Oh yeah, it’s got to be Jack Nicholson, just in case we need to tell our employees they ‘can’t handle the truth.’”
    


    
      The old Paula wouldn’t have cared for my harsh sarcasm, but the new Paula—the one who saw little-to-no hope of saving jobs or the integrity of the company she helped put on the map—laughed so hard she had to hold her new baby belly. Our maturity level had dropped to an all-time low, but it gave me a needed release from the mounting anxiety.
    


    
      After completing a few tasks for Paula and even a couple for our customers, I left work promptly at five o’clock. During the final thirty minutes of my workday and the entire drive home, my pulse slowly increased. I hoped Marisa would be home. I wondered and worried if she would be the same reasonable person I’d lived with for years, or if somehow that period was more of a multi-year anomaly, if those even existed.
    


    
      I walked in the door and saw the back of her head. She didn’t get up from the couch or turn around.
    


    
      “Michael, I know you’re not happy with me, but let’s not drag ourselves into another fight,” she said, sounding agitated before I said hello.
    


    
      Another fight? When did we have a first fight?
    


    
      I walked into the room, talking to the back of her head. “First of all, thank God you’re okay. You haven’t been at home and you’re not returning my calls.” I hoped I didn’t sound bitter.
    


    
      I walked around to face Marisa. She looked uncomfortable, her eyes purposely not connecting with mine, arms folded under her armpits, and her right leg kicking as though she had just downed two energy drinks.
    


    
      “Michael, I’m not sure I want to talk about us,” she said.
    


    
      “What the hell should we talk about then?” I sat three feet from her on the couch, hesitant to move any closer. “I go away to uncover details about a murder, then I come home to see someone has replaced my best friend and lover with an imposter.”
    


    
      “Michael, you’ve been putting all these other things before us. They just aren’t that important. You need to let people do their jobs. You have your own job to worry about and here you are running around like you’re Sherlock Holmes or something.”
    


    
      I leaned forward and my arms became more animated. “Uh, Marisa, you were supportive of me diving into this. I need to be part of the solution and you understand that, or at least you did. Now it seems like you’ve completely changed your tune.”
    


    
      She looked straight ahead, her leg still kicking like an oil well pump.
    


    
      “Does this have anything to do with the person you had dinner with last night?” I asked.
    


    
      “I’m not sure what you’re talking—”
    


    
      “Stu saw you at the pub with another guy.”
    


    
      She hesitated.
    


    
      “I don’t know what Stu saw, I just know I didn’t see Stu. I shouldn’t feel like I’ve been arrested for murder, so back off with the interrogation!” she snapped, and glared in my direction. “The only person I know who’s been arrested for murder is Reinaldo. We just need to let the process run its course. He’s all but admitted doing it, right? We need to get this behind us and move on.”
    


    
      She shot up from the couch and stomped away. I reached for her arm, but she knocked my hand away.
    


    
      “For the foreseeable future,” she said with her back to me, “I’m sleeping in the guest bedroom. I’m not sure I can continue this relationship in its current state. You’ve given me no choice.”
    


    
      She disappeared into the darkness of the guest bedroom, slamming the door behind her. My arms fell to my side like limp noodles. Tears swelled in my eyes. I didn’t chase after her. I was exhausted and she was in no mood to talk, certainly not rationally.
    


    
      For the second straight night, I fell asleep on a couch.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Three


    
      
    


    
      I turned onto my right side and bounced my knuckles off the edge of the oval coffee table, reminding me of another fitful night. I rolled off the couch and toddled to the bathroom. I found only remnants of Marisa—makeup and hair products—left on her vanity. She had again successfully shunned me.
    


    
      I thought about calling in sick and pulling the covers over my head, but I knew I had some investigative work to tackle. I couldn’t let my personal drama completely disrupt my productivity. After a five-minute shower, I rushed outside to my car with a wet head, scooping up the paper on my way.
    


    
      The car didn’t start on the first try. The battery sounded sluggish.
    


    
      “Come on, baby.” I patted the faded dashboard and turned the key again. The engine caught on the second try. Frost had covered my windows, and a kid must have etched some message on the windshield. I rarely cleaned my car. This was probably a Wash Me reminder.
    


    
      I grabbed my ice scraper, got out of my car, and read the message. Back Off or Pay Price. My breathing stopped.
    


    
      Who?
    


    
      I looked in all directions. Newspapers littered driveways. A couple of neighborhood cars drove down our street.
    


    
      As the car warmed up, I unfolded the paper and saw Stu’s articles. Most of the information I’d learned from Rosemary wasn’t in either of his stories, at least not the controversial pieces.
    


    
      Why?
    


    
      Someone was sending me a message. An uncomfortable prickle shot up my spine, like I’d touched a live wire.
    


    
      Peering between the letters on my windshield, and not thinking with a clear mind, I slammed the gas and squealed out of the neighborhood. I dialed up Arthur’s admin, then realized the sun was melting the evidence.
    


    
      “Tell Arthur and Stu to meet me out front in five minutes,” I said hastily, then hung up just as quickly. I skidded to a stop, jumped out of the car and took a picture of the windshield. Not a perfect replica, but it would do. I sent off a quick text of the picture, then inhaled a deep breath as I tried to calm my nerves. I coasted the last two miles and pulled into the parking space right in front of Arthur and Stu, both shivering from the blustery north wind.
    


    
      “Stacy said you sounded panicked, but you look like you’re just out for a Sunday drive,” Stu said, blowing warm air into his cupped hands.
    


    
      I pointed to the mostly melted windshield. “That was evidence. Did you get my text?”
    


    
      They both shook their heads, looked at each other, then pulled out their phones.
    


    
      ”This is your windshield?” Stu asked, and I nodded.
    


    
      “I only see B-a, then o-r, then i-c-e,” Arthur said, his teeth nearly chattering.
    


    
      “Bag or ice?” Stu’s face was now a splotchy red, his lips turning a shade of purple.
    


    
      “No, it said, Back off or pay price.”
    


    
      Both Arthur and Stu ceased movement. The blunt message had nearly melted, but it resonated in all of us. We realized we had crossed someone’s boundary line.
    


    
      “Gentlemen,” Arthur said as we reconvened in the warmth of his posh office, “unless a trick is being played on Michael, it appears we’ve touched a nerve with someone.”
    


    
      “And he or she didn’t waste a bit of time before responding to the news stories,” I said. “They hit the paper this morning, and then someone writes a threatening note on my windshield before eight thirty a.m.”
    


    
      Stu said, “Think about it. I wrote the stories, but my car wasn’t touched. They went after you, Michael.”
    


    
      More silence.
    


    
      I put my hand to my chin and felt stubble. I’d forgotten to shave. “Is it possible someone—the wrong person—found out I talked to Rosemary? What she knows could be damning to Omaha Gas and especially this Tony person.”
    


    
      “Michael, I know we didn’t discuss this, but according to your notes, you saw Karina up in Stillwater with another woman,” Arthur said. “Do you think she’s involved in this ordeal?”
    


    
      “These days, I’m not sure who to trust anymore,” I said, thinking about Marisa. “I know Karina is still married to the person charged in the crime, and Tiffany may have been having an affair with Reinaldo. But I can’t see how Karina is connected to Rosemary, Omaha Gas, or this threat.”
    


    
      “Threat indeed,” Arthur said. “We’re not going to be intimidated by these thugs.”
    


    
      “By the way, I spoke to one of the police investigators yesterday evening,” Stu said holding up his pen. “Off the record, he said they’re feeling pressure to provide as much as evidence as possible to convict Reinaldo. I’d questioned some of the info from the coroner’s office on cause of death and asked if any other suspects were considered. He just shook his head.”
    


    
      “We could be overreacting a bit, but we can’t be sure.” Arthur opened his hands. “Who knows what we’ve stumbled upon?”
    


    
      “I don’t know what kind of resources you have, Arthur, but I think we need protection for Rosemary.” I scratched the hair on my face. “Too many signs are pointing to Stillwater right now, even though the murder took place right here.”
    


    
      “We’ll figure something out there.” Arthur wrote notes on his yellow pad inside his portfolio. I noticed for the first time that his hair was sticking out in all directions and his wire framed glasses were crooked on his nose. He looked slightly maniacal. “Michael, I think it’s best you and Marisa move into a motel for now. I think you should use a different name, just to be safe.”
    


    
      “I’m not going completely underground. That’s ridiculous. I have a job I’m getting paid for. I can’t just walk away, certainly not now. But I am concerned about Marisa, so changing our sleep location might not be a bad idea.” I wondered if a different setting would add more or less stress to our relationship. We laid out the coverage plan for the next day’s paper.
    


    
      I needed to locate this Tony person. And I had to find out who the man was at the pub. The more I thought about it, I realized I never asked Marisa the obvious question: Did she have family in town?
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Four


    
      
    


    
      “Do you want me to tell him the truth? Do you want me to tell him you screwed a married man and got knocked up?”
    


    
      Tony paused, forcing Marisa to visualize the images she thought had forever been buried.
    


    
      “Do you want me to tell him you were nothing but a worthless little slut when you were fifteen years old?”
    


    
      Marisa’s chest heaved. She gripped a tissue against her face to hold back the tears. It had happened more than half her life ago—her youth and virginity stolen. Tony stood in the doorway of his apartment wearing a wife-beater, one arm leaning against the frame, his jeans unbuttoned and partially unzipped. His enormous body made it impossible to see around him into the apartment. She had begged him not to meet in public again. Stu had seen them together, which itself caused issues between her and Michael. She stood in the hallway of the apartments, visibly shaken from the merciless verbal attacks.
    


    
      “I’m trying to stop Michael…” Marisa wondered what connection Tony had to Tiffany and the gas company, and who’d sent him.
    


    
      The giant creature had bumped into Marisa a couple of days earlier at the grocery store. He slipped a note into her coat pocket. It said she needed to meet him at the pub that night, unless she wanted Michael to learn the sordid details of her affair with a wedded man.
    


    
      Marisa had paced around the block twice before finally entering the downtown bar. She could feel his penetrating glare from across the room. She shook her head slowly as she walked toward his table. His grim expression curled into a gratifying smile.
    


    
      “She’ll have an iced tea, and I’ll take a coffee, black,” Tony had told the waitress without looking away from Marisa.
    


    
      Marisa glanced at the man then looked away. She grabbed the silverware and felt the pronged end of the fork. Her breathing was choppy, her heart thumping her chest. She pressed her thumb against a single tine and closed her eyes for a brief moment, trying to keep her emotions at bay. It wasn’t working. Her stomach felt queasy. She looked up at the man, who just stared at her…through her.
    


    
      “We’ve been sitting here for ten minutes and you haven’t said a word to me about this note.” Marisa unclenched her fist to expose the crumbled paper.
    


    
      “Thank you,” he said.
    


    
      Marisa was confused momentarily then noticed the waitress standing at the table with their drinks. When the waitress stepped away, he’d grabbed his coffee and slurped a mouthful, his mammoth hands encircling the large mug.
    


    
      “Do you remember the blood left on the motel sheets?” he’d taunted.
    


    
      “What are you saying?” Her voice began to shudder.
    


    
      “Did you feel abandoned when he wouldn’t return your calls?”
    


    
      Her hands trembled as Tony had tortured her with every wretched detail she’d hidden deep in her brain. “Why are you doing this?”
    


    
      “You were all alone and fell into a deep depression. You had nothing. You were worth nothing.”
    


    
      Marisa had wanted to reach across the table, grab his shirt, and beg him to stop. She felt like all of her blood had been drained from her body.
    


    
      “If you don’t persuade Michael to stop his investigation into Tiffany’s murder and anything related to Omaha Gas, Michael will hear your entire pathetic story. And you’ll fall back into your hopeless, dismal despair.”
    


    
      She shivered as she recalled the horrible meeting. She hadn’t slept since then, desperately searching for the courage to take the virtual gun out of Tony’s hand by admitting to Michael what had transpired years before. She feared her past mistakes would change Michael’s perception of her, his love for her, and she would lose him forever. Tony’s blackmail attempt now tainted her personality—just like the original incident had so many years ago. She so badly wanted the menacing threat and Tony to vanish, so she could resume her quiet life with Michael.
    


    
      As she stared at the industrial-carpeted hallway floor, she prayed for it all to go away.
    


    
      “More prying. More articles. You haven’t done your job.” Still standing in the open doorway to his apartment, Tony reached around his back and tossed the crinkled newspaper into the hallway. It hit the floor in a flurried mess.
    


    
      Maybe someone will walk by and help me, she thought without much hope. “I’ve tried, Tony, believe me.” She looked left then right in desperation, but the hallway remained vacant. “You know that trying isn’t good enough.” His voice was eerily calm. “You must get him to stop. I’ll give you two more days. Then I’ll have to take matters into my own hands.”
    


    
      Tony moved closer to Marisa, his gigantic bare foot landing on her shoe.
    


    
      “Chuck got a piece of you back when you were young and raw,” he said, now whispering into her ear. “I might have to taste you myself. I’m wondering if you’ve gotten better, like a fine wine.”
    


    
      He rubbed his hand on her crotch, while groping her breast. He licked her neck, then bit it. Marisa jerked backward.
    


    
      “You’re disgusting!” She wiped the saliva off her neck.
    


    
      “I could take you now, but I have some work to do.” He leered at her.
    


    
      She turned to walk away, distraught, unable to speak. “One more thing, lady.” His gravelly voice frightened Marisa more than anything he’d done thus far. “I can tell Michael your slutty little story.” He grabbed her shoulder-length hair and yanked her head back to his chest. She cried out. “Know I have experience in things you couldn’t possibly imagine. And you probably wouldn’t find them very appetizing.” He shoved her forward like a stuffed animal.
    


    
      She fell to her knees, her self-worth shredded, pure terror racing through her veins. Bracing her arm against the wall, she struggled to her feet, her wobbly legs unable to maintain her equilibrium, as if she’d just consumed a liter of vodka.
    


    
      “Don’t forget,” he yelled, causing her to turn her head slightly as she staggered down the hallway. “If you don’t deliver, you will pay the price. And so will Michael.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Five


    
      
    


    
      Arthur spent his entire afternoon working the phones. It took four calls, three transfers, and two voicemails before he finally spoke with a person of influence and authority, the vice president of medical operations for the Bloomfield Assisted Living Center. Even across the Red River border, Arthur’s family name and reputation as a publisher apparently carried enough weight to steal a few minutes with the busy executive. Once Arthur was convinced the conversation would go no farther than the two of them, he asked for the administrator’s support to temporarily change Rosemary’s residence and approve the continuance of her care and medications she desperately needed.
    


    
      Arthur realized he was asking to circumvent the normal patient release process. He finally persuaded the VP when he conveyed his heightened concern for Rosemary’s safety, saying her knowledge about Tiffany’s tribulations put her in grave danger from powerful and threatening people.
    


    
      The two men worked through the details of the transfer. Arthur said a gentleman wearing a New York Yankees cap and driving a blue truck would arrive to pick up Rosemary in four hours. The person in the pickup would then inform the VP of Rosemary’s new address.
    


    
      Arthur’s remaining afternoon was interrupted with unsolicited calls, but none was from his youthful wife, unfortunately. The chief of police called to ask if Arthur’s reporters would share everything they knew about the investigation, to which Arthur responded in the manner of his grandfather who’d held the publisher’s position before him. “You can read further information on this investigation just like everyone else—in tomorrow’s paper!” he said. “Now, good day, sir.”
    


    
      The second unsolicited call was even more unsettling.
    


    
      “Hi, Arthur. It’s Karina.”
    


    
      Arthur began fidgeting with his Montblanc pen. He recalled the conversation earlier in his office, in which he, Stu, and Michael debated the role Karina might have played in Tiffany’s murder.
    


    
      “Karina, I hope you’re feeling better,” he said.
    


    
      “I’m in good health, physically and mentally. Thank you for asking.” Her voice sounded pleasant. “I need to take an extended leave of absence. I can’t return to work while Reinaldo is accused of murdering an innocent young girl.”
    


    
      Arthur heard sniffles.
    


    
      “I understand it’s difficult,” he said, relieved she wasn’t returning to her editor duties any time soon.
    


    
      “Besides, I’m bonding a bit with my mother,” she said.
    


    
      That’s not the only person you’re bonding with, he thought but dared not say.
    


    
      “Take your time. The paper will still be here, like it has been for the last seventy-five years.”
    


    
      Relieved to hear more energy in her voice, Arthur noted she didn’t ask about details of their murder coverage. Maybe because she was out of touch or didn’t want to stir emotions about Reinaldo, she simply avoided going there. Stacy buzzed in to say he had another call.
    


    
      “Oh, good God, what now?” he asked to his longtime assistant.
    


    
      “It’s Michael Doyle, sir. Do you want me to tell him you’re in another meeting?”
    


    
      “Oh, no. Yes, I’ll take the call,” Arthur said.
    


    
      He punched the line. “Michael.”
    


    
      “Arthur, I wanted to let you know that Marisa and I’ll be staying at the Como Motel, just outside of town. There isn’t much out here, but I guess that’s good.”
    


    
      “Good location, although you might need to de-flea yourself after your stay.” Arthur chuckled, then wrote down the name of the motel. “We need to get to the bottom of this quickly. We don’t want any other threats.”
    


    
      “I couldn’t agree more.”
    


    
      “By the way, I just received two interesting calls. One was from Karina, who requested an extended leave of absence. The other was from our favorite police chief asking us to share all the information we’ve gathered. In so many words, I told him to stick it where the sun doesn’t shine.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Six


    
      
    


    
      After my entertaining call with Arthur, I sat on a lacquered wood chair in the corner of the motel room and wrote a text to Marisa. I asked if she could meet me at the Como Motel tonight. I didn’t go into details, only saying Arthur had suggested it.
    


    
      She replied in five minutes. It still sounded like the cold Marisa: K.
    


    
      We needed time to talk about our relationship, or what was left of it. But I could speak for hours without making one bit of progress if she didn’t open up and share with me what was churning in that elusive mind of hers.
    


    
      I stood alone in the motel room, thinking through the tumultuous last couple of days. The love of my life had seemingly turned schizophrenic. Then someone left a threatening note etched in the ice on my windshield. And on and on. The tension in my arms and shoulders now spread into my neck. I just wanted to solve this damn murder, so I could follow through on my pledge to Tiffany’s spirit, allowing Marisa and me to put this entire ordeal behind us and return to our uncomplicated lives.
    


    
      If it wasn’t too late.
    


    
      I called work and told them I wasn’t feeling well and to not expect me the rest of the day.
    


    
      My curious nature was torn. I desperately wanted Marisa to tell me who she had been with at the pub, and why, but part of me didn’t want to know. Besides, she may never tell me, and if that was the case, I didn’t want to dwell on the what-ifs. My thoughts tormented me, concerned that inaction might, somehow, allow our relationship to wilt away from neglect. But what could I do really? What if that man wasn’t family? What if he was someone special to Marisa, maybe more special than I? Massaging my temples, I took a few deep breaths.
    


    
      A hint of jealously had spawned inside of me. But Marisa’s mental well-being was my most prevalent concern. Someone doesn’t change into a she-devil with the flip of a switch…unless something or someone was influencing the behavior. I decided to give Marisa another opportunity to open up. For a moment, I thought I might want to take a chance and try to rekindle some of our romantic flare…a bottle of wine, a few scented candles…who was I kidding? I wasn’t going to get my hopes up before signs pointed toward reconciliation.
    


    
      I walked to my car parked directly under our second-floor motel room and dialed a number. “Stu, Michael here. How much progress have you made on the defense side of this case?”
    


    
      “Not much. I’ve tried to talk to Reinaldo, but he won’t meet with me. I finally had a conversation with his attorney. Gentry seemed frustrated Reinaldo won’t provide him details about what happened that night. He’s at a loss on what to do. He’s even considering trying to strike a plea that would allow Reinaldo to be found guilty by reason of insanity and then have him committed to a state institution. All off the record, of course.”
    


    
      “I understand.”
    


    
      “If you think you can make any progress, have at it. I’ve written my stories, and Arthur is thinking through the headlines before he blesses them and sends them to press. Meanwhile, I’ll be chasing those pencil pushers again. The zoning commission met in special session over the holidays, and now everyone’s in a frenzy because Raymond Williams hung himself.”
    


    
      “Will do, Stu. Thanks for the update.” I ended the call.
    


    
      The zoning commission member’s suicide made Stu’s story decision more salacious, but it still felt like his journalistic compass still pointed in an illogical direction. Or was it a direction I simply didn’t agree with? While I’d grown to appreciate Stu’s work ethic, I selfishly believed all of his time should be spent on the murder investigation.
    


    
      Given what Rosemary had told me about Tiffany’s seduction assignment, I decided to give Reinaldo one more chance for redemption. It had been a couple of weeks since we last spoke. In our conversation, he’d been all over the place, distant at times, unsettled, maybe confused in expressing his thoughts.
    


    
      I drove across town to the police station, signed in and waited for my name to be called. The same uniformed officer led me into the prisoner meeting room. My familiarity with the environment didn’t lessen the coldness of the atmosphere. I sat in the identical bent metal chair. To the left of the black phone, someone had scrawled something in pencil: Bitches die in prison! The phrase may foreshadow what lay ahead for those who had committed murder, the most permanent of crimes. My stomach clenched, wondering if Reinaldo would meet the same fate.
    


    
      A fellow citizen sat two slots to my right, his Texas Rangers cap pulled down and his hand partially covering his face. He spoke in subdued tones. These types of visits weren’t proud moments for anyone.
    


    
      The guard escorted Reinaldo to his chair on the other side of the scarred glass. Reinaldo’s temperament was similar to my previous visit, but after he’d settled into his chair, he seemed happy to see me.
    


    
      “You’re my only visitor, besides my lawyer,” Reinaldo said into the oversized black phone receiver, both hands in cuffs.
    


    
      I knew Reinaldo wasn’t completely telling the truth. Stu had put in a request to meet with Reinaldo, who turned him down. But now wasn’t the time to question him on his social itinerary.
    


    
      “I’m glad to see they’re feeding you.” He appeared thinner than before.
    


    
      “They’re not home-cooked meals, but they’re okay.”
    


    
      I decided to stir the pot a bit.
    


    
      “Have you and your attorney decided on your defense strategy yet?”
    


    
      He looked up.
    


    
      “I really don’t have anything to say to him, to you, to anyone. I wish they’d just get this over with and send me away.”
    


    
      Talk about depression. I mulled over whether to tell Reinaldo anything I’d learned from my visit with Tiffany’s mother.
    


    
      “Look, Reinaldo, there are a lot of things you may or may not be aware of, but I’ve thought about it and you should probably know what I know, if you don’t already,” I said. He slowly refocused his attention on me.
    


    
      “I made a trip to Oklahoma this past weekend,” I said, observing no change in his demeanor. “I had a nice long chat with Rosemary…Rosemary Chambers, Tiffany’s mother.”
    


    
      He put his hands on his face. “She told me a lot about Tiffany. She was quite a girl.”
    


    
      He swallowed hard. “Did she say Tiffany was a home wrecker?” he asked, his white crooked teeth now visible.
    


    
      Confused, I titled my head. I was completely caught off guard by such a puzzling statement, especially when he was in the middle of the sordid mess. “Look, Reinaldo, Tiffany told Rosemary she was sent down here by officials with Omaha Gas to…to seduce certain influential men.”
    


    
      “Not surprising,” he said matter-of-factly, his dark eyes staring blankly over my shoulder.
    


    
      I blinked and looked away. Reinaldo knew something, and I couldn’t stop until I found out what.
    


    
      “Is there something you want to tell me?”
    


    
      Reinaldo’s black eyebrows pulled together, his forehead crumpled like frying bacon, as if he was struggling to let it all out.
    


    
      “I…She…”
    


    
      “What is it, Reinaldo? You can tell me. You should tell me.”
    


    
      He clutched his thick hair with both fists.
    


    
      “Tiffany was having an affair with more than just men. She was having an affair with my Karina. My wife.”
    


    
      The statement created an instant emotional reaction. His eyes became red, swelling with tears, but he said nothing.
    


    
      Instantly, I stopped breathing, then I let out a slow breath. I tried to remain calm on the outside, but my mind raced with theories.
    


    
      “How did you know?”
    


    
      “Karina was changing, in how she looked at me, loved me. Then I found text messages, and I just couldn’t believe it.”
    


    
      “I’m really sorry for—”
    


    
      “For thinking I cheated on Karina? Tiffany was beautiful. That’s what most people would think.
    


    
      “Do you know how humiliating it is to think of your wife cheating on you with another woman? No one can. It made me feel like I’m not even a real man.”
    


    
      Reinaldo’s voice shook, and tears bubbled in his eyes.
    


    
      I felt his pain and I wondered if I had just heard a motive for murder.
    


    
      “Did your hurt turn into anger?”
    


    
      “It’s part of the cycle of grief, isn’t it? Of course I got angry. I found out where Tiffany lived, and I went over to her place that night.”
    


    
      I leaned forward another few inches, knowing I sat on the precipice of hearing how a human life came to end. Actually two lives.
    


    
      “The door was slightly open. I walked in and shit was everywhere. I found blond hair and blood. I figured it had to be Tiffany’s.”
    


    
      Our eyes locked for a brief second.
    


    
      “I tried to understand what had happened. I looked around, then I found Tiffany’s cell phone, and I looked through it. I found all sorts of shit. I just couldn’t believe it.”
    


    
      “What? What, Reinaldo?”
    


    
      “I found a text saying she had slept with the editor of the paper, and she had her in the palm of her hand.” He held up finger quotes then rolled his eyes. “I also found more personal texts that, frankly, made it seem like Karina and Tiffany actually were in love. Maybe they were.”
    


    
      He wiped his face.
    


    
      I forced out another breath.”What did you do next?”
    


    
      “My mind was swirling. I couldn’t think straight, and I was torn up about everything. I knew something had gone down at Tiffany’s place.”
    


    
      “And?”
    


    
      “I thought Karina was somehow mixed up in it, and I couldn’t let her go to jail. As crazy as it sounds, I loved Karina—still do.” He licked his lips and blinked his eyes. “I grabbed a kitchen knife and cut my hand, and dripped my blood on the floor, mixing it in with the other blood I assumed was Tiffany’s. I dropped the knife and left, knowing my prints were all over her place. I figured if it was meant to be, I’d get arrested for a murder that Karina committed.”
    


    
      “But why would Karina kill someone she loves?” I said the last word softly, trying not to add to Reinaldo’s conflicting pain.
    


    
      “I’ve asked myself that question a hundred times. I don’t know. Maybe she found out that Tiffany was setting her up.”
    


    
      Images flashed through my mind, recalling Karina’s fragile state of mind when Marisa and I visited her, then her strange disposition on Christmas day, and finally the romantic dinner she shared with her new lady friend in Stillwater. I couldn’t imagine Karina killing anyone, especially someone she supposedly loved.
    


    
      “Why, Reinaldo? Why haven’t you told the police, your lawyer? You don’t deserve this.” I looked at the sterile filth that surrounded us.
    


    
      “The kids need her more than they need me. I guess I took blame for not being man enough to keep her satisfied…as strange as that sounds now.”
    


    
      Perspiration trickled off his thick, brown sideburns. He put his head between his legs, gagging as if he might vomit. The guard gave him some water, and after a minute or so, Reinaldo calmed his breathing, apparently holding his bile at bay.
    


    
      “I didn’t want anyone to die. I never would have harmed Tiffany. I was more mad at myself, and I guess Karina too.” Reinaldo covered his face and began to sob, his head and upper body shaking. He looked up and liquid drained out of every orifice on his face.
    


    
      “I’m working with Arthur at the paper now, trying to figure out who murdered Tiffany. I can’t sit on what you just shared.”
    


    
      “Michael, please just let it go. I just told you because I couldn’t keep it inside any longer. Any of it.”
    


    
      I scratched my chin, and tried to think through everything I’d just heard.
    


    
      “I’ll promise you this. I won’t bring up Karina’s name for now. Not until we have more facts.”
    


    
      He nodded, then the guard appeared and took Reinaldo by the arm.
    


    
      “If you see the kids, tell Ricky and Brent I miss them and I love them. And Karina too.”
    


    
      I withheld the urge to shout out loud what I’d seen from Karina since Reinaldo had been arrested. It would only hurt more. But I knew he didn’t deserve to be in prison.
    


    
      I put up my hand and waved goodbye to my friend and former colleague. Strangely, I felt a bit of relief, believing Reinaldo’s claim that he didn’t commit murder. But I still couldn’t get myself to make the leap that Karina had killed Tiffany.
    


    
      I called Stu on my way out.
    


    
      “Stu, let Arthur know you have a new story for the paper,” I said. “Reinaldo just told me he didn’t kill Tiffany.”
    


    
      “Are you kidding me?”
    


    
      “Not a bit. Once I told him Tiffany had been instructed to seduce other men on behalf of the gas company, he opened the floodgates.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      He backed his 1994 navy-blue Ford F-150 into the open parking space nearest apartment 129. His pickup had seen better days, but Bartholomew “Pop” Doyle had spent the last few hours cleaning out the dented truck to make it suitable for Ms. Rosemary Chambers. He wasn’t privy to all the details, but given the direct nature of the earlier phone call, he could tell his son was serious. The Q&A session could wait. Bart had remembered to bring bungee cords to tie down any equipment or luggage, as well as a stepstool to help boost Rosemary into the truck. Most importantly, the heater in the cab of his F-150 was warmer than a hot cup of coffee. As he stepped onto the sidewalk, Rosemary appeared at the doorway of her apartment, escorted by a man in a suit. Bart met them halfway.
    


    
      “You her ride?” the man in the suit asked.
    


    
      Bart nodded and adjusted his lucky Mickey Mantle Yankees cap.
    


    
      “I have to ask, who sent you?”
    


    
      “Besides my son, I guess you’d say Arthur did.”
    


    
      Rosemary took Bart’s arm, as if they were walking down the aisle in church.
    


    
      “Mr. Doyle, thank you so much for your generosity,” she said. “I think this might be a big to-do about nothing.”
    


    
      The howling wind hit them in waves. Rosemary pushed her tousled hair aside and clung tighter to the elder Doyle.
    


    
      Bart helped her into the truck, then worked with the man in the suit to secure the rest of her luggage and medical equipment.
    


    
      “Have your nurse call me at this number, and I’ll give her directions to the location.” Bart handed the man in the suit a piece of paper. “I’ll expect her first visit to be in the morning.”
    


    
      Bart escaped from the frigid prairie winds and climbed into the warm cab, then slowly rolled out of the parking lot. They had a three-hour trip ahead of them, unless Rosemary needed to stop along the way, which was entirely possible. That was okay with Pop, who had few other chores in the middle of the winter. He was happy to be involved in an important mission with his son.
    


    
      Pop phoned his son twenty minutes outside of Stillwater. “Hey, Michael. Pop here,” he said. “Ms. Chambers and her belongings are in the truck with me and we’re headed to the farm.”
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      I tossed my cell phone on the beige, cloth passenger seat and leaned back in my car in the parking lot at the police station, staring across the mass of black-and-white vehicles. I hoped Tiffany was smiling down on us, knowing we were protecting her mother and making progress on finding her killer. She’d been mixed up in something pretty seedy. The theory about Karina lingered in the back of my mind, but I still couldn’t forget about Tiffany’s original mission, and wonder how Omaha Gas and this Tony person fit into the whole scheme.
    


    
      Regardless of who was involved, I was more determined than ever to piece together how Tiffany became the victim of a murder.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      I picked up Chinese takeout and a six-pack of Miller Lite, then drove east of town to the Como Motel. A purple dusk sky was fading behind a cluster of trees across the lonesome highway from our interim home.
    


    
      The blue-and-red neon motel sign flickered as I made my way up the outdoor stairs to the second floor. I tripped on a dislodged piece of black metal, part of the frame for the concrete steps. All of my weight fell on my left shinbone, but I caught the food and beer just before they splattered down the stairs.
    


    
      “Piece of shit!” I was in a surly mood.
    


    
      I locked the door behind me and threw my keys on the forest-green, laminate-covered dresser. The red digital clock on the nightstand read six fifty-three p.m. I texted Marisa again, saying I had food and drink and looked forward to seeing her in room 236 after she’d finished work. I took off my shoes and carefully sat on the bed, realizing the slick, paisley bedcover had probably not been washed in weeks, if not months. The mattress squealed like a pig as I got myself comfortable. I caught a whiff of a new-car smell and pinched my nose. Under the bed I found a scent pack, like one you’d see dangling next to a couple of dice on some cheeseball’s rearview mirror. I wrapped the stink bomb in a towel and threw it in the tub. The only things missing in our room were fake-wood paneled walls and a mass-produced landscaping picture hanging over the circa-1973, low-rider bed.
    


    
      I needed a diversion. I propped up three pillows and clicked the remote control. First stop, CNN. Too much yelling and finger-pointing. One guy actually said his counterpart “would burn in hell” if he didn’t see the light and change his view. The thought of hell led me to wonder where Tiffany’s spirit was. I cursed at the TV and redirected my thoughts.
    


    
      Over to ESPN to watch a one-sided NBA game. I leaned to grab my beer wrapped in a new koozie I had also purchased because it had a zipper. These days, the smallest things made me happy. I did a double take. A rebel flag on the side of the koozie? Nice. I’d toss that in the trash with the rest of the Chinese food—if Marisa would ever show up.
    


    
      An hour passed and so did two of my beers. I considered starting on the Chinese food but really wanted to wait for Marisa. I tried not to think about where she could be or whom she was with.
    


    
      The game moved into the third quarter. The beer and the blur of the basketball game helped me relax.
    


    
      At ten minutes past nine o’clock, just as the West Coast NBA game tipped off, I heard a faint knock on the motel room door. I jumped up and tripped over the nasty bed cover, falling to one knee. I clutched my already-injured shin, where I felt a painful lump, then limped to open the door.
    


    
      Marisa stood in the doorway with a blank look on her face. Her arms hung to her sides, her brown purse swaying an inch off the ground. She looked unkempt and had shadowed circles under her eyes. Maybe she was about to tell me it was all over and would just walk away. I didn’t say a word, afraid it might lead to the end of us. I stared at her, hoping she could feel I still loved her with all my heart.
    


    
      Almost reluctantly, she took a step toward me, then another. In slow motion, she collapsed on my shoulder.
    


    
      “I can’t do this any longer,” she said. I wondered if this was her way of saying goodbye.
    


    
      She tightened her hold on my back.
    


    
      “I can’t believe what I’ve done to you, to us.” Tears rolled down her beautiful face, causing what makeup she wore to smear.
    


    
      I pressed us together, stroking her back, and kissed the top of her forehead. I put my head in the crease of her neck and breathed in the familiar smell of her skin. The love of my life was back.
    


    
      “Oh my God, my beautiful Marisa, my baby.” I matched her tear for tear.
    


    
      Our bodies rocked back and forth, neither of us letting go.
    


    
      “Michael, will you ever forgive me?”
    


    
      “Yes, of course.” Even though I didn’t know what there was to forgive, I felt her sorrow and sincerity. “I love you.”
    


    
      “I love you too. The last few days have been unbearable. I want to tell you…I need to tell you everything.”
    


    
      I shut the door and locked it, then gave her a tissue.
    


    
      “We’ll have plenty of time for that. Let’s calm down a bit and take a moment,” I said, sitting next to her, holding her hand in mine.
    


    
      She blew her nose.
    


    
      “What is that awful smell?” she asked.
    


    
      “Either my beer breath or cold Chinese food.”
    


    
      “I’ll go with both,” she said.
    


    
      We laughed like two teenagers. The grown-up conversation could wait.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      “I was only fifteen years old. Some might say fifteen going on thirty,” Marisa said softly. “I was a high school sophomore and ran on the track team.”
    


    
      “You didn’t run all four years, right?” I said.
    


    
      She paused.
    


    
      “Sorry if I interrupted your train of thought, baby.”
    


    
      She took a swig of the beer I opened for her.
    


    
      “I ran long distance, 1,600 and 3,200 meters,” she said. “I guess I was pretty good. Six of us from our track team qualified for the regional meet in Norman.”
    


    
      Another sigh.
    


    
      “In my teens, I was kind of fun-loving, even flirtatious, but all very innocent,” she said. "Like any young person, I wanted to know more about the world. Nothing really scared me. I was open to all opportunities. The more risk, the more fun.”
    


    
      “Yes.” I encouraged her to continue.
    


    
      “At the regional meet, I became friends with a man, an official helping to run the meet,” she said. “He was twenty-five years old.”
    


    
      While surprised at the age difference, I maintained my supportive posture.
    


    
      “He was athletic, good looking, and really nice to all of us. Over the two days he paid me a lot of attention, and I reciprocated,” Marisa said. “Near the end of the meet, we actually kissed. I knew it wasn’t the smartest thing to do. But we were honest with each other; I knew his age and he knew mine. He kept saying I was a mature fifteen-year-old, and anyone would think both mentally and physically I was eighteen.”
    


    
      Knowing Marisa only as an adult, her youthful naiveté caught me off guard.
    


    
      I reassured her. “I was an adolescent too, Marisa, and made some really stupid decisions. You were young and gullible. It goes with the territory of being a teenager.”
    


    
      She put her hand on my knee.
    


    
      “He came to visit me twice during the summer. He was sweet and said romantic things and was a lot more mature than the boys I hung around with,” Marisa said. “On his second visit, in a motel like this one, we had sex. Unprotected sex. He said he didn’t like wearing condoms, and I didn’t know much about how it was supposed to work. I trusted him. I was on cloud nine.”
    


    
      “And the twenty-five-year-old track official?” I asked.
    


    
      “Officiating track meets was just his part-time job, but I’ll get to that in a second. The sex, he said, was the best he’d ever had.” She looked down at the rust-colored carpet. “He said he’d wait for me until I graduated high school, then we could finally marry. I really thought it was fate. Until I got pregnant.”
    


    
      I shuffled my feet but kept a composed expression.
    


    
      Marisa hesitated, apparently searching for resolve to continue her story.
    


    
      “I was scared to death. I couldn’t talk to my parents about it. I tried calling him. Over and over again. I’d either get his work voicemail or some admin would take down my number and tell me he’d call me back. This went on for about a month. I was a nervous wreck when school started. I was just beginning to show.”
    


    
      Marisa took another sip of her beer and used her sleeve to wipe her mouth. She released an audible breath before continuing.
    


    
      “I called him one last time, and he finally picked up the phone. I professed my love and told him about the baby. But he was cold and didn’t care that I was pregnant. He finally admitted he was married and his wife was eight months pregnant with their second child. I was stunned,” she said. “I started crying. He yelled at me, telling me to never call him again. When I kept begging him to listen and to help me, he told me if I didn’t stop all communication with him, I would end up in a ditch.”
    


    
      Marisa leaned against my shoulder, then broke down and cried.
    


    
      “Good God. I’m so, so sorry.” I put my arm around her and massaged the back of her neck.
    


    
      She blew her nose again and insisted on continuing.
    


    
      “A week later, I had a miscarriage. Then I went into a deep depression. My grades fell, I became less social, and I quit the track team,” she said. “It wasn’t until a couple years into college that I saw a therapist and began to understand it wasn’t my fault, at least mostly not my fault. My confidence and positive personality started to return. But I realized I’d lost about four years of my life.”
    


    
      I held her face in my hands. “I’m just glad you are who you are. You are an amazing woman, and I’m so lucky to have you in my life.” I kissed her soft lips, then rested my head against hers.
    


    
      “That’s all I wanted to hear.” She squeezed my hand.
    


    
      “Did something in the last few days trigger your old memories?”
    


    
      Marisa’s hands began to tremble.
    


    
      “You could say that,” she said. “I’m scared, Michael.”
    


    
      “It’s okay, just tell me what’s going on.”
    


    
      “I was out shopping on Sunday, and after a man bumped into me, I found a note in my pocket telling me to meet him at the pub. The note mentioned my teenage pregnancy, so I had to go,” she said, now more animated. “At the pub, he told me I had to get you to stop prying into the murder investigation or he would tell you everything that happened when I was fifteen. He kept calling me a little slut.”
    


    
      I shook my head and exhaled through my nose as my anger at this foul man escalated. “You know me. I wouldn’t hold your past against you. You were a victim.”
    


    
      “I wasn’t thinking straight. He frightened me. That’s why I’ve been such a bitch to you.”
    


    
      “How about we call it temporary insanity?” I chuckled, and she gave me a slight smile.
    


    
      “Earlier today something unnerved me,” she said. “I met him at his apartment because I was afraid to be seen with him in public. He demanded that I get you to stop. At first, he said he would tell you about my pregnancy. Then he tried to come on to me. It freaked me out. He rubbed all over me and bit my neck.”
    


    
      She pulled back her hair and showed me a red mark on her neck. “He yanked my hair and threw me down. He said if I didn’t get the stories in the paper to stop, then both you and I would pay the price. It scared the shit out of me.”
    


    
      Marisa tilted her head back and took in a deep breath. She’d been put through an incredible amount of emotional strain. My heart ached for her. I now felt certain the person who left the message on my windshield was associated with this asshole who’d assaulted my dear Marisa.
    


    
      “Do you know the name of the person who hurt you?”
    


    
      “I don’t have a last name. Just Tony,” she said.
    


    
      I didn’t move a muscle.
    


    
      “I need to tell you what I found out in Stillwater, and with Reinaldo earlier tonight,” I said, then noticed her fatigued look. “But first let me see if the owner of this place has a microwave to warm up our Chinese food.”
    


    
      I gave Marisa a warm kiss and grabbed the white bag, now sagging from the grease marks on the bottom. At the door, I turned back around.
    


    
      “One more thing, you didn’t mention the guy’s name—the twenty-five-year-old track official—although it probably doesn’t matter at this point,” I said. I was curious but I didn’t want to stir up another emotional memory for her.
    


    
      “I’ll never forget it.” She closed her eyes against the memory. “Chuck Hagard.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy


    
      
    


    
      As the morning sun cracked through the opening in the faded violet drapes, I awoke, spooning Marisa like she was my baby cub. She clasped my arm to her bosom as if I was her security blanket. It had to be the best night of sleep for both of us in days.
    


    
      I remained still, not wanting to disturb her peaceful rest. With my emotions more under control, I thought through Marisa’s astonishing story and how it connected to Tiffany’s murder. The only link was Tony, but I couldn’t understand how an incident eighteen years ago had anything to do with Tiffany’s life. Tiffany had been coerced into seducing Karina, but now that Reinaldo claims he did not kill Tiffany, who had motive? Karina possibly, but there had to be others. Other men Tiffany seduced, people at Omaha Gas if they knew she was turning on them.
    


    
      It hit me then—Marisa knows where Tony lives. We need to get the police over there. This guy harmed Marisa and threatened me. He’s got to have more information on Tiffany’s murder. If not, the police could at least charge him for assaulting Marisa. The more I thought about her experience, the more my blood boiled. That son of a bitch.
    


    
      I heard steps outside our door. I sprung to my feet, disrupting Marisa’s sleep.
    


    
      “Michael, what’s wrong?” she asked, running her hands through her hair.
    


    
      I looked around for anything I could use as a weapon and reached for the doorknob, pausing just inches before touching it. Then, a copy of today’s Times Herald slid under our door. I let out a sigh.
    


    
      The main header spanned the entire width of the paper: “I Didn’t Kill Tiffany”
    


    
      The subheader read: Defendant Silva Mum on Details, but Claims He Didn’t Murder Secretary
    


    
      The second story header was more sensational: Murdered Girl Sent by Omaha Gas to Seduce Men
    


    
      Followed by another subheader: Intimidation Used on Those Involved in Case, which focused on the message left on my car windshield.
    


    
      I showed the splashy headlines to Marisa. Proud of the partnership I’d forged with Arthur and Stu, I felt empowered, knowing the influence and muscle of our once ineffectual hometown paper had proven to be mightier than the threats, deception, and violent acts.
    


    
      But Tiffany’s killer could still be lurking, so I had to assume we were in danger. I put in a call to Carl Pearson, lead investigator for Tiffany’s murder. With so many details still unconnected, and others possibly unknown, I decided to keep it simple, focusing on Tony’s role
    


    
      “Despite what it says in the paper, we believe, the DA believes, we have a strong case against Reinaldo Silva,” Pearson said. “All this other stuff you’re telling me about, I don’t know. If your story’s actually true, it probably doesn’t have anything to do with this murder investigation. Might be more of a domestic issue.”
    


    
      “Carl, I hope you’re not calling Marisa a liar. Neither she nor I have done anything wrong during this entire ordeal. All I’m asking is for you to meet us at Tony’s apartment. Ask him some questions, look around, then take him away once you get Marisa’s statement. At the very least, he assaulted her. At worst, he could be involved in Tiffany’s murder.”
    


    
      Carl paused and let out a grumble, as if my call was keeping him away from a round of golf.
    


    
      “Okay, Smith and I will be there in thirty minutes, but I want you to stay in control, Michael. You seem pretty riled up by all of this.”
    


    
      Without taking the time to shower, we threw on our clothes and drove to Tony’s apartment, located downtown above the pub where he’d met with Marisa, about a block from the former J&W building. We parked and an unmarked silver Ford pulled up beside us. Carl and his partner, Roger Smith, had just arrived.
    


    
      The four of us walked up the single flight of stairs to reach apartment number 205. Marisa’s face turned pale.
    


    
      “This will end soon,” I said, wrapping my arm around her. She looked at me but didn’t reply.
    


    
      Carl knocked three times on the door then identified himself. No answer. He asked us to back away from the door. He knocked again. No answer. He raised his bass voice to ensure anyone inside or any of the neighbors could hear him. Still, no response.
    


    
      “You trying to disturb the entire building?” An elderly male voice approached us in the hallway. “I’m the property manager here. Who are you?” The chubby man with his pants pulled higher than necessary wore a gray sweater with holes in it. He also had a missing front tooth.
    


    
      Carl and Roger flashed their badges.
    


    
      “We’re here on official business. Does a person by the name of Tony live in this apartment?” Carl asked, keeping one eye on the door.
    


    
      “Tony? I don’t have any renters named Tony,” the manager said. “You’re wasting your time. I haven’t had anyone in that apartment for at least three months.”
    


    
      Marisa’s face quickly turned red. “That’s not possible. I was here yesterday afternoon.”
    


    
      “Look, lady,” he said, “I’m not the type who takes sides in a he-said, she-said situation, but that apartment’s empty. Want me to show it to you?”
    


    
      He pushed the door open and led all of us in. I was hit with an immediate odor, an odd combination of sour, dirty laundry and lasagna. But the place was bare, aside from the decades-old carpet and water-stained ceiling. I looked at Marisa, who shook her head.
    


    
      “Baby, are you sure you have the apartment number right?”
    


    
      “Hell yes, I have it right.”
    


    
      “You certain about that?” Carl followed up. “What about the address?”
    


    
      “I know it’s right because I couldn’t believe how close it was to J&W. I’m not stupid.”
    


    
      Carl and Roger searched the entire apartment in less than two minutes.
    


    
      “Hey, Michael,” Carl said to me in a muted voice, “I don’t know what’s going on, but don’t get us involved in any more games, okay? We’re busy trying to get our jobs done.”
    


    
      That set me off. “You’re creating evidence to convict an innocent person. You’re too busy ignoring all of this mounting proof that should change the direction of your investigation.”
    


    
      Carl glared at me, then turned to leave the apartment. “Roger, let’s get out of here.”
    


    
      Marisa and I paced the apartment for the next minute, neither saying a word. I scratched my chin, then stopped in my tracks. I grabbed Marisa’s hand and rushed downstairs to our car.
    


    
      “I know you’re telling the truth, but I can’t explain what’s going on here,” I said, realizing evidence pointed to the contrary.
    


    
      Marisa’s face lost some of its tension.
    


    
      “I have a gut feeling. I’m not certain it will lead us anywhere, but I should have thought about this a while back.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-One


    
      
    


    
      “I need to speak to Jeanne. Now,” I said to the newest temp greeting people at Greenberg & Associates.
    


    
      I looked outside and waved back at Marisa, who sat in the car, engine running.
    


    
      “Yes, Michael, how are you?” Jeanne noted my disheveled look as she entered the foyer.
    


    
      “Hey, Jeanne. I’m good. How are you?” After the initial small talk, I provided her a quick debriefing on the progress we’d made on finding Tiffany’s killer. She said she’d seen the articles in the newspaper this week, but was surprised to hear of my involvement. I also told her about the threats against me and the assault on Marisa.
    


    
      “Is there anyone in your office who might have a key to Tiffany’s old place?” I asked, hoping she wouldn’t balk at my request.
    


    
      She held up a finger and walked away. Two minutes later, she returned.
    


    
      “You’re lucky. We still had the key the authorities gave us to look through her apartment for work-related items. You might want to knock, just in case the place has been rented out.” I grabbed the key and ran out the door.
    


    
      Five minutes later, we pulled up to Tiffany’s building. I recognized the structure from a photo in the paper six months earlier. It was once an abandoned textile factory that came within days of being made into a parking lot, until a developer unloaded some cash and refurbished the building into a number of high-end condominiums. The lobby’s modern décor was clean but not overstated—lots of slick lines, polished chrome, accents of black and white, and a swath of red. The payment on one of these loft condos would certainly cost more than an administrative assistant’s salary.
    


    
      We knocked on the door of number 117. No answer, so we tried the key.
    


    
      “Clean as a whistle,” I said as we meandered through the expansive condominium. No evidence of Tiffany, or anyone named Tony. I searched through the natural wood cabinets and drawers in the kitchen.
    


    
      “Do you think the police actually looked in this closet?” Marisa rattled the locked doorknob.
    


    
      I left a cabinet door open, then walked back to the locked closet and tried the apartment door key. No luck.
    


    
      “I know when I was a kid, my Mom used to put the spare key to our bedroom doors just above the door frame.” I stretched my arm above the closet. “Women must think alike. Look what we have here.”
    


    
      I tried the new key, but it still didn’t work.
    


    
      “Wait. Let me take a look at that.” Marisa examined the small brass key. “This looks like a key to a safety deposit box at the bank.”
    


    
      “You’re kidding me.” I stared at the key. Would it unlock the door to free Tiffany’s spirit?
    


    
      We sprinted out of the room with the key, not wasting time to shut the door behind us.
    


    
      Minutes later, before I had time to put the car in park, Marisa darted into her bank.
    


    
      I caught up just as Marisa barged into Greg’s office, interrupting a discussion with a coworker. She asked her colleague to leave us alone with her boss.
    


    
      “Greg, I need your permission to open a safety deposit box with the key we’ve found,” she said.
    


    
      Greg seemed to recognize our strain and haste.
    


    
      “We wondered where you ran off to today, Marisa. Obviously, there’s something serious going on. Give me some background, so I can feel comfortable giving you access to someone else’s box.”
    


    
      “Let me fill you in, Greg.” I ran through a summary of the murder investigation, the new information I’d uncovered, and the resulting threats.
    


    
      “Wow. Marisa, thank God you’re okay. Come on. I’ll go with you and make sure we get the right safety deposit box.” Greg exited his office, the two of us one step behind him.
    


    
      Once we found the match, we moved into the secured lockbox room. We used the key to open its corresponding safety deposit box and pulled it out.
    


    
      “Look at all of this.” Notebooks and a small cell phone tumbled out. “This may take a while.”
    


    
      Marisa went to the vending machine for caffeine drinks, while I called Stu, who I knew would want to dig through this evidence with us.
    


    
      For two hours, Marisa, Stu, and I sifted through the plethora of data sitting on the table. It became apparent the notebooks were Tiffany’s diary, some revealing her personal feelings and the rest relating critical facts.
    


    
      “It appears the last date in her diary was one week before she was murdered,” I said. “Listen to this last entry: My body and my soul are exhausted from being used like a piece of meat. I’ve sacrificed everything so I can expose these horrible men. I hope someday I can share all of the information I’ve found on Omaha Gas. I pray Tony will rot in hell. Right now, I can only dream of that day. But, I need money to take care of Mom and take us, including Karina, far away from this painful place.”
    


    
      The three of us sat in silence, knowing we had just heard a heartbreaking, significant message from the dead. Tiffany had not only just told us she was the victim, but confirmed that Karina was mixed up in this as well, which backed up Reinaldo’s story.
    


    
      We read more of the diary entries covering most of the last year, some messages written daily, others weekly.
    


    
      “Here’s another entry dated about four months before the murder,” I said. “‘I screwed this city official again last night. I hate trying to break up a marriage, but that’s why they pay me the big bucks, so I can take care of Mom. I had to add all kinds of kinky stuff into my act. That’s what Tony said I needed to do to hook these poor guys. If they only knew, I’d rather be with any woman than be with the sexiest man.’”
    


    
      For a moment, it felt like we were invading the secret thoughts of a woman who wasn’t around to protect herself or her image. I wondered if she felt safe when she wrote this, or if by documenting the information, she knew if something happened to her, evidence existed to throw her corporate pimps under the bus.
    


    
      I booted up the phone, and noticed a charge of sixteen percent. The audio recording app was still open, and I found twenty-four files. We listened to a few segments. At first, they appeared to be nothing more than sex tapes, with muffled sounds and voices, some of which we didn’t recognize. On one recording, we could hear Karina saying, “Please Tiffany, the kids will be home soon, and Reinaldo could surprise us. I want you with every fiber of my body, but we just can’t do this. Not here, not now.”
    


    
      I glanced at Stu, who pursed his lips. “I’m having a tough time hearing this about Karina, my boss, a friend.”
    


    
      I nodded, but we kept digging.
    


    
      We found another one that made me sick to hear it.
    


    
      “I love it when you talk dirty to me,” Tiffany said.
    


    
      “That’s how little sluts like you want it,” a man’s voice said.
    


    
      “That’s him.” Marisa put her hands over her face. “That’s Tony.”
    


    
      The audio diary was disconcerting. We heard thrashing noises for at least a minute, with Tiffany screaming intermittently.
    


    
      Marisa wiped a single tear and turned away. She slid back her metal-rimmed chair and walked around the room, then sat back down next to me as the tape continued.
    


    
      “You know you like it this way, you little whore.” Tony sounded like he was on the giving end of some type of sadistic act.
    


    
      Knowing a similar act of violence had taken Tiffany’s life, the graphic sounds would haunt me. Tony had to be involved in her death, but I wondered how we could prove it. And we still couldn’t leave Karina out of the suspect pool. Was she and Tony connected?
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Two


    
      
    


    
      “Check this out.” I waved my hand to get Marisa’s and Stu’s attention. “Sounds like Tiffany could be giving us the motive for her murder.”
    


    
      “The sex with Tony is getting rougher and rougher, boosting his ego, but scaring me,” Tiffany wrote in her diary. “If he ever sees this notebook or the data I’ve found on OG, the cruel, repulsive monster would kill me.”
    


    
      I set the notebook on the table and turned away. Tiffany’s feelings now appeared to be a premonition. There had to be incriminating evidence on OG buried somewhere in her notes.
    


    
      “I think I found what we need,” Stu said. He held up several loose pages he’d pulled from the bottom of the lockbox.
    


    
      None of us was an expert in the gas exploration business, but we could see the papers were official, internal reports from Omaha Gas. Each had “Confidential” stamped on the bottom in red ink. One said the level of benzene in the air was more than three times the allowed amount at one gas well. It also stated the soil and water supply were full of contaminates and presented a major health risk to people living in proximity to the gas well. We found fifteen similar reports, six of which named Tomball Gas, a subsidiary of OG, as the owner of the wells.
    


    
      “Count them. In each of the Tomball Gas memos, the well located near Rosemary’s old home on Pocoshock Lane was specifically identified,” I said. “It’s in black and white. They can’t deny it.”
    


    
      I pumped my fist like I’d just hit the winning shot for the NBA championship. Marisa caressed my neck. I gave her a relieved smile, then clasped my hands together and laid them across my forehead. I felt a great sense of relief.
    


    
      “Take a look at this.” Stu gripped a piece of paper with both hands. “This is an email from Chuck Hagard, the CEO, to the regional manager in Stillwater. Hagard is approving cash payments to three local government officials in Stillwater if they guarantee the EPA would not be called to investigate pollution issues at the OG wells. And if for some reason the federal agency was brought in, the local officials must ensure OG isn’t implicated.”
    


    
      “Yes!” Marisa squeezed her eyes shut. “That son of a bitch will finally get what he deserves.”
    


    
      Stu looked at Marisa with a blank expression.
    


    
      “We’ll explain that more later, Stu,” I assured him. “Marisa’s had some experience with Hagard and Tony both.” One angle still didn’t make sense to me. I took out my cell phone and dialed Pop’s number.
    


    
      “Hi, Pop. Are you enjoying the company of your guest?” I stood up and stretched my legs and stiff back.
    


    
      “Rosemary’s a real sweetheart. She’s been talking my ear off,” he said. “You never know, she might even turn me into a Democrat.”
    


    
      We both chuckled, knowing that was never going to happen. I asked Pop to put Rosemary on the line. I told her about the material we had discovered.
    


    
      “I want to ask you about Tiffany’s personal life.” I paused and hoped my words wouldn’t upset her. “In her diary, Tiffany mentions someone named Karina. I believe this might be Karina Silva, a friend of ours. I saw her up in Stillwater when I visited you, but I haven’t been sure what role she played in this. Do you know her?”
    


    
      “Michael, I wasn’t completely open about Tiffany’s life, because I didn’t want anyone to think less of her,” Rosemary said. “I met Karina twice in the last weeks before Tiffany was killed. She was a nice young lady. I could see she and Karina cared for each other a great deal. Through the years, I had wondered if Tiffany liked women more than men. Tiffany’s happiness is all that really mattered to me.”
    


    
      “I couldn’t agree more.”
    


    
      We hung up, and I sat back for a moment. Hearing Rosemary’s take on their relationship was comforting. But it didn’t exonerate Karina’s involvement in the murder. In fact, it just legitimized the deep feelings that existed. If Karina later found out that Tiffany had also initially set her up, she might have felt completely betrayed and then lost it on her former lover. Passion can fuel rage almost as easily as it can fuel affection—if certain buttons are pushed.
    


    
      I was distracted by Stu talking on the phone with Arthur, explaining everything we had learned from Tiffany’s treasure trove.
    


    
      “I think we have enough significant information to fill the entire newspaper,” Stu said.
    


    
      “Michael, these are bad people.” Marisa touched my arm while Stu spoke with Arthur. “I want everyone to understand how they destroyed my life.”
    


    
      “Are you sure?” I asked. “Don’t you want us to sit on it and think about it a while?”
    


    
      “No. We have all this evidence on the people who run Omaha Gas. They murdered Tiffany, ruined her mother’s health, and took away four years of my life. I want them to pay for it.”
    


    
      “I think Tiffany would be pleased with you speaking out about what happened to you.”
    


    
      Marisa gripped my hand, kissed it, then held it against her cheek.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Three


    
      
    


    
      Tony propped his size-sixteen combat boot on the back bumper of his rusted, white 1998 Chevrolet Impala. He’d left his apartment in a rush, knowing authorities and the newspaper were uncovering too many details of the operation. The apartment manager had been a necessary accomplice, but only after threatening to take his best friend, a fluffy collie, and slice it open to bleed to death while the old man watched. But that was Tony’s forte—making it appear nothing ever happened, whether it was a bloody mess or a simple everyday misunderstanding.
    


    
      Once, when the vice president of the United States visited a hunting lodge in the Texas hill country, the portly, self-proclaimed sharpshooter accidentally shot and killed one of Tony’s coworkers. The VP’s top aide asked Tony to take care of the body. Tony dropped his dead friend in an area disputed by drug gangs. He planted a bag of cocaine on the corpse and shot another bullet through his skull. The next day Tony found five thousand dollars in cash in his duffel bag with the note: Thank you. You are a great American.
    


    
      The brother of the vice president’s aide sat on the board of directors of a prominent technology company with Chuck. Hired initially to “silence” a woman claiming Chuck sexually harassed her, Tony became his go-to guy for anything Chuck’s regular security detail wasn’t equipped to handle.
    


    
      The Gulf War veteran thrived when his survivor instinct was challenged. As the sun hid behind the trees, deep shadows overtook his camp. He’d spent hours setting up a secure perimeter. If anyone ventured within a hundred yards, he’d know, and they’d seriously injure themselves. Serves them right.
    


    
      The series of events over the last several days was unfortunate. That asshole, Michael, just couldn’t keep his nose out of their business. And his slutty girlfriend, Marisa, hadn’t followed through on her promise. He should have never trusted the woman. He should have just screwed her then made her disappear. That would have diverted Michael’s fucking attention. Then again, Chuck wouldn’t be happy because it would bring unwanted interest from meddling people and government agencies.
    


    
      Tony warmed his coarse hands over the roaring fire. The chill in the air would turn colder when the sun set completely. He was waiting for an important call from Chuck, who would provide instructions on Tony’s next move after Chuck met with his so-called “brain trust.” He wished that snooty bitch, Victoria, would stumble into his camp. He would hang her upside down from a tree, chop off one finger each hour, and watch the blood drain from her body. Then, he’d dump her remains near wild dogs, who’d tear apart her flesh until nothing was left except a mangled skeleton. His heart pumped faster.
    


    
      Tony knew there was a possibility he’d be asked to pull out, possibly leave the country. He hated retreat. He’d rather disobey orders than run away like a goddamn pussy.
    


    
      He imagined what he would do to Marisa, given the chance. He hadn’t tasted a woman in weeks. He fantasized about bending her over and ramming her until she cried for mercy, then calling her dirty names and smacking her around like a piece of meat. It made him think about his prized conquests, like Tiffany. That blond-haired bitch could really get down and dirty. His blood rushed. He craved for a release.
    


    
      He looked off into the leafless trees and saw visions of Tiffany on her last night on the earth. First the erotic sex, then the bloody scene after he found her notes. How could she have double-crossed him after everything he and Chuck had done for her? He had to make her pay for it. She gave him no option. Her creamy, white skin had turned shades of blue after he choked the life out of her. He’d planned to have sex with her after he killed her, but there wasn’t enough time.
    


    
      He wasn’t as desperate now as he was when he was stationed in Kuwait. He had controlled his urges for weeks. Then, one night after a drinking binge, he broke down the front door of an apartment and raped a twenty-three-year-old recent college graduate while her mother begged him to stop. Afterward, he stripped off the mother’s clothing and dropped her in front of a mosque, knowing she would be humiliated and possibly stoned to death. On his final day of tour, he chased down and raped two more girls, including one who was no more than thirteen.
    


    
      His only regret was how he disposed of Tiffany. He’d chopped off her arms and legs and stuffed her inside a large garbage bag. The storm that night was so strong he didn’t see that he’d missed the dumpster where he’d thrown her from the back of his trunk. He had underestimated how light she was, probably no more than a hundred ten pounds. The exhilaration of killing again had stimulated his adrenaline, causing him to propel her body farther than needed. His careless mistake had opened the door to people prying in their business.
    


    
      He hated nosy people.
    


    
      Tony paced around his camp, thinking of inventive ways to maim, kill. When a victim was under his control, he considered himself a situational killer, depending on the needs and desires of those who’d hired him. He tried not to make it personal for himself.
    


    
      Otherwise, he wouldn’t make much of a living. He’d only kill for pleasure.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Four


    
      
    


    
      Chuck sucked the ice from his second drink of the night, then walked to the bar on the opposite side of his lavish home office. To the left, the swinging pendulum in the one-hundred-fifty-year-old French grandfather clock captured Chuck’s wandering mind. Despite its age and having traveled from Europe to Oklahoma ten years ago, the clock remained consistently reliable. Visually stunning and mechanically sound, Chuck thought. He wished people were equally as predictable as the historic clock.
    


    
      Chuck couldn’t have foreseen every misstep of this operation. But he’d found a way to minimize damage and twist the perspective of desperate situations into positive ones. He desired perfection, but he now recognized this clandestine operation was on the verge of crumbling.
    


    
      As he poured another Chivas Regal Scotch, he realized Turug, Victoria, and brother David had been listening to elevator music for fifteen minutes while he determined what to tell them and how to communicate it.
    


    
      Chuck used his four-hundred-dollar ballpoint pen to dial the conference number, and joined the fray.
    


    
      “Victoria, gentlemen, we’ve hit a snag in our operation. As you know, the Times Herald has learned about the connection between OG and Tiffany. We can’t undo what has come to light. The question is what to do now.”
    


    
      Chuck wondered if Victoria, obviously the alpha of the group, would jump in with her sharp tongue and piercing wit. The more he worked with her, the more he believed God had put her on Earth to punish him for his most distasteful indiscretions. Deceiving those who trusted him might be his most egregious fault. He’d lied his way out of jams all his life and was damn good at it. He learned at a young age that honesty was a tool, one which had its place, in the right setting, at the right moment. It was only a tool, certainly not a personality trait he desired to possess.
    


    
      Turug cleared his throat. “Chuck, they haven’t linked OG to the J&W property, correct? And we still have Tom Newhouse pushing through the zone change. So this Tiffany connection is the one that hurts us,” Turug said, logical as always. “The mention of Tony by name is a problem, especially when it’s connected to his intimidation techniques. Now this Reinaldo Silva claims he didn’t kill Tiffany. Are we sure the newspaper has uncovered everything that could hurt us?”
    


    
      Chuck thought about the question for a moment. He’d known about Tony’s propensity for overreacting to emotional situations. Tony hadn’t admitted to killing Tiffany, but Chuck had wondered. Reinaldo being arrested for her murder might have been sheer luck. Chuck had then stepped in to quicken the pace of justice. The police chief had made some strides toward convicting the Brazilian J&W employee, but Reinaldo changed his tune after a second visit from the pest, Michael Doyle. For now, he kept his thoughts on Tiffany Chambers’ real killer to himself.
    


    
      “I believe they have, Turug,” Chuck said, attempting to maintain a rational tone on the call. “I’m not a gypsy, so I can’t predict they won’t uncover something I’m not privy to, but we believe the worst is behind us.”
    


    
      “How close are we to getting the final paperwork completed through the zoning office? How quickly can we start the drilling process?” Victoria asked.
    


    
      “Because of a motivated Tom Newhouse, we should have the green light to proceed in just a few days. From there, it could take up to six weeks, depending on a number of factors, including how quickly Turug’s team can empty the building,” Chuck said.
    


    
      “Six weeks? That’s intolerable,” Victoria shot back. “I’ve watched you men do everything in your power to take my plan and screw it up. I’m the architect of this entire operation, and you know it. I expect accountability at all levels. Delays like this are unacceptable.”
    


    
      “Victoria, we know you don’t get another dime until we start pulling gas from the ground,” Chuck said. “None of us do. We all signed the same personal services contract. We know this could be one of the largest gas reserves in the region, so a little patience will allow all of us to reap the rewards.”
    


    
      Victoria wouldn’t let it go.
    


    
      “Turug, it’s your company that’s taking so long to vacate the property. Why can’t you speed up the process?” Victoria asked.
    


    
      “My dear Victoria. I have an international technology business to run. We know the faster we can adjust the cost structure of J&W, the faster we at PHC can turn a profit, which, in turn, further helps this operation by vacating the targeted property,” Turug explained. “You may not have the aptitude to understand the process, but I assure you we’re moving at a quicker pace than anyone on the J&W side is aware of.”
    


    
      Chuck could envision Victoria’s nonverbal response. Her stare could burn holes through steel. His two scotches almost allowed a chuckle, but he held it back.
    


    
      “We don’t need to snipe at each other like we’re siblings,” Chuck said and forced a chortle. “We’ve each brought different strengths to this effort, so let’s try to be respectful and not make personal attacks on each other.”
    


    
      Chuck wasn’t sure how far he’d have to go to squash the threatened exposure of his spirited bunch. He wrapped up the call without further arguments, although it was apparent the group’s collective anxiety was growing.
    


    
      “Team, I look forward to seeing you in person as part of the OG board meeting next month. Until then, we’ll have calls like this one as needed. Thank you for your support,” he said.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Harrison waited until he heard the others hang up, then he followed suit. His hands trembled, causing him to fumble with his iPhone as he attempted to press stop on the recording app. He couldn’t believe what he’d heard as he huddled next to his bed in the family mansion.
    


    
      He would not allow Aunt Victoria and these men to soil his family’s reputation. He pondered with whom he should share the recording.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Five


    
      
    


    
      I scooted closer and touched Marisa’s leg with mine. It was reassuring. For our peace of mind, we’d spent one more night in the Como Motel, not wanting to chance further interaction with Tony “The Neanderthal Bastard,” as Marisa had called him.
    


    
      When the newspaper appeared just inside our door, I eagerly rolled out of bed to read the latest headlines.
    


    
      I sat on the edge of the mattress, and Marisa leaned over my shoulder and kissed my neck.
    


    
      “Hold on missy, we actually have to work today,” I said, laughing and clenching my shoulders.
    


    
      “I know, I just didn’t want you to forget how my lips felt touching your skin,” she said. “We’ll finish this up later, mister.”
    


    
      “Focus,” I said.
    


    
      The main section was almost exclusively dedicated to the Tiffany Chambers murder investigation and multiple related storylines. We first read the sidebar story where Marisa told the world what she’d experienced as a gullible fifteen-year-old, tying the now-CEO of Omaha Gas, Chuck Hagard, to another loathsome act more than eighteen years ago. Stu’s story superbly illustrated the emotional abuse and intimidation Chuck used well before he’d orchestrated Tiffany’s murder and the entire fraudulent operation. Marisa dabbed her eyes and gave a relieved smile.
    


    
      “Now that the world knows the secret I’ve buried for all these years, I can finally let it all go.” She squeezed my shoulder. I kissed the top of her head.
    


    
      The main story focused on the plethora of information uncovered from Tiffany’s notebook and recordings.
    


    
      Headline: Murdered Girl Speaks from the Grave
    


    
      Subheader: Chambers’ Diary Reveals Sadistic Relationship with Possible Killer
    


    
      Stu had written a separate story focused solely on what Tiffany had discovered with OG’s poor environmental record: the internal company documents, the pending lawsuits, details of Rosemary’s condition that could be due to contaminates from the gas well near her home, and the bribery of government officials to cover up their illegal activities.
    


    
      “I’d still like to talk to Karina. It’s hard to imagine that Tony didn’t kill Tiffany, given everything we heard on the tapes. But I’d feel better if we could finally clear Karina’s name once and for all.”
    


    
      “Couldn’t agree more,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “I’ll give her a call later. With all of this coming out about Tiffany, the framed seductions, Karina might just open up.”
    


    
      I held up the paper to take it all in.
    


    
      “I’m not sure if I want to frame it or burn it,” Marisa said.
    


    
      I folded the paper and handed it to her. “Put it in the trash—that’s where these assholes belong.”
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      A quick kiss and a shower later, I headed to work the day before the first layoff, a day fifteen percent of our workforce would never forget. I walked into the office and was greeted by my colleagues, some of whom had heard of my connection to the murder coverage. A few patted my back. My anxiety increased, picturing the scene twenty-four hours later when I’d have to sit across a table and tell them they were no longer needed, as disposable as a snot-filled tissue. I’d be labeled the hatchet man, my face the last thing they’d remember before their lives were turned upside down. “Hey Michael, nice to see your face,” Paula said.
    


    
      I hesitated, unsure how much of her comment was sarcasm.
    


    
      “It’s okay. Greg told me everything,” she said. “It’s shocking. No, it’s beyond shocking when such a sleazy scandal can go on in our city without most of us knowing a thing about it. I’m just so glad you and Marisa are okay.”
    


    
      “Thanks. I appreciate your support.”
    


    
      I heard a noise to my left and turned to see Kamal clearing his throat while standing at his office door. He nodded, so Paula and I followed the little rat into his office to review the script for tomorrow’s layoff. You would have thought Kamal was planning a wedding. He bubbled with excitement like this was a joyous occasion.
    


    
      “Let’s review the actual script you’ll be reading to each employee.” He was more upbeat than I’d ever seen him.
    


    
      “You mean former employee,” I said.
    


    
      Kamal raised his head and glared but didn’t comment.
    


    
      We dissected each word of the fabricated letter we’d be required to read. Paula challenged Kamal on every phrase. Back and forth they went, like a tennis match. At one point, Kamal called his HR person in Mumbai, waking her up in the middle of the night to ensure the wording was legally sound.
    


    
      Hours later, with Paula barely able to keep her eyes open, Kamal ordered in a late lunch. I wondered if that might be the last ten-dollar perk we’d see from PHC.
    


    
      After a two-hour break to focus on our real jobs, we gathered back in his lion’s den. He walked us through a mound of papers—a career counseling service brochure, a sheet explaining access to a resume writing service, and a number of legal papers proving we weren’t discriminating. Then he shared the actual severance. If the person successfully completed turnover to their counterpart in India in two weeks, they would receive one week of pay for every year of service at J&W.
    


    
      “This can’t be right,” I said. “Our HR handbook clearly states each employee will receive two weeks of pay for each year of service.”
    


    
      “Michael, those rules changed when the deal closed and PHC took ownership. There is no J&W HR handbook any longer.” Kamal folded his arms slowly and sneered at me.
    


    
      Paula stiffened but said nothing.
    


    
      “Here is our final list. Get this done tomorrow by lunchtime, so we don’t make the others sit around in agony,” Kamal said, as if he had compassion buried in his body somewhere.
    


    
      I saw several people on the list who hadn’t been on the slate Paula and I approved.
    


    
      “Kamal, this is not the list we agreed to,” Paula said before I could speak up.
    


    
      “We’ve had some last-minute budget challenges from corporate in Mumbai, so we must combine rounds one and two,” Kamal said.
    


    
      “I see George Hastings’ name on here,” I said. “This can’t be right. He’s been here almost as long as J&W has been in business. He’s far too valuable to let go. If he goes, this place will crater.”
    


    
      Kamal sat even more erect and crossed his hands on the desk.
    


    
      “George’s salary is too high. We can’t get to the cost structure needed for long-term sustainability if George and others like him are on the payroll,” Kamal said.
    


    
      His statement resonated. I thought about my situation for a moment and wondered if Paula was doing the same.
    


    
      “The slate is not going to change, so save your words and turn around your attitude. That’s the kind of person PHC wants: someone who will help make this company profitable,” Kamal said.
    


    
      I wanted to ask what he was smoking, but he might take it literally.
    


    
      Following a daylong ass whipping, Paula and I trudged into her office. I held up my arms in disbelief.
    


    
      “I don’t know what to say, Michael.”
    


    
      “You’ve done everything you can. I’m calling it a day.” I felt like I needed to take another shower.
    


    
      Just before I made it to the back door, Harrison grabbed my arm and took me to the side of the breakroom.
    


    
      “I need to share something with you,” he said, shaking his phone. “I have something here. It’s fucking unbelievable. I recorded a conversation last night between my Aunt Victoria, the CEO of Omaha Gas, and a couple of others. I know you’ve been helping out the folks at the paper to uncover all of this new information.” Harrison looked over my shoulder. “I really think you need to listen to this.”
    


    
      I was intrigued, but my mental capacity had hit its limit.
    


    
      “Harrison, I appreciate you telling me this. It’s hard to imagine there’s more out there.” I pressed the bridge of my nose. “But I need a break. I need for you to call Stu Owens, the reporter. Please share this with him.”
    


    
      Harrison looked disappointed but took Stu’s cell phone number.
    


    
      “I’ll call him right now.” He turned down the hallway toward his office.
    


    
      The fresh air instantly cleansed my mind. I picked up a smooth stone and tossed it at a tree on the other side of a rotted fence. I nailed it, and the rock ricocheted off a rusted metal storage shed. I pulled out my phone and tapped Karina’s cell number as I unlocked my car.
    


    
      I closed my car door and before I could put the key into the ignition, a bulging arm snapped my neck backward and restricted my airflow. Something sharp jabbed my rib cage. I couldn’t move or breathe. Grunts from the back seat made me look in the rearview mirror. Marisa lay across the backseat, mouth, feet, and hands duct-taped. Her left eye was purplish blue and almost swollen closed. Blood trickled from her lip onto her ripped blouse. Most of her left breast was exposed. My first thought was murder—I’m going to peel the skin from that asshole’s face for doing this to Marisa. I struggled to free myself from his chokehold.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Six


    
      
    


    
      I awoke sprawled across the stump of a large tree. Marisa lay off to my left, still bound with tape, just as I was. My head throbbed. My side felt like it had been cut, but I thought I could run for help if given the chance.
    


    
      Tony’s metal-toed boot landed precisely on the cut near my ribs. I groaned and thrashed my legs. He walked to my car a few yards away, opened the hood, and leaned over the engine. Then he reached inside the car. He walked slowly back toward us, the sticks and leaves crunching under his giant boots. Even padded with layers of clothing, his enormous frame still formed a V, his shoulders broad, his chest and arms immense. A fire illuminated deep lines on his face, revealing his age more than his chiseled body.
    


    
      I could see Marisa twitching like a fish out of water, likely from fright. The chill in the air caused our breath to create a rhythmic fog rising out of our noses, as if our bodies were instinctively sending SOS messages. But we were alone and couldn’t rely on anyone to save us.
    


    
      “You couldn’t stay the hell out of our business,” Tony said.
    


    
      He snatched my neck and tossed me backward, allowing me to get a better view of him leaning over Marisa. He grabbed her hair and smelled it, then ran his hand down her blouse, across her exposed nipple.
    


    
      “I ought to fuck her right here in front of you.” He snickered.
    


    
      Marisa’s expression showed revulsion.
    


    
      I shook my head, trying to shout through the duct tape across my mouth, “Please no, please no!”
    


    
      “Ah, shut up.” He slammed her head off the base of the tree. I choked on my saliva as I heard the thud.
    


    
      “Nosy shits. You think you have it all figured out,” he said. “I guess you know I killed that pretty little blonde, Tiffany. Too bad, she was a fine piece of poontang.”
    


    
      Tony’s picked up another log like it was a twig and flicked it on the fire.
    


    
      “That black motherfucker, Raymond Williams. He just didn’t know when to quit. He actually thought he could beat me in a fight.” Tony smirked toward the trees. “Don’t be afraid, kids. I won’t hurt you as much as I did Raymond—before I squeezed the life out of him.”
    


    
      He whistled Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D Minor” as he sharpened his knife, then ran his finger across the razor-like blade, producing blood. He sucked the secretion and spat it in my face. I rubbed my face in dirt, then looked around, searching for any way to escape. I could hardly move, and I couldn’t use my voice.
    


    
      He walked to another car, a white Impala, pulled something out, and brought it to his nose.
    


    
      “Did I tell you I took a little vacation last night?”
    


    
      I tried moving my legs, but they felt permanently connected at the ankles.
    


    
      “I found this cute college town up in Oklahoma and I happened to run into Karina Silva. Actually, she ran into me.” He belted out another laugh.
    


    
      Marisa and I glanced at each other, then back at the sick bastard. My stomach twisted even tighter and I hoped, prayed that Karina had avoided Tony’s clutches.
    


    
      “We had a nice long discussion about the birds and bees,” he said. “It was more one-sided than a discussion, I guess. She did a lot of crying, though. Begging, pleading…it just got too much for me to take. So, I gutted her like a pig and cut out her tongue. Then I set her car on fire to make sure more nosy people don’t screw with me.”
    


    
      I turned away and forced my eyes shut. Tony had murdered our friend, a mother of two adorable little kids.
    


    
      As it grew darker, Tony added more logs to the fire. Then he directed a flashlight beam at my car.
    


    
      “Okay, get up bitch.” He swung me up by my arm, nearly pulling my shoulder out of socket, then shoved me in the driver’s seat, my taped hands secured behind my back.
    


    
      “Do you guys know how to swim?” he asked. “Oh yeah, you won’t get the chance.” His deranged laugh echoed off the trees. “Beyond that cluster of trees, just about eighty feet straight down, there’s a lake. A really deep, murky lake. If the impact doesn’t kill you, the lack of oxygen will.”
    


    
      He rammed his elbow it into my crotch. I moaned and dropped my head.
    


    
      He picked up Marisa like she was a leaf and dragged her across the dirt, then flung her into the passenger’s seat.
    


    
      “I can see your fuckin’ newspaper headline now—Troubled Boyfriend Commits Murder-Suicide When He Learns his Girlfriend is a Little Fuckin’ Slut.”
    


    
      Tony paced around the car, then walked over to the campfire. He opened a can of food and devoured it like a wild bear. Marisa and I looked at each other, both desperate for a sign to live. My cell phone began to buzz in my front pants pocket. I shook my hips and it squeezed out, exposing the top third. Our eyes connected, and Marisa leaned down and punched the green button with her chin. She sat back up before Tony approached the car.
    


    
      He reached in the window and turned on the ignition.
    


    
      “You fuckers ready to go swimming?” Tony said. “It all starts with a swan dive off the cliff. Make sure you hold your breath.”
    


    
      He stopped in his tracks and took another look at Marisa. He licked his lips. He leaned over and ran his tongue along her face, then bit her shoulder, nearly taking a chunk of skin with it.
    


    
      She yelled out, and I banged my head on the horn. He reached across the front seat and honked the horn four times.
    


    
      “You can do this all night, and no one will hear a damn thing.” He slammed my head into the steering wheel. Blood dripped from my forehead.
    


    
      Tony touched Marisa’s leg. “I’m just not sure I can let prime meat like this go to waste, regardless of what Chuck says.” He slowly moved his hand up her leg, reaching her thigh. He stopped, then jumped to his feet, as if he’d thought twice about interrupting his mission. It was obvious Tony wasn’t going to let this cat and mouse game go on much longer. Despite the cool air, I was sweating. My feet were strapped to the bottom of my seat, but I wiggled my right foot, loosening the tape’s grip on my shoe. I channeled my energy to pull up with my right leg muscles, jostling and twisting my foot back and forth.
    


    
      Tony walked in front of the car and turned to look toward the cliff between the trees.
    


    
      Knowing we had only one chance, I nodded my head toward the center console. Marisa knew what I was asking. She leaned down, engaged the automatic gearshift with her chin, then pulled it backward until it clicked into gear. At that exact moment, I yanked my foot out of my shoe, my sock dangling. I rammed my foot on the gas pedal just as Tony’s head turned. The wheels spun in the dirt, then caught traction and shot the car forward. I saw Tony’s eyes wide with fear right before the force of the vehicle knocked him down. He fell like a statue, his body crumbling under the weight of the car like a piece of roadkill.
    


    
      My adrenaline rushed, causing my brain to lock up. I couldn’t take my foot off the pedal. We crashed into a pine tree about fifty feet beyond Tony’s body. Air bags deployed and smoke poured out of the hood. Both of us were dazed. Blood had splattered across the dashboard and windshield. Within seconds my survival instinct kicked back in. I battled to free my hands from the duct tape. I opened the door and fell out of the car onto the dirt.
    


    
      The smell of radiator fluid permeated the car. I could see the outline of Tony’s contorted body laying on its back, his arms and legs twisted in odd positions—motionless. I looked back in the car and saw Marisa forcefully pulling on her door handle. I tried to stand, but realized my leg muscles were useless. I began to crawl around the car, then stopped when I saw a light approaching us from the road. Two beams, headlights. I had to get Marisa out. I quickened my crawl and opened the door as a car pulled up, then another behind it.
    


    
      I could see the silhouette of someone approaching.
    


    
      “Michael, is that you?” a man shouted. He stopped briefly at Tony’s lifeless body.
    


    
      I grabbed Marisa out of the car, draped my coat around her, then remembered to tear the duct tape off my mouth.
    


    
      “Jesus Christ, Michael, are you guys okay?” Detective Carl Pearson knelt next to me. His partner, Roger Smith, trotted up to join him. Behind them, two uniformed officers had stopped to check on Tony.
    


    
      I didn’t reply to Carl’s question. I pulled the duct tape from Marisa’s hands and held her tightly in my arms.
    


    
      “Did you call my cell phone?” I asked Carl after regaining my composure.
    


    
      “No, it was Arthur. He heard Tony threatening you. He called us, and we used the GPS signal in your phone to find you.”
    


    
      “Do you believe me now, damn it?” Marisa asked, glaring at Carl.
    


    
      “Every word.”
    


    
      I breathed deeply into Marisa’s neck. Not an inch separated our bodies, both of us clinging to the other. We had survived.
    


    
      One of the officers laid a sheet over Tony’s body. This death didn’t bring pain or remorse, only relief and a feeling of retribution.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Seven


    
      
    


    
      Every muscle in my body ached, but the touch of our cotton sheets in our own bed soothed me. I grinned as I coiled my body around Marisa’s. It was past eight a.m., but neither of us budged. After a late night in the emergency room, Marisa had decided to stay home from work. She needed to mend her physical ailments—a swollen left eye, stitches in her shoulder, a sundry of cuts and bruises. And she needed time to heal her emotional wounds. That would take longer than a day off from work, but she knew she had my unwavering support.
    


    
      I had to make the extra effort to make it into work today, not because I looked forward to laying off my friends and colleagues, but because I knew I could do it with a bit more sensitivity than Kamal.
    


    
      I brewed coffee and brought in the newspaper. Marisa made her way to the couch, and we read every word of the black print.
    


    
      Headline: Consortium Directs Crime Ring to Exploit Community
    


    
      Subheader: Companies, Local Leaders Connected to Murder, Other Illegal Activities
    


    
      The audio tape from Harrison had provided the decisive evidence, exposing the masterminds behind the entire operation: Chuck Hagard, his brother David Hagard, who owned the real estate firm that purchased the property from J&W, Turug Patel, and Victoria Taylor, dubbed “the architect.”
    


    
      “I’m sure Harrison was devastated to discover his own relative being involved in all this,” Marisa said.
    


    
      We learned the ultimate objective behind the scheme was for this set of community and corporate leaders to get their hands on the unexplored gas under the J&W Technology Services building.
    


    
      “Absolutely amazing,” I said. “It wasn’t enough for Omaha Gas to lie and bribe to keep their illegal environmental practices under wraps. They had to invade our city and implement this system to use people, abuse people, and kill people.”
    


    
      A sidebar story focused on the zoning commission said Tom Newhouse, the chairman of the committee, had been seduced and bribed into changing the zoning of the J&W building. He admitted his wrongdoing. Compared to the others involved, he could join the church choir with a record like that. His wife probably wouldn’t agree, however.
    


    
      “Do you think this development will have any effect on the PHC acquisition of J&W?” I asked.
    


    
      “Baby, it’s hard to say. I wouldn’t count on it. A company bought J&W, not Turug Patel.” It was a logical answer, just not what I wanted to hear.
    


    
      I showered and grabbed Marisa’s keys to head to the office.
    


    
      “Don’t forget our lucky phone.” She placed it in my hand and gave me a warm kiss. “Today won’t be easy for you. Know you’ll have a sympathetic shoulder to lean on when you get home, at least the one shoulder that isn’t bandaged up.” She smacked my butt on the way out but groaned a bit from soreness. We gave each other supportive winks and affectionate smiles.
    


    
      I had an odd feeling stepping into the back door of the old J&W office building. It wasn’t ours any longer. I walked with trepidation.
    


    
      Paula came up and put her hand on my back.
    


    
      “Stu called me this morning for a quote in his next story on the acquisition. I can’t imagine what you and Marisa have been through,” she said. “It means a lot for you to come in, given what we need to do today.”
    


    
      I began to think about the lives that would be destroyed within the hour. I grappled with the idea of being the man who would release the guillotine blade. Kamal approached us and led us into his office.
    


    
      “Kamal, are we sure it makes sense to proceed with this layoff, considering what your CEO is connected with?” I asked.
    


    
      “I can assure you everything will turn out fine and nothing has changed.” He dismissed my question as if I was a first-grader asking about the weather.
    


    
      “But J&W sold this company under false pretense and—”
    


    
      “There are no more buts, no more excuses. We must execute this plan. I had to make a final adjustment to the slate.” He handed us a revised list. It now included Jennifer’s name, among others.
    


    
      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I said, incapable of using any filter.
    


    
      Veins on Kamal’s temples protruded.
    


    
      “Michael, I want nothing more from you, do you hear me? Nothing more or I will have to—” Kamal shut his mouth before finishing his sentence.
    


    
      I sat back in my chair, pondering my recent life. I had followed through on my pledge to uncover the true story behind Tiffany’s murder and, along the way, came to understand my priorities in life. My moral compass had set a direct course, and nothing could alter it.
    


    
      “Have to what?” I asked. “You don’t have to do anything because I just made my decision. I will not be your hatchet man. I quit.”
    


    
      Paula gave me a sympathetic look but didn’t say a word. She must have sensed I’d hit my quota of dealing with selfish, simple-minded, greedy assholes.
    


    
      I grabbed a few things off my desk, then said goodbye to many of my friends, including Jennifer, letting them know I’d still be around the area and to drop me a note.
    


    
      I left J&W and jogged down to the same high-end jeweler where I’d seen Karina a few weeks back.
    


    
      “May I help you?” An elderly gentleman removed his reading glasses.
    


    
      “Sir, I need an engagement ring. And I need it today.”
    


    
      “Ah, I can see it in your eyes,” he said. “You are in love, and you want to take that step right now. I can help you.”
    


    
      One hour later, with a small, black-velvet box in my left coat pocket, I pulled into our driveway.
    


    
      I paused in the yard and looked above the rooftop. Crisp, white clouds raced across the endless blue sky. I squeezed my eyes shut for a brief second and exhaled, then opened the door.
    


    
      “Hey, Michael, I just received—”
    


    
      Before Marisa could finish her sentence, I was in front of her on one knee.
    


    
      “I didn’t know what commitment was about until we went through this ordeal,” I said. “I was immature, and I thought I could continue fooling myself. Because of you, I’ve learned so much about myself and what matters in my life.”
    


    
      Marisa, who was still in her yellow robe and slippers, stood still and cupped her hands over her mouth. I opened the box and looked up at her.
    


    
      “Are you asking me to marry you?” she asked.
    


    
      “Yes, Marisa, despite all my flaws, will you live side by side with me until we both croak?”
    


    
      She giggled, then guided me up to my feet and hugged me.
    


    
      “I will, I will.” Tears streamed down her face. “You have me for the rest of our lives. I love you.”
    


    
      “Even with my sweaty feet?”
    


    
      “Those sweaty feet saved our asses. I love your sweaty feet.” She gave me a huge smooch.
    


    
      I took her left hand and slid the ring on her finger, then stared into those majestic, brown eyes.
    


    
      “Forever.”
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Eight


    
      
    


    
      “By the way,” I said, after we finished making love gingerly because of our aches and pains. “I quit my job.”
    


    
      I looked at Marisa, expecting a reaction.
    


    
      “I know. I tried telling you earlier. Paula called just before you got home, and she wanted me to tell you something,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “What now? Did Kamal say I need to return the pen I took off my desk?”
    


    
      “No, but she was able to get you the PHC severance package. Apparently, Kamal had put your name on the list, but he wasn’t going to tell Paula or you until after you gave everyone else the boot today.”
    


    
      “Little prick,” I said. “I’m glad I ended it the way I did, on my own terms, with some integrity still intact.”
    


    
      A few hours later we sat on the couch, watching TV, sipping white wine, as Marisa admired her glittering ring under various light conditions. The phone rang.
    


    
      “Hey, Arthur. I know we haven’t talked since you called the police. Man, I can’t thank you enough—”
    


    
      “You deserve all the gratitude,” Arthur interrupted before I could finish my expression of gratitude. “I’m so thankful you and Marisa are safe. The police are getting some help from the FBI, thanks in part to Stu uncovering the fact the police chief was also in the hip pocket of this consortium, as I called it in the Times Herald.” Arthur’s delight was obvious, and for good reason. If he hadn’t stepped up to the plate, this entire hairball would never have been untangled.
    


    
      “By the way, the FBI will make several arrests today, Chuck Hagard, David Hagard, the police chief, Tom Newhouse, Victoria Taylor, and Turug Patel. Turug is in Mumbai, and his Indian citizenship will make it difficult to get through the extradition process, but eventually they’ll get him.”
    


    
      Arthur went on tell me PHC had released a statement saying Turug denied all of the “false allegations,” and he was focused on completing a successful integration between PHC and J&W. The last sentence stated he was stepping down from the board of directors at Omaha Gas.
    


    
      I heard a sigh.
    


    
      “Is it Karina?” I asked Arthur.
    


    
      “She was so good at her job. And she was a good person. It makes me sick.”
    


    
      “What Tony did to her was just barbaric,” I said.
    


    
      “Well, Reinaldo is being released today. Those two kids will have one loving parent to take care of them.”
    


    
      “A damn good one, I must say.
    


    
      “I do have one concern. Rosemary,” I said. “With Omaha Gas not picking up her medical bills, I’m not sure she’s going to receive the care she needs.”
    


    
      “That was the other thing. Folded up and hidden among the technical papers in her safety deposit box was a life insurance policy Tiffany had taken out on herself a year ago,” he said.
    


    
      I whispered the news to Marisa, and she clutched my hand.
    


    
      “One million dollars,” Arthur said.
    


    
      “What a relief!”
    


    
      “So I hear you’re a free agent now,” Arthur said.
    


    
      “How did you…oh, I’m not sure I want to know,” I said, laughing.
    


    
      “When would you have some time to talk about your future?” I grinned, wondering if the journalism bug I’d caught was incurable.
    


    

  


  
    Chapter Seventy-Nine


    
      
    


    
      Condensation dripped down the side of the shapely glass. He removed the purple umbrella, twirled the tiny sword-like handle, and puffed air into the rippled top, creating a fluttering noise. Taking hold of the green straw, he sucked in the last of the Mango Margarita as his toes curled under the cool white sand. The hollow slurping sound briefly reminded him of his last root canal when the dentist used a suction tube to remove blood from his infected mouth.
    


    
      He winced, then a thin smile crossed his lips. This last extraction had been far less painful—for everyone other than his longtime friend and lawyer, Oliver Shapiro.
    


    
      Harmless waves lapped against the pristine shoreline and kids frolicked in the knee-deep, turquoise water. He’d been amazed by the remarkable clarity of the beautiful Caribbean Sea, providing endless transparency into a domain of colorful fish, turtles—and who could forget Stingray City at the sandbar just off the coast. The distinct contrast of southern stingrays was simply fascinating. Shaped like a flat diamond with a mud-brown or gray top and a white underbelly, their movement was graceful and effortless, gliding along the sandy sea bottom. Yet, despite the beauty and grace, the thin, snake-like serrated tail slithering behind the sea creature was a reminder of its deadly potential. Like every other living creature on the planet, the stingrays were equipped with the necessary tools to survive.
    


    
      “Sir, would you like another frozen drink?” The curvaceous waitress wearing an orange bikini top and a royal blue and white sarong tied at her waist, diverted Chuck Hagard’s attention from his mental excursion.
    


    
      “Thank you. I’ll take another. I’m not driving home.”
    


    
      “I’ll be right back.” He loved the purity of her British tone, especially when compared to his improper southern slop of an accent.
    


    
      Chuck adjusted the rim of his visor, then pulled out one of his three remaining cigars and chewed on the end while turning his gaze back to the heavenly water. He’d been living on the largest of the Cayman Islands for nearly two months. As expected, he’d blended in with the rest of the European and American tourists. He was just another shell, a slightly different shape and color, but a shell nonetheless.
    


    
      For the first couple of weeks, he wondered if he’d ever truly relax, stop looking over his shoulder, release his mind from the twenty-five-year mental treadmill.. He inhaled the humid, salty air and thought about the long road traveled. Even before he got the CEO job at Omaha Gas, somehow Chuck knew the day would come when he could no longer exist in his previous life. Too many half-truths or bold-faced lies to get where he was predestined to be—at the top, holding all the cards, an expert at manipulating the puppets around him until their usefulness had expired.
    


    
      Oliver had been the first domino. Chuck had needed to find a competent attorney, but more notably, one who was single and had similar physical traits as Chuck—around five ten, a nice tire around his waist, thinning, sandy-brown hair with gray slowly taking over. And then there was Oliver’s bushy mustache. That he had to fake. But he was used to faking it—he’d perfected the art with many people, especially his nag-of-a-wife.
    


    
      Weekly golfing buddies for the last ten years, Oliver and Chuck had grown close, or at least one of them thought so. Chuck learned every facet of Oliver’s life—most importantly, the combination to his office safe, where Oliver stored five thousand dollars in emergency cash, his social security card, and passport. Friends shared the deepest and most trusted secrets.
    


    
      “Here you go, sir.” The bikini waitress leaned over to place his drink on the plastic table, practically inviting a look from Chuck. He lowered his sunglasses and obliged with the shake of his head.
    


    
      “Why, thank you.” A deep slurp allowed the frozen drink to slide down his throat, soothing his warm body. He scribbled his new initials, BP, and the buxom brunette sauntered away.
    


    
      He’d never again take for granted the creature comforts he so enjoyed, especially after spending those four days behind bars. Thankfully, Oliver got him released on bond, and then they met to discuss their trial strategy two days later, on a Sunday, when the office was void of another soul.
    


    
      Chuck was not a man of violence. He typically left that to people like Tony or others who weren’t nearly as warped. But this time, he couldn’t use his vast wealth or power to finish the job. He had to cross that line.
    


    
      Chuck had stared at the fleshy wrinkles under Oliver’s eyes. Having lost his wife in a car crash fifteen years earlier, Oliver had raised two girls on his own. He was a good man, Chuck couldn’t deny it. It was impossible to identify any flaws in Oliver’s character to justify what Chuck had to do. But this was about his survival, using the tools that were bestowed upon him.
    


    
      As Oliver continued with his drawn-out explanation of the first brief he’d file with the court, Chuck had paced the room and eventually slid a nine iron out of Oliver’s golf bag resting in the corner. He playfully simulated a couple of shots, then stepped behind Oliver as he droned on, his monotone voice playing like background elevator music. Chuck licked his lips, forced air out of his lungs, and then swung with all of his might. The muted thump sounded like he’d just grounded his club in a clump of muddy grass. Oliver’s face fell straight to the table, and he didn’t move. It was over in an instant.
    


    
      From there, Chuck did all he could to keep his adrenaline from racing out of control. After securing Oliver’s personal documentation and money, and affixing a fake mustache, Chuck flew to the Grand Cayman Islands. He breezed through Customs, then went directly to a post office box he’d set up three years prior and pulled out the last of the five aliases he’d purchased. He was now former Wisconsin grocery store owner, Bob Pinkerton.
    


    
      He marveled at his foresight, his ability to plan the unthinkable. He was a freakin’ genius, plain and simple. The money he’d skimmed from both OG and his family were now spread across four offshore accounts, but none in the Cayman Islands. That was the magic of the plan. The Feds would first check Cayman, and if they found no money trail, then surely they wouldn’t continue to pursue an investigation there.
    


    
      Using four bogus companies, he’d set up accounts in Hong Kong, Singapore, Dubai and Belize. Each of the companies was associated with a different alias. The web was intricate and by crossing so many borders and country regulations, they’d never follow the labyrinth back to Seven Mile Beach. Not in a million years.
    


    
      Chuck meandered down the shoreline, dipping his toes in the water when he felt like it. Twenty minutes later, a young athletic woman with a dark mane and green, recessed eyes jogged up next to him and pinched his butt. He chortled and ran after her. Finally, he caught up to the twenty-eight year-old former airline attendant from Romania. He brought her close, gripped her firm backside with both hands, and kissed her as perspiration trickled off his nose.
    


    
      “Race you back to the condo.” She was gone with the wind.
    


    
      Greed comes in all shapes and forms. And Nadia’s shape fit him just fine.
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      In the beginning, it was just me, my new laptop and a story swirling in my head. The narrative had minimal shape, spastic rhythm, and a smidge of substance. From a scientific perspective, this book, FATAL GREED, barely existed at all.
    


    
      But I’ve learned that stories aren’t built by elements or atoms, or even hopes and desires. They’re developed over time by writing, editing, receiving feedback, formulating new ideas and thoughts, baring your soul for all to see….dozens, if not hundreds of times. It’s not for the weak-minded. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t had moments of weakness.
    


    
      The first hundred or so revisions came at the expense of my wife, Chris. Having no formal training other than reading about a thousand books of all genres, she provided me with remarkable feedback that enabled me to smooth out the rough edges. I can’t thank Chris enough for allowing the seed buried deep inside me to sprout and begin to take shape. Well, then again, I try to think of a few creative ways to show her my appreciation. (Michael isn’t the only one with a romantic side!). Her partnership, her love, continue to provide me with limitless inspiration.
    


    
      The second phase of my creative development started when the idea for the Greed Series popped in my mind. Almost immediately, I began the hunt for my editor. I started with twenty-five or so candidates, then after a series of questions knocked the list down to about ten. I examined every aspect of how they worked, their success stories, their goals of their editing business, and their flexibility. That led to my top three. The questioning became more detailed, and so were their answers. Part of the test was to see if any of the candidates would bail on me because of my rigorous recruiting process. None did, which made it that much tougher. After much internal debate, I knew my answer. Actually, I felt like she was the one when there were twenty-five. But I didn’t want to give her any free passes—and she’s not given me any since we’ve started working together.
    


    
      Enter Jan Fix, also known as the WordVerve. She’s all that, and more. Thank you, Jan, for helping me elevate my game and believing in me. It has meant the world to me. Onward!
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      “Greed is a bottomless pit which exhausts the person in an endless effort to satisfy the need without ever reaching satisfaction.”
    


    


    


    


    
      –Erich Fromm
    


    



    


  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter One


    
      Three Years Ago

    


    
      

    


    
      The textured white ceiling offered the teenage boy a multitude of dream paths. A scab-infested human arm dangled at an awkward angle. To the right, the cartoonish jowls of a grisly old man sagged at least a foot. Above that, a powerfully built, yet graceful, reindeer prepared to launch into the pale sky.
    


    
      Which one should he take? Did he have an option? He saw more—crevices, undulations of a possible moon. Maybe it was the skin of the man downstairs. The man who'd teased him. This couldn't be a dream if the scarred complexion of that man was seeping into his thoughts.
    


    
      Lying on his back in the twin bed he'd slept in since he was five years old, the boy rubbed his eyes and exhaled, but couldn't catch his breath. His hand touched his chest. The pulsating beat thumped like a steam locomotive, reverberating in his core, quickly migrating up his shoulders, neck, even his eye sockets, until his entire body felt like it might explode.
    


    
      A wave of adrenaline came over him. It lifted him off the bed, hovering near the ceiling, high above the panic, to a place void of the unyielding anxiety. And the unbearable guilt for not being everything he should be for his parents.
    


    
      A quick drop. He clutched the silk comforter with both hands, his chest and body convulsing. Please make it stop. I'll do anything to make this stop! His teeth clenched, his head shook violently from side to side. Minutes passed, then momentarily relief.
    


    
      Drenched with a layer of sweat, he focused on his breathing. His eyes drifted around the room, and he noticed his old train against the wall. The tracks...yes, he now remembered. The man with the creepy face had teased him relentlessly until he did it. Finally, with hordes of teenagers chanting "Snort, snort, snort," he put his nose to the coffee table and sucked two lines of cocaine up his nostril. He'd given in to the temptation, the pressure—a daily sidekick in his life. Somehow, he'd stumbled upstairs to his room, ashamed of what he'd let his life become by age fourteen.
    


    
      No convulsions in the last few minutes. But the delirium, the mind-bending thoughts and sensations only increased. Suddenly, his arm itched like never before. He scratched and scratched until he smelled blood. He blinked his eyes and skin peeled apart as if acid had been poured into an open wound. His arm felt like it was on fire. Was any of this real? Maybe this is how life would end. High, wacked out beyond belief, and alone. He deserved no better.
    


    
      A door slammed. "Who's there?" he thought he asked.
    


    
      He felt tugging. Someone was on top of him. A face...brown hair. I think I know this girl. He put his hands out. She grabbed his finger and put it in her mouth. What the hell is she doing? He had no control of his body, of anything. This wasn't right. He was only fourteen.
    


    
      Suddenly, another adrenaline rush, but this one was different than the last. The girl was gyrating, digging her nails into his stomach, screaming.
    


    
      “Stop, stop! Don't!” he begged. And then it was over.
    


    
      Time passed, and she was no longer in the room. He'd just had his first sexual experience. And it was fucked up. Tears pooled. Everyone would soon know. He closed his eyes and then quickly reopened them, staring at the ceiling, wishing he could sit on the reindeer's back and leap into another life, another world. His innocence forever lost, he couldn't take any of it back.
    


    
      Regret was Zachary Taylor's closest confidante.
    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Two


    
      Present Day
    


    
      

    


    
      The lip of the sun hung to the edge of the ocean in the distant western sky, as rolling waves calmed beneath the disappearing orange hue. White caps subsided, giving way to evening boaters looking for a high-dollar sunset, sipping their martinis of choice on their fifty-foot yachts. Bronze bodies, platinum on their hands, and gold in their pockets.
    


    
      This was the life. The life Benicio envisioned, fleetingly, for his family, friends...mostly for himself. Sitting on the rocky sand, elbows resting on his sandpaper knees, he often observed the tourists, las turistas, and vicariously traded places with all of them at some point in time. He scratched his nose, paused, then viciously attacked the itch again.
    


    
      The portly man had few remaining friends and had alienated his entire family. He leaned back and searched each of his pockets. His breathing increased with the exertion and the hope he might find some remaining choro, marijuana. Nothing. He rubbed his nose again and cursed under his breath.
    


    
      Benicio felt the unrepentant urge rising like a tidal wave inside him. He had to relieve the pressure. He thought back to past moments of weakness and desperation. For a brief time, he'd attempted to live a normal, mostly sober life. He'd even had a girlfriend. Sure, she was demanding, even blatantly rude, but she cared. She'd make him dinner twice a week, gave him back massages when he got home from the days he was able to garner a day job. But he couldn't hold it together. Twice he'd used her rent money to go out with the boys. He didn't know when to stop, how to stop, before it was too late. He wasn't sure which was worse, his grifo—drug-induced stupor—or the berating she gave him. It only took two strikes, and he never saw her again.
    


    
      The inside of his nose tingled, and he couldn't help but pinch it. He burrowed his feet deeper into the sand, and his thoughts drifted to su madre. After moving back home to save money, his saintly mother had him swear on her St. James Bible that he'd stay clean. A week later, she caught him stealing her grocery money.
    


    
      He couldn't tell her another lie. “I'm going to buy some weed, and I'm going to smoke it and enjoy it. I can't help myself.”
    


    
      She ushered him out of her home, and she hadn't spoken to him since. She'd given Benicio more chances than he could count. He'd always planned to repay his debts, show everyone what Benicio was really capable of. But luck was not his friend. At least not until recently.
    


    
      His gaze returned to the calming green ocean, and the dreams of a hopeful future.
    


    
      Suddenly, sand sprayed his face.
    


    
      “Benicio, Benicio. We need you, quickly. The roosters have flown the coop. We must act on our plan.” Luis tugged on Benicio's blood-stained shirt. “We have our instructions, Benicio. Are you listening?”
    


    
      Benicio momentarily refocused his attention on the largest yacht in his view, ignoring his willowy partner, just as he had grown to disregard the bleakness of his own pathetic life. At thirty years of age, he had no real skills, only unquenched desires and fading dreams. Having worked on one of those yachts for just one day, rubbing elbows with the high and mighty, he couldn't resist the diamond Rolex resting on the tray in the master bathroom. Only hours into a job that he believed was a God-given opportunity to start his life anew, Benicio was fired on the spot. He'd somehow managed to flee from the marina without having to return the watch, explaining in rapid-fire Spanish that the opulent timepiece had accidentally fallen overboard. He pleaded ignorance, as if he couldn't speak or understand much English.
    


    
      Though mesmerized by the countless diamonds clustered on the piece of jewelry, he had no intention of using it to better his life, at least not in the traditional sense. The ostentatious timepiece stayed in his possession for only a few hours, slipping through his tattered fingers like the pebbled, sand-lined beaches of Puerto Vallarta. He marched directly to one of his most prodigious drug contacts and proudly flaunted the watch, then bartered it for a few bags of cocaine—cabello. As he came down from his high, he regretted his lack of restraint for not safeguarding the only extravagance he'd possessed in his life. Then again, he felt remorse nearly every time he snorted or shot up.
    


    ***


    
      Benicio and Luis crouched behind a stone retaining wall near a partially lit alley. “My little amigo, we have a great opportunity before us,” Benicio said. He nodded at two other team members across the way. "We will make our mark on this world. We will soon have what we've always wanted. Dinero. Respect."
    


    
      Benicio could hear the footsteps of people rounding the corner, similar to the pop of horseshoes bouncing off the cobblestone streets. The shoes were thick-soled, very expensive. He wiped beaded sweat from his forehead.
    


    
      With dusk giving way to near darkness, the targets moved within sight. One man, one woman. Her stilettos lifted her body at least five inches. She was spry, playful with the older man, tickling him intermittently. As planned, Benicio waited for the two uniformed men to make the initial move.
    


    
      “Detenerse. Stop right where you are!”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    


    



    


    Chapter Three


    
      

    


    
      The captain scooted his chair back and paused, shooting a quick glance at the private in the corner of the twenty-by-twenty room. He crossed his legs, pulled out a bent cigar, and lit it. He took a couple of puffs, then a slow release. The smoke illuminated as it rose into the air, passing the naked light bulb toward the cracked ceiling.
    


    
      “Agua, water?” The captain motioned for the couple to sit in chairs with chipped red paint.
    


    
      Distracted by his surroundings and hearing shuffled footsteps draw closer to the room, the slender-built American didn't answer.
    


    
      “Do you want water?” the captain asked again, captivating his audience with a more distinct enunciation.
    


    
      “Uh...no, no thank you.” Arthur Spanarkel could feel his heart pounding at nearly twice the rate of his age, sixty-nine years old. The publisher of the Times Herald rubbed his forehead, wondering how, why this was happening. It seemed shady, possibly a complete farce, but it was a reality he couldn't escape. He ran his hand across the blemished wooden table.
    


    
      Arthur peered at his younger wife. Trudy was physically better equipped for a stressful event like this. She worked out like she was still trying to fit into her old cheerleader outfit. But her daily confrontations usually involved overpriced caterers or haggling with car salesmen to throw in the XM Radio service for free. He knew she believed her insistent demeanor was her most important contribution to the family bottom line.
    


    
      Trudy sat stiffly, her clasped hands pressed against her chin, elbows on the table, appearing to provide stability for her shaky frame. The shapely blonde wore a white halter top covered by a sheer open blouse, red Capris, and matching red heels. Her eyes fixated on the square table, occasionally glancing at Arthur, who provided a half smile, attempting to reassure his wife, eighteen years his junior.
    


    
      The captain opened a bottled water, took a couple of swigs, then wiped his mouth with his blue uniform sleeve. Two other men entered the room, spoke briefly to the private, then stood next to the open doorway. Arthur caught a quick glance and noticed the second pair of men wore frayed shorts and flip-flops. One was thin and younger with stringy hair and scraggly stubble on his chin, while the other had a sizable pot belly, an overabundance of dark body hair protruding out of his stained, holey shirt, and prominent pockmarks all over his face.
    


    
      “Empty your belongings on the table.” The captain ran his fingers through his bushy mustache.
    


    
      Trudy glanced at her husband then turned her white leather purse upside down. Even Arthur was stunned to see how much stuff rolled out, some of it falling on the bare wood floor. She leaned to her left, but the captain held up a hand. He did the honors, rummaging through every item, discarding countless makeup kits, trinkets from los mercados, traveler's checks, glass cases, and a bottle of blue pills.
    


    
      “Illegal contraband, no?”
    


    
      Arthur put his hand to his head and shook it.
    


    
      “Those pills are none of your business. We have a perfectly legal prescription.” Trudy's forefinger and red manicured nail bounced off the table.
    


    
      “What are you hiding?” The captain's eyes shifted between the two.
    


    
      “I have an issue that...” Arthur looked down at the mess on the table.
    


    
      “They are to enhance our sex lives,” Trudy blurted out, her cheeks now blushing and green eyes screaming defiance.
    


    
      The captain's lips curled up at the corners. He looked over Arthur's shoulder toward his comrades, and they all shared a demeaning laugh. He continued sifting through the couple's belongings and came across a wad of cash, a mixture of American dollars and Mexican pesos. He focused on the US currency. It took him three times to get through the stack without confusing himself, but he counted out loud up to three thousand five hundred dollars.
    


    
      “We will accept this down payment on taxes you owe.” The captain folded the cash and slid the wad into his left shirt pocket.
    


    
      Arthur straightened his wire-rimmed glasses, as blood rushed to his partially bald head. “I'm sorry. What taxes are you referring to?”
    


    
      “You owe the state a special vacation tax, equivalent to the tax bracket you occupy back in the states,” the captain stated as if he was an educated accountant.
    


    
      “Our tax bracket is none of your business, thank you. We will pay for any taxes—legally—that are required to be paid. But we will not pay out bribes, sir.” Sweat trickled down his temples, but Arthur didn't blink, looking boldly into the captain's eyes.
    


    
      “You owe us, the state, five hundred thousand dollars.” The captain blew a cloud of smoke directly at Arthur's face.
    


    
      “A half million dollars. Are you kidding me?” Arthur exclaimed while swatting at the polluted air.
    


    
      “Five hundred thousand per person. One million total.” The captain took another long drag of his cigar.
    


    
      Arthur dropped his head and let the words resonate. He noticed the array of floral colors on his Tommy Bahama shirt. Deep, rich shades of blue, accented by crimson and white flowers. Vibrant, alive...everything he'd associated with this tropical wonderland—until they were accosted minutes earlier and forced to enter this deserted building.
    


    
      The bare-bones structure had no signage, no evidence of association to any legitimate business, let alone a government entity. The only noticeable entrance came through a nondescript, unmarked metal door directly off the alley. Raised nail heads littered the twenty stairs to the second floor room in which they now sat. Arthur realized he'd never thought to ask for identification. But his thoughts now were more clear and logical than they had been at first. These men, whether they were police, military, or simply dressed in costumes, wanted their money—and a lot of it. But what was their purpose in playing this game? Arthur shot a glance at Trudy, and his stomach formed a quick knot. He admitted to himself that he truly feared for her safety, even his own.
    


    
      Arthur was certain that at his age, and given the current odds, he had no way of fighting his way out of this predicament. They had one shot at getting out of this dilemma without it escalating into a hostile situation, but doubt lingered in the back of his mind. He wiped his clammy hands on his silk khaki pants, then gave a slight nod to Trudy.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, but we are not going to participate in such fraudulent behavior.” Arthur rose out of his chair, grabbed his remaining credit cards, and stuffed them into his pocket. “Good evening, gentlemen.”
    


    
      His heart hammering at his chest cavity, Arthur stepped toward the lone open door, with Trudy right on his heels. He looked purposely at the two men on either side of the exit. As their heads swiveled back and forth, they appeared stunned, searching for direction over Arthur's shoulder.
    


    
      Arthur exited the room, and one of the men followed. Three paces later, he arrived at the top of the stairs. He heard a shrill behind him, quickly turned, and saw Trudy kicking her legs in the air. The wiry man had lifted her off the floor, one arm around her waist and the other trying to cover her mouth. Arthur tried to go back, but the large, hairy man used his considerable girth to shove Arthur down the first few stairs. He tripped on a raised nail and lost his footing, falling three more steps before his head rammed into a plastered wall. But at least it stopped my free fall.
    


    
      A quick breath. Muffled yells bounced off wall—Trudy's voice. Before he could respond, Arthur felt a meaty hand jab the side of his ribs, then he tumbled down the remaining stairs, awkwardly bouncing off the last step.
    


    
      “Trudy, are you okay? Trudy!” Arthur called up with desperation. The man rammed his knee into Arthur's kidney. Arthur smacked the metal door, falling backward out into the stone alley.
    


    
      “Get to your hotel room. You will hear from us.” His chiseled scars and vein-filled eyes told Arthur this man had nothing to lose. “Tell no one, or we will have to kill her. Now go!”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Four


    
      

    


    
      Colossal stone columns outlined the structure's brick facade like centurions guarding a fortress. I plodded up the front stairs of the oldest church in Franklin. A few small groups huddled outside of the place of worship, some dotting their eyes with tissues and consoling their friends and family members, while others, hands in their pockets, shuffled their feet and stared at the ground. I hesitated, taking in the somber scene, then glanced back to see if my wife of less than a year had arrived. From this higher elevation, I noticed dusk had settled in, with shades of purple reflecting off three of the city's contemporary glass buildings down the street.
    


    
      The one-time farming community with a single railroad track splitting the east and west sides had developed into a thriving suburban city. One that no longer relied on the nearby metropolis to define its existence. But given the repetition of the current exercise, Franklin, my adopted hometown, was quickly developing a reputation that would put it on the map for an entirely different reason.
    


    
      A teenage boy handed me a program, and I found a spot five rows from the back on the right side of the sanctuary. Marisa slid in next to me a few minutes later, wearing a conservative black pantsuit. She rested her hand on my leg and looked into my eyes, connecting with me as she had so many times during our four-year relationship. I didn't enjoy funerals. Who did? I wasn't friends with the deceased or her family, yet in my new role as associate publisher of the Times Herald, it was my duty as a community leader to attend and lend support...if that was possible.
    


    
      Just as the minister of the city's largest Baptist church exited the side room and walked to his chair, I noticed our education reporter, Rose Tipton, three rows in front of me. Her jet-black, curled hair was clipped behind her head. She turned back and we both nodded. Our photographer wasn't allowed inside during the service, but he'd been given permission to take pictures, including that of the casket and any attendees, outside the church.
    


    
      Music played, first from the organ with the massive steel pipes pointing up to heaven. Then a youngster from the high school band performed a moving solo of “Amazing Grace” on her flute. White handkerchiefs and tissues fluttered amongst the crowd. Finally, the minister stood before the broken, scared congregation, hands gripping each side of the pulpit.
    


    
      “The circle of life is inevitable.” The middle-aged preacher appeared to have grayed as much as a first-term president in the last three months. “Burying the young, however, is not natural.”
    


    
      He looked down to check his notes, or possibly gather himself to remain resolute, a symbol of strength for a community looking for guidance and answers.
    


    
      “This young lady, Ashley Gervin, will never meet her potential. She dreamed of being a veterinarian. She dreamed of continuing her dancing in college. Her dreams, her parents' dreams will never be carried out. I do not say this to create pain.” Muted sobs interrupted his tenor voice. “I say this to wake us up. We are at war in our own backyard. Our children's lives are at stake, yet the culprit is mostly transparent and elusive, at times focusing our pain and anger at those who deal drugs. In reality, the end result of a beautiful, energetic life being taken can't be blamed solely on the provider of the drug. It's connected to desire...our human, imperfect craving to want more and more and more and more! A better high, a longer high—an orgasmic high!”
    


    
      Every head in the sanctuary froze, not a sound to be heard.
    


    
      “We can only do so much to stop the flow of drugs into our community. We must end the yearning. We must love our kids by spending time with them, not allowing them to fall further from their families and support system.”
    


    
      The stalwart minister cleared his throat.
    


    
      “My friends, it takes a village to raise kids into respectable men and women. Our neighborhoods used to provide that support. Please, please take this opportunity to rekindle that spirit and to never let the flame burn out. If we fail to wake up and unite, we will repeat this horrific exercise of burying our young. We might as well start serving cocaine, heroin, and marijuana for dessert. It will get to them. It will overtake them. It will change them. It will kill them. We can rebuild our spirits. Let us begin now.”
    


    
      Weeping returned, echoing throughout the chamber. Heads bobbed from uncontrollable emotion. Not a dry eye in the building. The overflowing church reminded me of the Sunday following 9/11. We'd heard compassion and a call to look in the mirror and re-establish our priorities as human beings, as neighbors and friends.
    


    
      The casket rolled out, flanked by friends of Ashley, followed by the grieving family. Her mother wept openly; her younger sister buried her red face in her stepfather's arm. Her dad's family walked like zombies with blank stares, as if someone had ripped out a piece of their hearts.
    


    
      I hoped Rose would be able to describe the sentiment and the challenge set forth by the minister, and that our photographer could capture the pained emotions I was witnessing all around us. We'd have at least one signature photo on the front page of tomorrow's edition, with several, more personal pictures on the jump page.
    


    
      “How do you think the people in the church, or the people who read Rose's story will respond?” I asked Marisa as we sat in our car and watched the back door slam shut on the hearse.
    


    
      “Michael, we've buried three teenagers from drug overdoses in the last three months alone,” Marisa said. “The minister needed to get people to wake up to reality. Drugs are out there, and the people associated with that industry will feed off a community's ignorance or naiveté. Kids are weak-minded, easy prey.”
    


    
      “Right, but can people—parents, mainly—truly put their ulterior agendas aside? Can the adults in this community open their hearts and reach out to help our youth...just do the right thing?”
    


    
      “I think you have an editorial to write, Mr. Publisher.” Marisa patted my leg as I pulled out of the parking lot in our green Accord.
    


    
      “Associate publisher, thank you.” I gave her a quick wink.
    


    
      I pulled my tie away from my neck. Resting my left elbow on the side of the door, I thought about my responsibility to continue, even enhance, the message ignited by the minister. My newspaper, the Times Herald, couldn't simply sit on the sidelines and write the obituaries of an entire teenage generation. We needed to attack this chain of death like Arthur, Stu, and I had done with the Tiffany Chambers murder investigation. The clock was ticking, and precious lives of those we've never met were hanging in the balance.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Five


    
      

    


    
      Hollow ice cubes jingled against the crystal glass. Arthur had sucked down the last drop of his Highland Park 30 Scotch, his second drink since taking off from the Puerto Vallarta airport. Normally, Arthur would be taking in the remarkable scenery, as the private jet he'd chartered—for what was supposed to be a celebration of his five years of marriage—ascended into the sky early the morning following the nightmarish incident. He wished it had been a mere nightmare. Actually, nightmare implied he'd actually closed his eyes and slept at some point. That couldn't be further from the truth. He'd been up all night, ever since Trudy had been kidnapped. She was now being held for an enormous ransom, although her captors considered it a “luxury tax.”
    


    
      As instructed, he'd held off from contacting any authorities, although he'd picked up his phone four times with that very intent, only to recall the words from the son of a bitch who took Trudy and pushed him down the stairs: “Tell no one, or we will have to kill her.”
    


    
      Arthur only wanted his Trudy back in his arms, away from the menacing group of...what, who were they? Two men dressed in police or military uniforms, while the two others looked like regular working-class citizens. He'd heard stories of corruption, but never witnessed anything like this. He loved the country and people of Mexico, the place where he and his wife had spent their original honeymoon. The people were friendly, even endearing.
    


    
      “You might want to hold off on the drinks, sir. Otherwise, by the time we land we might have to carry you off the plane.” The pilot glanced back at Arthur, then gave a quick instruction to his younger co-pilot.
    


    
      Arthur, usually a very chatty type, was in no mood for speeches, although he knew the pilot had a point.
    


    
      “I think you're right,” Arthur said, realizing there wasn't much he could accomplish thirty thousand feet above the ground. “Thank you, uh...” Arthur searched for his pilot's name, while rubbing his aching ankle.
    


    
      “Francisco, sir. Please enjoy the rest of the trip.”
    


    
      Arthur pressed his eyes shut and released air from his lungs. His body had been battered from the fall down the stairs. His ankle jabbed needles of throbbing pain into his tired mind. He removed his sandals and tried moving his toes on the carpeted flooring.
    


    
      “Shit.” His ankle looked like it had an orange buried under the skin.
    


    
      “Perhaps you might wrap some ice in a rag and rest it on your lower leg?” Francisco offered from the cabin. “I've sprained a few ankles in my life playing basketball, and ice is the best remedy for reducing the swelling.”
    


    
      Arthur responded with a helpless look. Francisco assisted Arthur in raising his leg onto a leather foot rest, and then applied the cold compress, wrapping it with an ace bandage he'd retrieved from the jet's first-aid kit. Feeling like he'd aged ten years in the last ten hours, Arthur closed his eyes briefly. “Thank you, Francisco.”
    


    
      There wasn't enough ice on board to aid all of the bumps and bruises scattered up and down his back, forearms, and knees.
    


    
      Arthur leaned back in his rounded leather seat, letting out a guttural moan. He wondered if the thugs had harmed his wife. He shut his eyes, trying to block those vile thoughts. He'd been told to pull together one million dollars and then call a cell phone number they'd given him. They would arrange for the exchange—Trudy for the “luxury tax,” as they called it.
    


    
      Eager to pull together the cash, Arthur knew it would take some work. He had money, but not nearly enough liquid. And he needed a confidante, someone with whom he could share this tragedy and receive sound advice. He only trusted one person with this much on the line.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Six


    
      

    


    
      I wasn't sure which stopped first, my feet on the plush Persian rug, or my breathing. I'm almost certain my jaw had dropped.
    


    
      “That's right. My precious Trudy for one million dollars.” Sitting behind an antique mahogany desk, Arthur extended rigid hands, his face etched with stressed wrinkles. I'd never seen him so agitated.
    


    
      Only an hour before, Arthur's voice sounded fragile, draped with fear and desperation. He said he'd been awake most of the night and asked me to meet him at his office, but wouldn't elaborate on the purpose. While hiking up the back stairs to Arthur's third-floor downtown Franklin office, I'd run through every possible scenario I could imagine. Apparently, my imagination just couldn't go there.
    


    
      Trudy, his one and only, kidnapped.
    


    
      “Walking out like I had nothing to lose...I've replayed that scenario a hundred times. It's obvious I made the wrong move.” Arthur grabbed a tissue and blew his nose. Dark shadows hovered under his eyes, and I noticed a blue bruise on his forehead. “In reality, I had everything to lose. Trudy...she's my everything.”
    


    
      My heart dropped, but I couldn't let my good friend see the anxiety I felt. “Arthur, I know you're worried about Trudy. I am too. But you made it out, and we can try to figure out how to get her home, away from those thugs.”
    


    
      It had been a roller coaster of emotions for my boss and good friend since I'd arrived five minutes earlier...likely ever since Trudy was stolen away from him in Puerto Vallarta. He'd rattled off everything he could recall about the abduction. I was still trying to piece it together.
    


    
      “I need a miracle.” Arthur's voice trailed off, and his eyes found a framed picture of his wife. Obviously drained, his head fell into his arms.
    


    
      I didn't know how to respond, so I walked over to his bar and poured an ice water, then set it on his desk. Arthur's face emerged from his folded arms, his eyes moist and red, his clothes wrinkled. He gulped down the entire glass, slammed it on his desk, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. That wasn't the same Arthur I knew.
    


    
      I finally broke the silence, praying we'd figure out how to get Trudy home.
    


    
      “Did you contact the authorities, the American—”
    


    
      “Consulate?” Arthur jumped in. “They'd already thought that out. They said if I did, then they'd kill her.”
    


    
      I looked away just long enough for my brain to quickly analyze everything I'd heard.
    


    
      “I still have a lot of questions, but I think it's appropriate for you to call the number they gave you to ensure Trudy is okay. You can tell them you're in the process of getting the money, but you want assurances she's being treated humanely.” I spat out the words as fast as an auctioneer.
    


    
      Arthur sat up in his tan, high-back leather chair, appearing hopeful for the first time since I'd entered his office. He put his office phone on speaker and dialed the number.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, the number you have reached is not a working number. Please try again,” the recorded voice said.
    


    
      Arthur repeated the sequence. Same response.
    


    
      Was this some type of sick game? Arthur put his hands over his face and began to weep.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seven


    
      

    


    
      “I'm sure they want your money more than they want to play these silly games,” I said, still pondering why they'd given Arthur a bogus phone number. “There are a lot of things that could have happened. But I think it's obvious they want to trade Trudy for the one million. Since we can't do much about the phone number right now, let's focus on pulling together the money.”
    


    
      Arthur opened his eyes and began to nod. I could see he appreciated my support and our partnership. I thought momentarily how trusted an advisor I'd become in his life. After stumbling upon a dead body in a plastic bag over a year ago, I'd made a personal commitment to devote myself to find the killer. In the process, I dove into a foreign world—journalism—to aid Arthur and his reporter, Stu Owens, to uncover the seedy underbelly of a corrupt group of business and community leaders who had turned to violence, even murder, to pad their pockets. Arthur appreciated my instincts, constantly lathering me with praise, seeing positive traits in me that I never thought I had. In the end, he offered me a job as associate publisher, establishing a succession plan at the top position of the paper, one that had been in his family since it was founded over seventy-five years ago. With no other family members still alive, I knew he looked at me as a son, and he said as much almost every time he addressed me.
    


    
      “Michael, my son, I'm torn. They told me if I went to the authorities, they would kill Trudy, although later on the phone at the hotel, they said they didn't want to.” Arthur wiped his glasses then put them back on.
    


    
      “Key point, Arthur.” I quickly seized the moment for a positive sign. “They said they didn't want to kill her. I know it's a tough call, whether we should call the FBI or not. I'm sure you're agonizing inside. But you know they want the money. This glitch is a setback, but they will contact you to get the money. Then we can figure out how to get Trudy.”
    


    
      Arthur grabbed a pen and paper and began to list his assets, estimating the value of each. I sat silently, waiting for Arthur's cue for further input. Arthur's office phone buzzed, startling both of us.
    


    
      “Sir, you have a call. Would you like to take it, or should I say you're busy in a meeting?” Stacy, his long-time admin, asked.
    


    
      “I'll take it, I'll take it,” Arthur quickly replied. “Yes, hello, can I help you?” I moved to the edge of my chair, hoping to hear Trudy's voice on the speakerphone.
    


    
      “Hey, Arthur. It's Jason, your broker. You left me a message early this morning before I got into work.”
    


    
      “Uh, yes, Jason, thank you for calling back.” Arthur peered at the ceiling and rested one hand on his head. His face lost all color. Frankly, I couldn't imagine the helpless pain he was experiencing, or what type of emotions or reaction I would have if someone in a third world country kidnapped my beloved Marisa—well, actually, yes I can. It wouldn't be pretty.
    


    
      “Michael, I'll work with Jason on the money end,” Arthur said, while picking up the phone receiver. “I'll give you a call later if I learn anything new or if the kidnappers try to contact me.”
    


    
      “I'm sure they will be in touch,” I said. “I'll try to rack my brain to see if there is anything we can do beyond getting the money together. I'll be praying for Trudy. Both Marisa and I will pray for her safe return.”
    


    
      I wasn't sure that would be enough.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Eight


    
      

    


    
      Feeling uneasy, almost inept, in the face of Arthur's troubles, I stopped by my office. I had poured my heart and soul into this job the last twelve months, and I believed I'd finally connected with the employees, and the paper had connected with the community, convinced of the intrinsic value a newspaper brought to the public. My only time away had been a two-week honeymoon with Marisa in Cancun...the east side of Mexico, as opposed to the west side where Puerto Vallarta sits. I thought about the irony as I dropped by my editor's office to review the top stories and plan for tomorrow's edition.
    


    
      “Anything hot today?” I asked Brandon Cunningham, my first major hire when I took this unexpected role from Arthur.
    


    
      “You tell me, boss.” Brandon kept his head down, reviewing two different options for the front-page layout. “You always seem to have your nose near the big story. What do you have for me?”
    


    
      Brandon knew I'd never been shy to provide guidance on a story.
    


    
      Brandon was a work in progress, but so far, he was passing with flying colors. Arthur had left the hiring up to me, although my journalistic experience was limited to a single class in high school. He said I had the journalism bug, which, combined with my intuitive mind and business experience, made me the right choice to lead this paper. I interviewed numerous candidates, mostly from outside the paper, wanting fresh blood to reinvigorate the staff. Brandon had worked the sports editor desk at the time, but he begged me for an interview.
    


    
      Brandon exhibited a tremendous hunger for reestablishing the reputation of the paper in the community and across the region. He seemed to have journalism running through his veins. He was young—only four years out of college—and energetic. He reminded me, at least a bit, of myself coming out of school: idealistic and relentless. A bit rough around the edges when it came to managing the various personalities at the paper, he tended to be open to my coaching. So far, so good, anyway.
    


    
      Brandon wore his standard uniform—faded jeans, an ironed T-shirt, high tops, and a baseball cap over his golden, wavy locks. Sometimes he even wore the cap backward, which caused me great consternation. If he only knew, I could have dealt with face-covered patches of Mike Tyson-like tattoos with less angst. But much to Marisa's surprise, I bit my lip.
    


    
      “I haven't stumbled into any big story today,” I said, knowing I couldn't tell Brandon about Arthur's personal tragedy unfolding at this very moment. “Just checking in before I head out for the day. By the way, I like the layout on the left.”
    


    
      Brandon nodded then raised the layout in his right hand, as if to remind me he was the editor. I liked his confidence, which at times bordered on cockiness.
    


    
      “One more thing,” I said, sticking my head back into Brandon's office. “I think we need to start thinking more strategically on this drug problem. We've covered three teenagers' funerals in the last three months. We need to step up our game and try to take some new angles on this story. Let's toss around some ideas tomorrow.” He gave me the three-finger salute, and I reciprocated.
    


    
      I pulled up to the home Marisa and I had shared for the previous four years. We'd been planning to upgrade our rental house, possibly take a financial leap and purchase a new home of our own. I usually took those types of steps carefully. Marisa would say I was afraid of changing our foundation. I was admittedly frugal, although cheap was another word she'd recently started to use.
    


    
      “Hey, baby.” I tossed my keys in the bowl on the entry table.
    


    
      Marisa came up and gave me a big smooch. I held on longer than usual, appreciating her touch and her lips, as the news about Arthur's wife lingered in the back of my mind.
    


    
      I asked Marisa to sit on our old plaid couch, and I explained the bizarre, agonizing story from our friend. A worried crease formed between her watery eyes.
    


    
      “My God, Michael, what can we do to help? I'm really afraid for her, and I'm sure Arthur is a wreck, especially since he has no way of contacting her.” Marisa ran her fingers through her thick locks of highlighted curls.
    


    
      We nestled our heads together, silently praying for Trudy's safe return.
    


    
      The calm was interrupted by the ringing of the home phone.
    


    
      “Hey, Mama,” Marisa said, trying to sound more cheerful than she felt. She put her on speakerphone.
    


    
      “How is my newlywed daughter doing?” asked her mother. “We are coming up on your anniversary, no?”
    


    
      “Actually, Mama, you're ahead of the game by over a month. We were married on April twenty-seventh. Remember? You were there.” Marisa rolled her eyes, expressing both frustration and concern with her mother living over five hours away in San Antonio.
    


    
      “I wonder if you and your new husband would be willing for me to come visit you,” Emilia suggested.
    


    
      Marisa shrugged her shoulders, looking for my response. While usually cordial, her mother had never given any indication of wanting to visit us. Maybe now that we were married, she felt more at ease, given her devout Catholic faith.
    


    
      Mother and daughter talked for two more minutes, then Marisa ended the call. “Okay, Mama, we'll see you in a couple of days.”
    


    
      “I guess she's okay now that we're not living in sin?” I said with a smirk.
    


    
      Knowing her mother would soon invade our lives, Marisa instantly became more playful. She slipped off her sweater and unhooked her lacy, black bra.
    


    
      “Mother dearest will be here before you know it, so if you want more of this, Michael Doyle, you'll have to catch me.” She stuck out her tongue and skipped back to the bedroom.
    


    
      I caught up with her, tripping into her arms as I tried to hurriedly step out of my pants near the bed.
    


    
      “What about dinner? Isn't that what married folks do at this time?” I asked as she rolled her naked body on top of mine.
    


    
      “I figured I'd give you the dessert first,” she said, as she slowly slid down my torso.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Nine


    
      

    


    
      “Asientos malditos,” Enrique cursed under his breath, as he attempted to squeeze his black laptop bag around his long legs and under the seat in front of him in the coach section of the Boeing 747.
    


    
      Once finally settled—his claustrophobia controlled through some deep-breathing exercises—Enrique studied the gray and white ripples nestled below the plane as it rose to forty thousand feet above the ground. He spotted a cloud that reminded him of a recent party he'd attended—the puffy mound of fresh white coke sitting on the coffee table in the high-brow apartment just off the Dallas campus.
    


    
      The six-foot Latino with strong brown eyes, a chiseled chin, and undeniable charm tried to take his mind off his new startup business for a moment, peering around the cabin. Businessmen and women made up the highest percentage of flyers, most of whom likely worked in sales. Openly envious of people who sat in first class, he wondered if those were the corporate executives, at least the ones in the five-thousand-dollar suits.
    


    
      A year ago, he thought he was on the path to becoming one of those suits. After attending the National Autonomous University of Mexico in Mexico City, he was accepted into SMU's Cox School of Business in Dallas. He excelled in every facet of the Master's program, despite having to adjust to a different culture. He graduated magna cum laude and landed several interviews with major corporations in the region. But at every interview, they emphasized his lack of experience. Why the hell had he gone through all of this schooling, graduating with a perfect 4.0 GPA? He was turned away from anything but entry-level positions six different times. Reliving those rejections elevated his blood pressure.
    


    
      “Excuse me, sir, would you like a drink?” the flight attendant asked.
    


    
      “Just some water, gracias. Would you have a pillow I could use?” Enrique replied.
    


    
      “That will be eight dollars.”
    


    
      “What? I'm not sure I understand.” Enquire raised his right eyebrow.
    


    
      “It's the new policy, eight dollars for a pillow. Listen sir, I don't make the policy, I just enforce it,” she said with her thick Boston accent.
    


    
      Enrique sat back, resting his goateed chin in the web of his hand. He thought about the perfect symmetry of capitalism. It's all about supply and demand. Somewhere, an executive had learned through data-driven analysis that consumers of a certain demographic would pay eight bucks for a pilly, germ-infested cushion.
    


    
      That was the beauty of the business he was starting. The market had, essentially, already been established by the competition. Enrique wasn't naïve. He knew over time trends would change, forcing adjustments to the product, or how it was priced. But he would pride himself on listening to his customers and distributors for feedback. Enrique had learned a great deal during his schooling. He'd completed numerous case studies, and thus, believed his company wouldn't stumble like other startups. And, most importantly, he wasn't a junkie trying to make a buck, assembling a rickety bridge to simply make it to his next binge. The focus would be all about building an efficient, well-managed business.
    


    
      An attractive girl walked down the aisle, diverting his attention. A pink-and-yellow bow sat on top of bleached hair. Maybe twenty years old or so, her bust protruded from her royal blue, V-neck sweater. She reminded him of his initial breakthrough sale at an off-campus party. He had some cocaine he'd been able to bring with him on his last trip from Mexico. Only an occasional user, he'd intended to share it amongst friends. Then he saw two fun-loving girls, both drinking like alcoholic fish. They begged anyone for something harder than the trash-can punch they'd been chugging. Hesitantly, he showed them the baggie of drugs and said they could have it for three bills—three hundred dollars. They didn't flinch and paid him in cash.
    


    
      After he and Pedro, his new chief security officer, worked through some different concepts for a business model, the idea for developing a startup began to crystallize—just like the methamphetamine they would eventually produce, traffic, and sell.
    


    
      The educated businessman eyed the red magazine stuffed inside the seat pocket and thought more about the name of his new venture—Sangre. Blood. The Sangre cartel. It seemed appropriate, given the credo of how they'd operate. Blood would spill, but Pedro would ensure it would flow away from Enrique, and to the benefit of their bank accounts. That much was certain.
    


    
      The captain announced the jet had now crossed the American border.
    


    
      Enrique could make out the rugged terrain from the window. His thoughts shifted to the abundance of prospective customers beneath him. This was the land of opportunity, one that stretched so far in every direction that it literally made his mouth water. Americanos...their demand would never diminish, especially on private campuses like the two in the Dallas-Fort Worth area and countless other affluent suburbs. Most of the college kids lived a privileged life and believed they were entitled to anything they, or their parents, could buy. The upstart Sangre cartel would gladly supply the drug of choice to meet its customers' gluttonous demands. This is what made the free world go around.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Ten


    
      

    


    
      Leaning back in a swivel chair, I sat in our glass-enclosed conference room and observed the controlled chaos of the newsroom around me. The next deadline was still hours away, yet the march of the ants was constant, each person understanding his role, purposely moving toward achieving his daily goals. I felt like a proud papa. Arthur had given me full reign to mold the newspaper in the way I saw fit. He knew I wouldn't force my will in an area I had little knowledge, at least not without consulting the right set of people. For the most part, that's exactly what I'd done.
    


    
      I had grown to love this business...you couldn't outsource it. It took people, on the ground, listening to the pulse of the community to understand what was important. At times, staff members needed to step up, use their intuition and inquisitive minds to dig a little deeper, question the status quo, and try to facilitate solutions. Despite ruffling feathers in just about every government entity and a few corporations, advertising revenue, subscriptions, and off-the-rack sales had increased. In addition, I'd stepped up our presence on social media. I kept the costs low by utilizing interns from the local universities to help chase down stories for the web, and generally support our more senior reporters, columnists, and photographers. I knew there were “training hospitals.” I wanted the Times Herald to be known as the top training newspaper, one that exuded pride on all levels, inside the industry as well as across the region.
    


    
      A classic multitasker, Brandon twice walked briskly by the windows holding up a finger, his way of signaling he had one more task to complete before joining me. Each time he was juggling three papers in his hand while also engaged in conversation with a colleague. God love him.
    


    
      “Morning, Stu,” I said, as he walked into the meeting room with a glum look on his face. His moods notwithstanding, Stu had developed into a well-respected reporter in the last year, so much so that Brandon and I had decided to promote him to our one and only investigative reporter position.
    


    
      Rose and our senior photographer, Hector Morales, waltzed in discussing something fun from their weekends. They noticed Stu's blue mood and lowered the chatter volume.
    


    
      “Everything okay, Stu?” I asked, looking around to see if our late-arriving Brandon would soon bless us with his presence.
    


    
      “I think so. It's just that Courtney never came home last night. She's done this before. She ends up spending the night at a friend's house and never calls us. Her mother and I worry. Damn teenagers. I can't wait until she grows up a bit. Maybe in college. We can only hope.”
    


    
      I chuckled to help relieve some of the tension, knowing Stu was still noticeably concerned.
    


    
      “Sorry I'm late, guys.” Brandon raced into the meeting room carrying a couple of folders, a few editions of our paper, and his ever-present cup of coffee. He was a pack rat and wasn't fond of throwing anything away, including cardboard coffee cups, which he reused with gusto.
    


    
      I hesitated, seeing, once again, he'd broken the sanctity of America's Great Game by turning his baseball cap around. Brandon took the pause as his moment to throw out the first pitch.
    


    
      “We want to hear feedback from all of you on this topic. How should we tackle this drug problem plaguing our community?” Brandon asked, kicking off his brainstorming session.
    


    
      “Well, I've got the education angle.” Rose, just three years out of journalism school, arched her back. “I think I can talk to the superintendent and try to understand what they intend to do differently, given the recent overdose deaths.”
    


    
      Organized like no one I'd ever witnessed, Rose had her shit together. Even her green notepad and pen sat perfectly parallel to each other. Her outfit matched her perfect posture: laundered khaki pants, a white business shirt, two—not three—buttons open, highlighted by a colorful scarf around her neck. Her curly, black hair was pulled back, exposing high cheekbones and a flawless, brown complexion.
    


    
      Her mental life box appeared to be as structured and formulaic as her appearance. Early in my tenure as associate publisher, I would have jumped all over her response with opinions of my own. Whether I felt more comfortable in my role, or more comfortable with Brandon in his, I'd learned to let the ebb and flow of the meeting play out. I was there to support my manager, not steal the spotlight.
    


    
      “That's a good start, Rose, but we need to look at this a bit differently than a textbook story,” Brandon remarked, setting the creative tone.
    


    
      “That's why we've brought Stu in. This isn't a problem that got started over night, and it's not going to go away overnight. I want us to look at this from various angles. As we make progress and gain feedback, it should open our eyes to new angles. For example, I think Rose did an outstanding job capturing the emotion and call-to-action from the minister at the funeral for Ashley last week. We could follow up with him and other religious leaders. How are they working with the kids and the parents to deal with the daily pressures and their exposure to drugs?”
    


    
      I glanced at Stu, hoping he'd offer his experienced insight. But he seemed noticeably absent. It reminded me of my first meeting with him more than a year ago in Arthur's posh office. Good gosh, Arthur must be a mess by now, worried for his wife's very existence and the lack of communication from those who stole her from him. Hopefully she was still alive and unharmed. I knew I had to touch base with him today.
    


    
      “We need to try to find out where the kids are getting these drugs. How accessible are they? Is it different now than it was five or ten years ago? It seems to go in waves, from my perspective, but that may not be reality. You know what needs to happen. We can talk to the police, but let's dig and follow the path of this insidious drug trail.” Brandon eyed each person the room.
    


    
      Stu's cell phone buzzed, and he quickly exited the meeting room to take his call. Brandon continued to review story ideas with the team. Hector was gung ho about trying to find the dirty, seedy pictorials that represented drugs, a picture of someone shooting up, a dirty needle, a drug deal gone bad.
    


    
      Through the glass I saw Stu swing his arm and put his hand over his eyes. He ran into the meeting room and grabbed his stuff.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, but I have to run to the hospital,” Stu said frantically. “It's Courtney. She's at the hospital. Apparently, someone dropped her in front of the emergency room with no clothes on. She's unconscious, and they're not sure she's going to live.”
    


    
      Stu raced out the door. The rest of us sat motionless. He hadn't mentioned drugs, but I wondered if the potent tornado had sucked in another unsuspecting victim. I felt powerless. We, as a community, had been unable to stop the madness before drugs had possibly claimed another casualty. It was like covering a war. A bomb had hit one of our own. I recalled seeing Courtney at Ashley's funeral, probably thinking she was different, and could handle it.
    


    
      They all did.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Eleven


    
      

    


    
      I started my Accord in the newspaper parking lot, wondering how much help I could be at the hospital. For years I'd observed my old boss at J&W Technology Services, Paula, who without hesitation made the effort to visit the hospital when someone from the office had an ill family member. I knew that wasn't typical in this era of virtualization. Send an e-this or an e-that. It was all electronic. Cold and impersonal.
    


    
      On the drive across town, rain pounded my car, and a thick, dark bank of clouds huddled just above the treetops. I called Marisa, who insisted on breaking free from her work at the bank to meet me at the hospital. Sweet and caring as the day is long, her compassion was another reason why I loved her. As I'd stated in my vows ten months before, she was my wife for life.
    


    
      “Hey, baby,” I said to Marisa as I walked into the emergency room at the county hospital, surprised to see she had beaten me there. She gave me an assuring kiss on the cheek and hooked her hand around my arm.
    


    
      “I think I saw Stu and his family around the corner, sitting in the private waiting area. They seem pretty distraught.” Marisa patted my shoulder.
    


    
      I approached Stu, his wife, older son, and a couple who introduced themselves as Courtney's aunt and uncle. Stu held his wife's head, tears streaming down his face. His son's muscular arms wrapped around both of them like a protective shield. The aunt and uncle tried not to be as emotional. Stu looked up and saw me walking toward them but he said not a word. The uncle took me to the side so he and I could speak without disrupting the family moment. “Thank you for coming. I'm sure, looking back, Stu will appreciate it.” The fifty-something uncle curled his thumbs around his Texas-sized, bronze belt buckle.
    


    
      “How is Courtney doing? Any idea what happened to her?”
    


    
      “They say she was dumped like a piece of garbage, naked, onto the concrete parking lot in front of the emergency room around four a.m. Of course, no one knew who she was at the time,” said the uncle. “The doctors have been working on her all morning. Finally, a nurse came in who recognized her. They say it's another drug overdose.”
    


    
      The uncle used his finger to snuff out another round of tears. “She's on life support, and they don't think she's going to last through the day. We have other family coming in. It's a pretty big clan. But by the time they get here, she may not be around.”
    


    
      I gave the uncle reassurances of prayers, and not wanting to invade their private time of grief, I asked him to call us if we could be of assistance. Of course, I knew there was no one who could help, not at this stage.
    


    
      I kissed Marisa goodbye and she headed back to work. After getting soaked running off to my car, I called Brandon to provide guidance on how to cover this story, if indeed Courtney died later today as the doctors expected.
    


    
      “For now, let's keep it factual and not mention the fact that Stu is one of our own,” I said to Brandon while shutting the door to my car.
    


    
      “I just can't believe the irony, Michael. Here we were discussing all the angles in this emerging drug story, and it hits Stu's family. It's like a pandemic, permeating the society so much it seems impossible to escape.”
    


    
      Brandon's words hit home—a reality. In fact, as I thought more, I could almost feel the tremor of panic beginning to ripple through the community.
    


    
      Professionally, Brandon and I both knew we were in a bind covering this story without our most senior reporter. I didn't want to put the cart before the proverbial horse, but the responsibility of a newspaper never ceased, even when it affected one of its own. We would have to find a way to move forward.
    


    
      Another call was buzzing in, so I told Brandon I'd likely see him later.
    


    
      “Thank goodness you took my call, Michael,” Arthur said hurriedly. “I just received a package. It's international, from Mexico.”
    


    
      I changed direction and headed for Arthur's office. Maybe we could save one life today.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twelve


    
      

    


    
      Avoiding the slower elevators, I raced up four flights of stairs and opened the door from the stairwell, panting and bent over at the waist. Slightly startled to see me entering from that particular door, Stacy pushed up her over-sized, purple glasses and quickly motioned for me to continue jogging into Arthur's office.
    


    
      “Arthur, hey, I came as fast as I could,” I said, barely able to finish the words.
    


    
      “Please take a breath, have some water from my bar.” Arthur waved a hand to his right while staring obsessively at the package resting on this desk. “I don't know why, but I wanted to wait until you got here before I opened it.”
    


    
      I thought momentarily about what could be in the box. My mind darted around a plethora of possibilities, some helpful, some morbid. Could it be a clue of some kind? A message from the kidnappers, perhaps? I hoped to God it wasn't a body part. Images of the human arm—Tiffany Chambers' arm—sliding out of the plastic in the dark alley a year ago entered my mind for a split second. It couldn't be that. This was different, I kept telling myself.
    


    
      “Let's do this, Arthur.” I stated. “I'm sure it will be something positive.”
    


    
      Arthur used scissors to carefully cut down the middle of the corrugated box along the edges of the opening. He pulled open one side, then the next, snapping the tape attached to each end. Off-white packing paper was crunched up and stuffed inside the box, about five inches deep. He slowly peeled apart the paper, both of us unsure what to expect. Arthur was methodical and thorough, the antithesis of a kid on Christmas morning.
    


    
      “Do you see anything? I don't,” I said, standing, peering into the box.
    


    
      Finally, a small plastic baggie, like one you'd put a sandwich in, fell out of a crease of crumpled paper. Inside, we saw a folded piece of paper and something small, square, somewhat translucent. Arthur reached in the baggie for the item. He pulled it out and his face lit up.
    


    
      “This is one of Trudy's diamond stud earrings,” Arthur said without hesitation. “I bought them for her on our third anniversary.”
    


    
      He clinched the diamond earring in his hand and held it to his chest. He closed his eyes, as if he expected to wake up and magically see Trudy standing before his eyes.
    


    
      “Arthur, don't forget about the paper.” I handed him the baggie.
    


    
      Arthur opened the baggie, pulled out the paper and unfolded it twice. He held it up and showed it to me. It was a phone number. Drained from the emotional situation, Arthur looked at my reaction to determine if this was good news.
    


    
      “Arthur, this is what we wanted. Obviously, these guys have no reason to harm Trudy. They only want your money, and this is their way of telling you she's okay and to call when you have the money.”
    


    
      “The question is whether we should call now or wait until I have all the money,” Arthur said, shrugging his shoulders. “Or, we could tell them I have the money?”
    


    
      I thought through the options, knowing he was looking for me to make the final call.
    


    
      “If we tell them you have the money and they call your bluff, they could get pissed. We don't want to give them any reason to harm Trudy.”
    


    
      “Okay, that makes sense.”
    


    
      “Frankly, even by calling, we run the risk of them getting upset, since the money hasn't been pulled together,” I said. “But I think you can try to mitigate that by telling them you've been worried about your wife and want to hear her voice, just to give you peace of mind. And that's an honest feeling for you, I know.”
    


    
      Arthur dialed the international number. It rang several times. He was close to hanging up, when we both heard a muffled sound, then a voice.
    


    
      “Is this Arthur Spanarkel?” a voice said, thick with a Spanish accent.
    


    
      “Yes.”
    


    
      “If so, what did you get in the mail?”
    


    
      “I received this phone number and my wife's diamond earring from our third wedding anniversary,” Arthur replied.
    


    
      “Bueno. Do you have our money, Mr. Spanarkel?”
    


    
      “I'd like to talk to my wife. I'm working on the money, but as you could imagine, I need to hear my wife's voice to ensure she's okay,” said Arthur, who, thus far, was keeping it together quite well.
    


    
      “Call back in five minutes.”
    


    
      The phone line went dead.
    


    
      I could see the stress taking its toll on my friend, who punched the button to deactivate the line, and then rubbed the temples on either side of his head.
    


    
      “We're peeling the layers off this onion, Arthur. I know it's excruciating, but we're making progress.” He didn't respond, just kept rubbing the side of his head. The ticking of the antique clock on the bookshelf behind his desk grew louder over the next five minutes. Arthur put his hand on the phone and looked at me for the okay to dial once again. I nodded in agreement.
    


    
      “Yes, this is Arthur Spanarkel. You said to call after five minutes,” he said with remarkable calmness in his voice.
    


    
      “Hold for one second.”
    


    
      “Arthur, it's me, Trudy.” Arthur's eyes opened widely, filled with fear, love, and hope.
    


    
      “Arthur, they're serious about the money. You must get the money, and they'll let me go.” Trudy sounded afraid and shaky.
    


    
      Before Arthur could respond, the voice returned.
    


    
      “I have done you a favor. Now, you must do us a favor and pay us the taxes you owe,” the voice said sternly. “The next time you call, you better have the money. When you do, I'll give you the information on how to get us the money. Then we will release the woman, but only after we have the money. No more games.”
    


    
      He hung up.
    


    
      Appearing like he'd just run a marathon, Arthur grabbed the glass of water I'd poured him and chugged it. He was parched and mentally spent.
    


    
      “I know that was difficult, but it was good to hear Trudy's voice, wasn't it?”
    


    
      “Yes, you're right. I just can't believe all of this. She sounded so afraid.”
    


    
      I pondered again whether we should bring in the FBI or some other agency, and most importantly whether to raise the possibility to Arthur. I decided against it. He'd been through enough today, and, frankly, so had I. Arthur thanked me for the support and got back on the phone with his broker to see if he could speed up the paperwork for liquidating a chunk of his estate.
    


    
      I stepped outside the downtown office building. The rain had subsided into a light mist. I inhaled a deep breath and turned my face into the dripping water. Leaning my head back, I heard a pop in my neck. My emotional fulcrum had been yanked back and forth all day, concerned for those who were torn apart by another drug overdose, and anxious, yet hopeful, for another troubled friend whose wife was held captive in a foreign country. We lived in a global society. Anyone on the planet could get to us, hurt us, and those on the giving end knew it. The island of America, including the tiny spot we occupied, was no longer protected.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirteen


    
      

    


    
      After living thirty-five years, you'd think I could put two and two together to equal four. Unfortunately, I had a tendency to be so entrenched in my own world, I could lose sight of the tree standing before me, or, in this case, the strange car sitting in my spot in the driveway outside the home Marisa and I shared. I sat in my idle car for an entire minute, pondering who it could be, inexplicably waiting for the mystery person to move his vehicle. Eventually, my stubbornness grew old, and I parked on the side of the street.
    


    
      I opened the front door and immediately heard the owner of the car.
    


    
      “Michael, my dear, how are you?” said my mother-in-law, Emilia, rounding the corner from the kitchen. She lifted up and gave me a kiss on the cheek, then buried her head in my chest, although her chunky arms couldn't extend around my torso. At just over six feet tall, I towered over Emilia, who probably wasn't five-two. She was built like a fireplug with crocodile arms.
    


    
      Emilia always appeared to be dressed a notch above what was needed. Tonight she had on a flowing, pink skirt, with a forest green shirt that draped over her waistline, matching earrings framing her round, plump face, and two-inch heels. And she came with her own sound machine—you could hear her hosed legs rubbing together when she ambled along, shifting her weight ever so slightly from side to side.
    


    
      I felt stupid for forgetting she'd planned to drive in from San Antonio today. Marisa could see as much in my reaction to her mother's welcoming.
    


    
      “Hola, Mama Emilia, great to see you,” I said, acting as if I expected her visit. “No issues with the long drive?”
    


    
      “All was good. Only had to stop twice. I'm getting older, so I have to make more frequent pit stops, if you know what I mean.” Her smile had only a slight resemblance to that of her beautiful daughter.
    


    
      Marisa popped the cork on a bottle of wine to go with some fancy chips and homemade guacamole—a family recipe from Mama Emilia.
    


    
      We settled on the couch, and the evening jabber began, covering topics like the interior decorating, or lack thereof, in our home, and the possibility of Marisa and me buying our first home. It finally landed on a theme we'd heard several times in the last ten months. “How's married life?” And that led to, "So, when are you having kids?" I preferred to have prewritten statements available to hand out to anyone who asked. "Fine, stop asking," and, "When we're damn good and ready."
    


    
      Marisa took a more subtle approach to her responses.
    


    
      “I know you'd like to see grandchildren running around your beautifully manicured yard, Mama,” Marisa said, “But Michael and I are enjoying our lives together. If kids are in our future, it will happen all in due time.”
    


    
      “I understand, Marisa. No pressure from Grandma Emilia. Besides, you wouldn't have to travel all the way to my house. I could visit your home.” All of a sudden, our house was her home away from home? Whatever.
    


    
      “So, everything on the homestead okay?” I asked.
    


    
      Emilia lived in an old house in the King William District of San Antonio, the first designated historic neighborhood in the state of Texas. Her home was modest in comparison to some of the classic mansions around it, but the tree-covered property and her two-thousand-square-foot home were immaculate. She even had a black wrought iron fence around the border, and a beautiful brick pavestone driveway leading to her detached, two-story garage.
    


    
      “Everything is fine. Nothing to fix at the moment. My neighbors are great, and they know when to give a lady her privacy,” she said.
    


    
      For Marisa, her mother's change in lifestyle in the last several years was still not something to which she'd grown accustomed. Marisa and her parents had spent her early years hopping across several locations near the Mexican border in Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. They finally settled in Ada, Oklahoma, where Marisa had an opportunity to put down some roots, make friends, and eventually graduate high school. Her father, Edgar, died in a plane crash when Marisa was still in college. Emilia's response to her husband's death, at least from Marisa reciting the story, sounded sensible—she wanted to move closer to her sisters in San Antonio. But in the process, Emilia's way of life changed, and it really stuck with Marisa.
    


    
      Prior to her husband's death, Emilia had worked as a nurse's aide. She had thought about going back to school to earn her LVN or RN degree, but they didn't have the money. The focus needed to be on saving for Marisa's college experience, her parents always said.
    


    
      The Valdez family never had much money, usually just enough to get by. When her father died, Marisa became concerned about her mother's ability to stay afloat financially, as well as how her college would be funded. Emilia told Marisa not to worry because her father had left them some money. Once again, it appeared reasonable—until her mother moved to San Antonio.
    


    
      Emilia moved into the prestigious neighborhood and scaled back her work to part-time. With a flurry of activities, she didn't have time to work, she told Marisa. It was almost like she'd won the lottery. I suggested to Marisa that perhaps her father had purchased a sizable life insurance policy. And if her mom had put a good chunk of money in the hands of a sound financial advisor, the money would grow substantially, and Emilia's lifestyle along with it. I reminded Marisa to be thankful her mother was comfortable, not asking us for money, and apparently, happy with her San Antonio life.
    


    
      Interestingly, we'd only visited her home once since we had been together, and her mother recommended we stay in a nearby hotel, saying she was doing some renovation to the guest room. She even paid for the hotel.
    


    
      Over dinner, our discussion segued into the major news events in our area.
    


    
      “It's all so sad, and frankly, even scary, to see so many people, teenagers ensnared by the lure of drugs and those pushing it on them,” I said.
    


    
      I went on to tell Emilia about the latest teenage tragedy, involving the daughter of one of my reporters at the paper.
    


    
      “You should have seen Stu and his family today. They were devastated. I think they believed Courtney was just like any other teenager, going through regular ups and downs, dating and maybe experimenting a bit. But in their worst nightmares they never imagined she could be drugged up and discarded.” A lump formed in my throat as I recalled the depressing scene.
    


    
      Silence fell over our dining room.. Just as we stood up to clear dishes, my cell phone rang. It was Stu.
    


    
      “She's gone, Michael,” Stu said without introduction. He started to sob.
    


    
      “My God, Stu. We're all so, so sorry for you and your family.” Marisa came closer and rested her hand on my back.
    


    
      “I feel like such a failure as a father, allowing my daughter to get involved with people who do this type of thing,” Stu said, barely able to produce the words.
    


    
      “I know it's difficult, Stu, but you're a good parent. Kids make decisions that at times we can't control, at least not every minute of every day.” I sounded more like a parental expert than I'd intended.
    


    
      “You know what they found in her blood? Some type of combination drug that's new to the street—methamphetamine, heroin, and marijuana. She took it through a needle. Can you believe it, through a fucking needle? It's just so sordid,” Stu said. “On top of that, they found semen. She had sex...they aren't sure if it happened while she was conscious.”
    


    
      “Dear God.”
    


    
      I paused as Stu's raw emotions filled up the receiver.
    


    
      “I'm so sorry, Stu.” I knew those words offered little help and I hated repeating them, knowing it wouldn't do a thing to bring back Courtney, unscathed and innocent.
    


    
      “The police said the first step is to find out who she was with, but right now they have no leads.”
    


    
      “Stu, you know this, but I'll say it anyway. There's no need to worry about work right now. You take care of yourself and your family, and we'll hold down the fort at the paper.”
    


    
      A long pause with barely audible waves of sobbing.
    


    
      “Look, I need to go,” Stu said through a crackling voice. “Please pass this along to whoever you think needs to receive this message.”
    


    
      “God bless you, Stu.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fourteen


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      Marisa swung me around and hugged me, a bear-gripping hug, the kind you never want to let go. The fact Emilia was in our home didn't bother us, not in such a poignant moment. Emilia didn't say a word, instead focusing on cleaning up the kitchen.
    


    
      “This is the fourth teenager to die in the last few months,” Marisa said to her mother as they both worked on dishes.
    


    
      Emilia was solemn, only nodding her head.
    


    
      “Michael and his editor are trying to brainstorm on ways to dig for information, to understand why this is happening to our community. But Stu was going to be a major part of this.”
    


    
      “You know, I just want what's best for you and your new husband,” said Emilia, showing some basic maternal instincts for a change. “You need to be careful not to put too much pressure on yourselves.”
    


    
      “You want to talk about pressure, you should hear what's going on with our friend and his wife,” Marisa said.
    


    
      I hesitated, not sure I wanted Arthur's personal trauma shared with anyone. I gave Marisa the eye.
    


    
      “It's okay. Michael...it's only Mama.”
    


    
      I bit the inside of my cheek and gazed at Marisa, then over to her mother. Emilia smiled and then looked down at the table.
    


    
      “I think for her to understand what we're going through right now, it's good for her to hear this. Besides, she doesn't have a care in the world right now. Right, Mama?”
    


    
      “Life is good.” Emilia spread her arms.
    


    
      “You don't even know the full story,” I said to Marisa.
    


    
      “What's happened?”
    


    
      “Arthur got a package from the kidnappers and—”
    


    
      “Was it—?”
    


    
      “No, it's not what you think, thank God.”
    


    
      I proceeded to walk through the series of events to catch them up to speed, as Marisa filled our glasses with more wine.
    


    
      “Unfortunately, Mexico, not unlike the United States, has a gang problem,” Emilia said, offering surprising words of wisdom. “I'm sure a few of these guys got together, did some research on the Internet, and found someone who had money...like your Arthur friend.”
    


    
      Emilia's insight led me to think more about Trudy being kidnapped. I'd never thought about gangs having enough savvy to pull off something like this. The kidnapping appeared more sophisticated. But I wasn't the most knowledgeable about gangs, especially those residing south of the border.
    


    
      “I'm not sure them being in a gang is even very relevant at this point,” I said. “Trudy is okay for now, and that's most important. Somehow, we hope that Arthur can get them their money, and they'll let her go and put her on a plane back home.”
    


    
      Saying it out loud made me sound naïve. I wondered if they would ever let her go alive.
    


    
      Marisa began to yawn, which was our signal to wrap it up for the night. We turned off the lights and told Mama Emilia we'd meet her at the coffee pot in the morning.
    


    ***


    
      Emilia closed the door to the guest bedroom and sat in the undersized rattan chair next to her bed. She turned on the small TV, not to watch anything in particular but to create some background noise.
    


    
      She rummaged through her purse, pulled out her cell phone and dialed the same number that she had twice before that day.
    


    
      “Have you been able to move all of your product yet? You only have a certain amount of allotted time,” she reminded him directly.
    


    
      “One of our two trucks had a flat tire just outside of town, so we're trying to make up some time,” the man said.
    


    
      “You understand the arrangement the same as I do. I give you access to my garage only on certain days of the month, but you must come and go at the times designated. I thought I made myself clear.”
    


    
      “I can't control everyone in this food chain. And you've been paid quite well for access to your home. My people appreciate it, but at times you need to be flexible.”
    


    
      “I live in a well-respected, affluent area, and that is why my home is valuable to your operation. You and your people need to understand I can take away what I have given, if you fail to live up to your obligations.” A warm sensation slid up through her neck.
    


    
      “I'll pass it along, but I'm not promising anything. This is much bigger than you and me,” he remarked before hanging up.
    


    
      Emilia leaned back in her chair and allowed her mind to roam, eventually refocusing on the TV screen. She glanced at the red-numbered clock on her bedside table. It showed ten thirty-three p.m. She rarely stayed up this late, so she wasn't familiar with the late-night comedy show, this comic, or his jokes. She longed for the days of Johnny Carson.
    


    
      The longer she listened, the less she understood, although the studio crowd laughed every time he opened his mouth. She wasn't connecting with the show, which allowed her to think more about her daughter. She loved Marisa, her only child. Marisa had always been so responsible, she rarely worried about her. Now she appeared more stable than ever with Michael by her side. Their love seemed authentic and honest, and that's all a mother could hope for.
    


    
      The emotional bond she felt momentarily allowed a hint of guilt to creep into her mind. The teenage drug overdose deaths, especially the story about the reporter's daughter, was heartbreaking, but she'd been able to separate herself from it, mostly. She knew if she ceased her involvement in the drug trafficking process, someone would replace her instantly. The money she'd made would hopefully go toward worthwhile causes, in addition to helping her maintain a certain lifestyle throughout her retirement years. Paying for her future grandchildren's education was a goal, if she stayed in the business another few years.
    


    
      Emilia then contemplated the situation with Arthur's wife. Her intuition told her the origin of the kidnapping related to the drug world. Most likely, gangs were the front men for the merciless people who had concocted the scheme. And Trudy had fallen victim, like an innocent butterfly accidentally caught in the web of the deadly brown recluse spider.
    


    
      Emilia felt a tinge of sorrow for Michael's friend. She sighed, realizing the hopelessness of his plight, pondering if she should try to help. If she didn't, from her experience, she knew Trudy was as good as dead, just like the innocent butterfly. She debated the pros and cons as she drifted asleep.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifteen


    
      

    


    
      Headline: Daughter of Reporter Dead from Drug Overdose
    


    
      Sub-header: Girl Dropped in Front of Hospital; Fourth to Die in Last Three Months
    


    
      The black ink from this morning's headline was like an old razor trying to cut away a five-day-old beard. It was necessary, but it stung like hell. Brandon had called me last night, ensuring I agreed with the wording—the first time he'd ever done that. Both of us needed confirmation that we struck the right balance between the integrity of the story and the sensitivity of how it impacted one of our reporters, one of our friends.
    


    
      I sat alone at the breakfast table, sipping my hot cup of coffee, perusing the front-page stories like any other person prior to rushing into work. I took a bite of my bagel. The crunch echoed off the walls and linoleum floors. I was concerned a loud noise might wake Mama Emilia. We were up late last night discussing some heavy topics—this latest drug overdose and the kidnapping of Arthur's wife. Mama Emilia was in her sixties, not exactly old and decrepit, but she needed her sleep.
    


    
      On the drive in, I thought about Stu and his family, waking up to their first day without their daughter, sister, niece. A feeling of emptiness came to mind, the same feeling Tiffany Chambers' mother, Mariann, must have suffered last year.
    


    
      “Hey, Brandon, this whole drug thing is moving faster than we are. We need a new plan of attack,” I said, poking my head in his door.
    


    
      “We're meeting in thirty minutes, boss. I hope you can join us.”
    


    
      Brandon enjoyed being one step ahead of me.
    


    
      Blue-paneled, three-foot cubicle walls outlined the working spaces for most of our staff in the open newsroom. On this day, the usually frenetic pace was slower, more deliberate...less chatting, eyes staring straight ahead. The overdose death of Stu's daughter was unlike any other story our paper had covered, at least in my tenure. Typically, even the most horrific crimes and distasteful events weren't dwelled upon in a newsroom. Reporters responded like doctors and nurses in a hospital, performing their tasks as required, with their emotions held in check. They just didn't go there.
    


    
      “How's everyone holding up?” I'd walked into the glass meeting room located at the south end of the newsroom and took my seat across from Brandon.
    


    
      “Shaken, as you would imagine, hearing the news first yesterday, and now seeing the words in our paper. We both know the power of print. I hope it will have an impact on everyone who reads it, but it's hard to accept when someone like Courtney is swallowed up by the drug tornado.” Brandon shuffled folders and shook his head.
    


    
      My young editor had a way with words, even when he wasn't setting headlines or tweaking a story. He was a solid copy editor, a good person, and growing into a reliable leader.
    


    
      “Have you thought about how we're going to provide blanket coverage for this runaway story without Stu's availability, at least for the foreseeable future?” I opened my notebook, then glanced at my editor. “I know you've been busy, so I've—”
    


    
      Brandon held up his hand while clicking the mouse on his laptop.
    


    
      “I know we're pretty strapped for resources. I've looked across the entire reporter pool. We're going to have to lean on Rose a good amount. With a bit of coaching, I think she can handle it,” Brandon said with his usual positive energy. “I've also been impressed with one of our interns this semester. I think she can help us out with doing some of the leg work, research, etcetera.”
    


    
      “That's my middle name, research.”
    


    
      Both Brandon and I turned our heads, annoyed at having our personal discussion overheard. The slender, jean-clad coed walked around the table and promptly sat in the chair right next to Brandon. Fresh-faced without makeup, she wore a gray, Dri-FIT T-shirt. Tomboy was the first thought that came to mind. Apparently, Little Miss Intern had yet to learn office etiquette. Then again, didn't I want my reporters to be bold? Rose and Hector followed her into the meeting room.
    


    
      “Nice to meet you. I'm Andi.” She stood over the table, extending her hand to me.
    


    
      I met her halfway and shook her hand. It was a firmer handshake than I expected—like we should turn our heads and pose for a picture to signify the start of a Middle East peace meeting.“Nice to meet you, too. I'm your boss. Actually your boss's boss,” I said dryly.
    


    
      Andi bounced back into her chair, one leg folded under her butt, and turned to Brandon. “What's up, boss?” She'd offered finger quotes to add levity to the conversation.
    


    
      This girl definitely had some cojones on her.
    


    
      “Now, to further fill in Michael and Andi, I followed up with Rose and Hector again yesterday afternoon to start thinking about our plan,” Brandon said. “To state the obvious, Stu will be out of pocket for a while, so Rose, you'll need to take the lead on this story across the board, not just the education angle. We can start there, especially since you have your contacts in that world. But you need to dig beyond the official press-release story. That's what every other media outlet is going to focus on—the story given to you on a silver plate. We're different; we dig deeper, we push harder. You guys know that.”
    


    
      “Let's not forget the cops,” I offered.
    


    
      “Good point. Rose, after this meeting, drop by my office, and I'll give you the contact info for Detective Carl Pearson. A wealth of information, although most of it will be off the record.”
    


    
      “Don't worry, I'll make you guys proud.” Rose scooted to the edge of her chair and put pen to paper.
    


    
      Good to see she wasn't backing down from the challenge.
    


    
      “Okay, thanks. Also, within four days I want to see a themed photo page. Hector, work with Rose to determine the theme; maybe it will tie into the story of the day, maybe not. You'll need to create the copy for the photo taglines,” Brandon said, as everyone took notes.
    


    
      With pens moving faster than I could speak, the silence was broken by our brash intern.
    


    
      “I can help write the photo taglines,” said Andi, confidently.
    


    
      Hector looked at Brandon, wondering if he could trust this college kid.
    


    
      “I'm open to that,” Brandon said. “Let's try it once and see what you got.”
    


    
      I expected a grin from the confident intern, but she instead focused on her paper, scribbling a note as if she was just as seasoned a journalist as anyone in the room.
    


    
      We ran through a few more story ideas to tackle through the next week, knowing new doors would open as Rose and the team began to make headway.
    


    
      “Any words of wisdom from anyone before we break?” Brandon assembled his mess of papers and folders and began to push back his chair.
    


    
      “My dad had a few friends in the DEA. I think I can locate them and try to get their input,” Andi blurted out.
    


    
      Brandon sat back down, rocked back in his chair, and tapped his pen on his chin. The rest of us stared at Andi. Her timing and her delivery needed some work, but I'd begun to wonder if we'd hit the lottery on interns.
    


    
      “Okay, thank you, Andi, for sharing that.” Brandon glanced at me and swallowed hard, obviously trying to contain his exuberance. “Let's not count on this right now. I'd rather take it one step at a time. No offense.”
    


    
      “None taken. I understand I'm the rookie, and I have to prove myself,” she said. “I'll gladly accept the challenge. I'll try to have something substantive to share in the next couple of days. But I need to know you'll let me publish something, anything.”
    


    
      “I just want to be sure where you're going with it all.”
    


    
      Andi coiled her mouth into a sheepish grin.
    


    
      “I don't make promises, but if your prose is as bold as your personality, then I'm sure we'll work something out,” Brandon said with a professional wink.
    


    
      “Just a reminder for everyone. Keep brainstorming ideas. Let's think outside of the box, people.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixteen


    
      

    


    
      The prominent morning sun split through cracks in the warped boards lining the garage wall opposite of her so-called bed. Trudy lay on her right side to ensure her body felt the least amount of discomfort while her hand was secured via a four-foot-long chain to the bed's rusted metal frame. Her green eyes opened slowly, not surprised to see the sun peering at her. Better it was Mother Nature than the creepy skinny guy that literally made her want to vomit.
    


    
      She raised herself onto her elbow and realized her entire right side ached, most likely from sleeping in the same position each night, now going on a week. The days were beginning to run together. She wasn't used to suffering, at least not in the last few years.
    


    
      She felt her hair, which had lost all shape and smothered her face. It was matted, tangled beyond recognition. She hadn't seen a mirror since the day the gang, or thugs, or whatever you want to call them, grabbed her and never let her go. They wanted money and a lot of it. She couldn't believe the drama she and Arthur had endured. They went from celebrating their five-year wedding anniversary in a land they'd considered their second home, to her being held prisoner in the middle of a jungle. Along the way, she knew her trust in humanity had nearly vanished.
    


    
      Weeds and other vegetation grew through the crevices in the old garage, the same opening where Trudy had noticed all sorts of bugs, rodents, and other crawling animals entering at will. While still alarmed at the site of the various four-legged creatures, she understood on some level that it was she who had invaded their way of life. At times, she appreciated their basic instincts to search for food, water, and a way to stay alive. Unfortunately, she wasn't afforded the luxury of such independence. She'd tried to drag the bed to the door, but her tiny body had only been able to budge it about six inches during an entire day of pulling. It wasn't worth the effort, given her shrinking stamina.
    


    
      Her life was in the hands of two forgettable men. Luis and Benicio usually visited twice a day. Thankfully, after a couple of disturbing interactions with Luis, his larger comrade had been able to keep him in check. She hoped they viewed her as more of a valuable commodity than a woman with tits and an ass. She had studied both men carefully. Benicio: while she'd seen tracks on his arms and believed he'd committed his fair share of crimes, there was something about him that made her believe he wouldn't cross the line. Maybe it was the hint of compassion when he gave her food and water after her first night alone. Luis, she believed, was a deviant, and without his bulkier partner around, he might have taken his repulsive looks at her to a more physical level.
    


    
      A sudden chill created a quiver. She briefly shut her eyes to erase the putrid thoughts.
    


    
      Trudy stared into the corner of the garage, as her mind drifted back to what had been the most oppressive time of her life. In her twenties, the gullible former college cheerleader fell for a dark and handsome young man, who wined her and dined her, literally charming the pants right off her. She was living a fairy tale—up until the time they got married. The wining and dining ended, and the man, with a growing reliance on alcohol, became abusive.
    


    
      She closed her eyes and winced, recalling his leather belt lashing her back like she was sub-human. At the time, she felt guilty somehow and hid the abuse for nearly three years.
    


    
      Finally, in the midst of one of his alcoholic rages, she noticed his hand leaning on the counter while he took a swig out of the bottle of vodka. She leaped for the butcher-block knife and swung with all her might downward onto the counter. It sliced through two of his fingers, leaving half of his middle finger attached to the blood-soaked blade. Writhing in pain, he threw the bottle at her head, cutting her face. She screamed and fled from the house. She never saw him again. A scar on her right temple, typically covered by her flowing locks, was a reminder of her past. She touched it now.
    


    
      Trudy recalled the process in which she'd rebuilt her confidence and her life. She spent a great deal of time with her sister, a fashion designer in Paris, and learned how to carry herself like a self-assured woman and to expect every man, every person, to treat her with respect and decency. Later, her sister helped her open a bookstore in Austin. With her self-esteem firmly in place, she believed she could live out the rest of her life without having to lean on another man.
    


    
      Then, Arthur walked in her store one day. He was mature, charming, learned, and full of life. They were married ten months later. Over the last five years, she had developed a few bad habits, most notably being too reliant on their comfortable lifestyle. She vowed to change, become more humble, and remember the things her sister taught her...if she ever got out of this God-forsaken jungle. She longed for home. She longed for Arthur.
    


    
      “Hey, little lady.” Luis' eerie voice startled Trudy. She had been deep in thought, and he'd entered without her noticing.
    


    
      Wearing a spine-chilling smirk, Luis stared into Trudy's eyes and licked his lips. Gripped with insufferable fear, her heart sprinted. She held up her hands and backed as far away as she could, but there would be no escape. Her head dropped. He began to unzip his shorts.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventeen


    
      

    


    
      “Why does it take a funeral to bring people together?” I asked Marisa as we parked the car in the church parking lot. "I see all of these people showing up to support Stu and his family. Where were they Sunday night when Courtney was dumped in front of the hospital after shooting up with some bizarre drug mixture?"
    


    
      As irrational as my logic sounded once it came out, Marisa could see I was feeling more emotional about this funeral—our fourth in the last three months—because it hit so close to home. It forever changed the life of someone who had become our friend in the last year. Why did this have to happen to another person, another teenager in our community? Marisa held my arm as we walked into the sanctuary, which was filled with bowed heads, either from shame or sheer misery.
    


    
      As I'd expected, emotions had begun to spill over in the last few days. A herd of hardcore parents had stormed the school board meeting two nights ago, shouting and holding up signs, demanding the resignation of the superintendent. They believed he solely was to blame for the four teenager overdosing deaths, none of which occurred on any school district campus.
    


    
      Rose had spoken with the upset parents and, after some investigation, found out one set of parents had actually gone out of town a couple of months earlier, leaving their teenage son to host a party, which later was busted by the police for underage drinking and pot smoking. As for any drug deals on campuses, Rose couldn't find evidence supporting that theory, yet no one could provide proof that all campuses were drug-free. Essentially, everyone wanted to pass the buck, and no one wanted to take responsibility. And really, who was responsible? Everyone? No one? It was a terribly frustrating situation.
    


    
      This service was unlike the three others, at least partially because we were at a different church. The Owens family was devout Catholic. I'd been to a Catholic church only once...a lot of rituals, and not the usual fire-and-brimstone speeches from the pulpit. Given the speech by Minister Luke Watkins just one week prior, Marisa and I, and possibly others, were wondering if we'd hear another poignant lesson today.
    


    
      But there was no call to action, no inspirational message. Probably for the best. I surveyed the crowd, and the expressions on the distressed faces showed me that the emotional capacity of the people sitting in the pews and standing in the aisles was nearly drained.
    


    
      Near the end of the service, Stu and his family gathered around Courtney's casket. Her brother leaned over and embraced it.
    


    
      They say dark holes exist only in outer space. Looking at Stu and his family trying to cope with this heartbreak, it was easy to see this tragedy had destroyed their spirits—the pits of their stomachs aching, acid tearing them apart, leaving the darkest of holes in their cavities, in their hearts. Shrills of pain bounced off the walls of the spiritual chamber, interrupted only by sniffles from those watching and mourning.
    


    
      The formal service ended with Courtney's soccer teammates rolling the casket out of the church, Courtney's letter jacket draped over the coffin. I saw her number 10 on a red sleeve, surrounded by other patches. Despite her role in this tragic event, it was apparent she'd touched many lives. Academically, she was an honor student and a member of the Spanish Club. Mostly, she was a daughter, a sister, a niece, and a friend.
    


    
      Marisa and I joined the congregation that lined the steps outside the church to show respect for the grieving family as they walked to their waiting black limousines. It was an odd experience, excruciating, almost unbearable to peer into the depths of agony of another human being—worse, someone I knew. I kept asking myself as I continued to survey the crowd, “Is anyone watching this? Is this going to keep everyone here from sticking a needle in their arm or blow up their nose?” I hoped. I prayed.
    


    
      I opened my eyes, and Stu was standing in front of me, weeping. He hugged me, and I reciprocated. His whisper into my ear caught me by surprise.
    


    
      “Michael, thank you and Marisa for being here, along with Brandon and everyone from the paper. It means a lot to me.” He took a half step back, keeping one hand on my shoulder. “I want you to promise me something.”
    


    
      “Anything,” I said softly.
    


    
      His grip tightened around my shoulders, as if he was willing himself to finish his thought.
    


    
      “I want you to understand who did this and why. We can't let Courtney's death, like the others, just be forgotten. I mean it, Michael. Promise me that you, personally, will make sure that we get to the bottom of this. I know you're a man of your word. I've seen it.”
    


    
      I stared into his red-rimmed eyes, and I saw more pain than I'd ever seen in my life.
    


    
      “If everyone at this service isn't immediately impacted, they're not paying attention. We won't let Courtney's death be forgotten. We'll keep her and your family in our thoughts and prayers.”
    


    
      The hearse, followed by the family, drove off to a private burial-site ceremony, and mercifully, the service ended.
    


    
      As the crowd broke up, various groups huddled together. Some prayed, a few exchanged hugs. Everyone had his own method of healing, I guess. In the distance, I saw the former owner of my old company, William, walking with his wife and youngest son to their car. I wasn't sure of the youngster's name. He looked disheveled. Then again, teenage kids typically had a difficult time cleaning up. They wore black like everyone else.
    


    
      Marisa and I slowly approached our car. We hadn't spoken since arriving. We could feel each other's pain, as we both witnessed the despair. She grabbed me and turned me around and buried her face in my chest.
    


    
      “I can't imagine, Michael. Burying your own child,” she said. “While I've thought about how wonderful it would be to have children of our own, I see the pressure, the enticements. All of this seems so cruel, pointless, and so very painful. I'm not sure I want to expose our child to that.”
    


    
      I acknowledged her insight and thoughts. I kissed her forehead, and we both got in the car and headed home.
    


    
      “Michael, I know Stu was very emotional, maybe a bit angry, which was completely understandable. But do you think it's possible for you and Brandon and Rose and everyone to get to the bottom of this? Drug use, drug dealing, drug-related crime has gone on in communities like ours for years and years. What can he really expect you to accomplish?”
    


    
      I gazed across the road, somewhat in a daze from the emotional drain.
    


    
      It wasn't the right time to get into a philosophical discussion on drug use in America. But Stu's emotions resonated, and for good reason. He's a grieving father who only wants to believe that his daughter's death will have some meaning in this crazy, sometimes fucked-up world.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Eighteen


    
      

    


    
      The alarm sounded, and Marisa elbowed my arm. I nudged her back, wanting to delay the start of the day a tad longer. Unfortunately, my brain started churning, which, in turn, pulled me up from the bed. Still yawning as I made my way into the kitchen to start the coffee, I noticed a piece of paper on the counter. It read: I received a call late last night from the hospital, and they need me to fill in for a sick employee. I didn't want to wake you. Hope to see you soon. Love, Mama.
    


    
      I hadn't heard a thing all night, so learning Mama Emilia had snuck out during the early-morning hours was almost disturbing. As I thought more about it, there was something about her that was puzzling, almost mysterious. She hadn't said anything noteworthy to make me feel that way. Maybe she wasn't as open and transparent as I thought mothers should be. I showed the note to Marisa.
    


    
      “I guess I'm not surprised. Remember, this is the same woman who, with virtually no warning, just picked up and moved into one of the most exclusive neighborhoods in San Antonio.” Marisa sounded a little bitter.
    


    
      It was difficult to understand everyone's motives, especially when I was more focused on trying to spearhead the paper's expanding coverage of the drug deaths, as well as counsel Arthur on responding to the direction and threats from his wife's abductors.
    


    
      First things first. I ran outside to grab the paper and read the details of the first set of stories from Rose.
    


    
      Header: School District to Consider New Drug Policy
    


    
      Sub-header: Drug testing, New Awareness Campaign being Debated
    


    
      I'd learned from Rose that the school board and superintendent had felt pressure to develop a response from the public outcry of the four drug overdose deaths, and these policy changes appeared to be a start. But as I read Rose's story, I realized that the wheels of change at any level of government—even in the most desperate or obvious conditions—is often met with a stonewalled reaction. She'd been able to meet with a few of the leaders from the opposition groups, all of who planned to speak at the next school board meeting.
    


    
      One group of parents was upset the proposed drug testing program would include a number of drugs, instead of focusing only on the more “serious” drugs, like cocaine, methamphetamines, and heroin. The proposed program would also include marijuana and steroids.
    


    
      “I don't think we want to waste taxpayer money on testing for drugs that some kid could inhale at a rock concert,” said the opposition leader in the story. “In addition, testing for steroids...this is like Congress throwing in some earmarks on top of another bill. They're hoping we don't read the fine print. Well, we do, and we'll be at the school board meeting in full force.”
    


    
      Rose then stated this particular parent had two kids in athletics, including one who was an All-State defensive tackle.
    


    
      The other group was led by a parent who happened to be a lawyer. She, apparently, had conducted research on drug testing at other public school districts across the country. She said there was evidence that the results were not reliable, and at times, the drug-testing firms did not affectively protect the anonymity of the students being tested.
    


    
      Finally, a third group of parents fell back in time about forty years, claiming the school district shouldn't be in the business of educating kids on drug awareness.
    


    
      “We believe that churches and our families should be the only educators of our children on these important topics,” the concerned parent said.
    


    
      Rose's story pointed out this parent also led an effort two years prior, to try to outlaw some of this country's most cherished classic novels, including The Grapes of Wrath.
    


    
      “There you go, Rose. Let the facts show that they are speaking out of both sides of their mouths,” I said out loud.
    


    
      Before I showered for the day, I needed to check out one more printed story.
    


    
      Editorial Headline: Drug Overdose Hurts Most When Close to Home
    


    
      Driving home from the funeral, I debated about what to do with my pent-up emotions. Not certain where it would take me, I sat down to try to summarize my thoughts. I decided to focus on the specific events of the funeral service, initially describing the facts as if it was a regular news story. Then, I made my comparison to how people felt after 9/11—sadness, vulnerability, anger, and even retribution. I made the point that for us, as a community, to curb drug use and to reduce—hopefully eliminate—overdoses and deaths, it would take the entire village to be mindful and engaged in kids' lives. I read the last couple of paragraphs again.
    


    
      “Look in the mirror. Look across your dinner table. I'm assuming you see another human being...someone you love. But inside all of us, some more than others, is the source of this issue. We can, and should, try to find the drug dealer and drug trafficker, but the underlying problem is our own uncontrollable desire for the drugs and what it does for us.”
    


    
      “We can blame others, but the drug pipeline into this community can be greatly reduced by shrinking the demand. Teenagers, as well as lawyers, teachers, doctors, athletes, and every other group take drugs for many reasons. But it all starts with each of us taking an honest look at every person we love. Could they be users? Or worse, addicts? Are they headed that way? How can we impact their lives to get them help, improve their self-esteem, change their direction? No one is exempt. We all must stand up and take ownership of this issue before we fall into a crevice so deep we won't escape. Do it for yourself. Do it for the ones you love, even if they resent you for it.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Nineteen


    
      

    


    
      Having survived a freakish windstorm on my way into work, I brushed sand and dirt off my clothes as I stood in my office. Grit wedged between my teeth, granules of sand were in my hair, and some of the filth had even invaded my sealed computer bag. Spirals of dust and gravel had swirled across the roads and landscape like mini-tornadoes. Muted car headlights shone in the middle of the day, and drivers slowed to a fraction of their normal speed. Four delivery-type vehicles had been toppled, creating multiple pile-ups and related onlooker crashes.
    


    
      Squeezed into the side of my bag was today's paper, turned inside out. I removed it and opened it up. Marisa had taken a red marker and drawn a heart around my editorial, with the words “I Love You” in the middle. I looked up to see if anyone was walking by my office, thinking Marisa's overture was a bit corny. I glanced over at her metal framed picture on my desk. I swear she has the most authentic, personable smile in the world. I realized this was Marisa's way of telling me she respected my opinions, my way of communicating those thoughts, and simply loved me for who I was. What else can a man ask for? Warmth permeated throughout my body.
    


    
      “Hey, boss, nice job on the editorial.” Brandon quickly stuck his head in my office, then waved and kept walking down the hallway.
    


    
      Minutes later, I caught up with my editor, who in the short time he'd been out of my sight had already grabbed a reporter and photographer and given them instructions on a new feature he'd like to see in the Sunday paper. They left his bustling office as I entered.
    


    
      “Have you seen Rose this morning? I need to congratulate her for diving into our drug story coverage and stirring it up a bit.” I opened the paper and took another glance at the strong work.
    


    
      “Yep, she was in here bright and early this morning,” Brandon remarked. “We need to build her confidence so she can continue moving out of her comfort zone. It's rather obvious that parents in this community speak with the loudest voices, don't you think?”
    


    
      I heard Brandon's words but was drawn to something else. My eyes had fixated on the photo page Hector had put together from the funeral service. I'd forgotten to review the photos earlier at home. The overall layout was well put together, just the right combination of large photos, smaller ones, and white space. But I couldn't take my eyes off one shot. It stood out from all the other photos taken that day. As the attendees lined the staircase outside of the church, and the casket and family went by, all heads were watching the proceeding. All except one. A teenage boy was facing forward; his face was blank, his eyes staring off into the gray sky. In some respects, he was void of emotion, yet he was stoic, which emitted its own sense of emotion. He was surrounded by other grief-stricken people, yet he was alone. As if no one even noticed him. No one except Hector.
    


    
      “My God, Brandon. I'm sure you saw this pic. He looks almost lonely, but it's also ominous.” I stared at the page, at that one shot.
    


    
      “Yeah, creepy is the word that comes to my mind,” said Brandon, who'd begun to review a story on his computer.
    


    
      “You like the page, Mr. Doyle?” Hector took two steps into Brandon's office and broke out a proud smile.
    


    
      “First off, don't call me Mr. Doyle. That's my Pop's name.” I smirked and wondered how much I'd aged in the last year. “Secondly, you've done some good work here, Hector. I'm mesmerized by this one shot. Any tricks of the trade you'd like to share on this one?”
    


    
      “I wish I could say something really creative, but to me, this boy seemed liked a creature in the wilderness trying to blend in with its surroundings by not moving, not staring at the casket.” Hector's words drew Brandon's focus from the computer screen and I was intrigued. “You know what I'm saying? It's almost like he was a snake, sitting, waiting, emotionless, but then someone changed the setting and he wasn't blending in anymore.”
    


    
      Brandon sat back in his chair. I leaned against the wall. Hector's analysis of this photograph was riveting. Eerily accurate. Neither of us said a word for twenty seconds. I looked back at Brandon, but noticed out of the corner of my eye that Rose and Andi had stopped by the doorway.
    


    
      “Do we know who this kid is?” I pointed to the picture in question, not wanting to imply anything beyond the question.
    


    
      Brandon opened his mouth, but Andi jumped in first.
    


    
      “Name is Zachary Taylor, son of William and Penelope Taylor,” said the enthusiastic yet thorough intern.
    


    
      “I think I recall seeing him myself,” I said. “I know William. I used to work with his oldest son, Harrison. But I believe I saw Zachary and his parents leaving the service.”
    


    
      Brandon and I exchanged knowing glances. Whether it's because we had mixed company, or that we both knew our thoughts were premature, neither of us said another word on what might be mulling in our minds. Still, my intuition told me to keep the radar up when talking about the Taylor clan.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty


    
      

    


    
      Zachary had experienced enough drama this week. He wanted to turn the corner and purge his memory of all the doom and gloom. It was only Thursday, but having hung around enough college kids in the last year, he knew that the hardcore partiers kicked off the weekend on Thursday nights.
    


    
      Finding a buddy to hang out with was at times problematic, mostly because they weren't in the same college-party mindset as Zachary, or because their parents kept a tighter rein on them. He typically hung out with some of his teammates from the football team, but it was off-season now, and they weren't as tight, some playing other sports, others taking the off-season program seriously.
    


    
      Zachary showed up to the workouts only on a rare occasion. He skipped most of them, providing one feeble excuse after another. The coaches knew most of the explanations were lies, or at least massive embellishments. But what could they say? Zachary's parents had contributed money to build the new workout facility and were on the board of the booster club. Plus, Zachary had some natural talent. As a hundred-eighty-pound, speedy free safety, Zachary had made the private school All-District team this past season. But the coaches noticed his play drop off toward the end of the season, and it appeared he couldn't keep his weight up. Still, no one said anything.
    


    
      “Hey, Thomas, pull some of that weed out of my glove box.” Zachary veered onto the entrance ramp and started heading south on Highway 75.
    


    
      Thomas had been on the football team through his sophomore year, but had been kicked off when the coaches found him smoking marijuana in the weight room. They'd also found a baggie of white powder in his jeans pocket, but never followed through to determine if it was powdered sugar, as Thomas had claimed.
    


    
      “Don't you have any better shit than a few joints?” said Thomas, who smoked pot like they were filtered cigarettes.
    


    
      “Dude, that's what this night is all about. One big party. And it starts with a little road trip down to where we pick up some new shit.” Zachary pumped his fist.
    


    
      “We going to that place we went last time over Christmas break?” Thomas asked.
    


    
      “Yeah, man. Good memory. You still got it, man. Who says pot kills brain cells?” Zachary slapped the steering wheel of his six-month-old, black Cadillac Escalade, hollering as if he needed a jolt of energy to initiate the mobile party.
    


    
      Thomas rolled a massive joint. Zachary was giddy, jumping up and down in his seat like a baby who hadn't been fed in two days.
    


    
      “That's a piece of work there, motherfucker,” Zachary said, almost salivating, taking it from his friend.
    


    
      “Hold on, let me get a shot of this.” Thomas took a picture of Zachary holding the joint up to his lips, purposely kissing it. “I just posted it on Facebook. Awesome.”
    


    
      By the time they'd driven another thirty minutes, down into the underbelly of Dallas, they had finished smoking the enormous joint.
    


    
      “Yeah, tonight we're going to skip the bow-head sorority parties. Even though they sometimes have some good shit...playing games with all of them, having to act like it's a big deal to hang out with them. They don't know shit. Of course, when I want to get laid, I just need a blond bow-head and some white powder.”
    


    
      They smacked hands and laughed outrageously, thinking they knew how to outsmart the rest of the free world.
    


    
      Zachary pulled off the highway and headed east on the side roads. The houses started to look more run down. Clusters of people gathered on street corners. Some intersections had street lamps, others had been shot out. On those dark corners, the only light came from a match or lighter piercing the darkness like lightning bugs in the middle of a summer night.
    


    
      The black Escalade turned into a narrow, pebble-covered, front driveway. Despite its dark tone, the vehicle, with its custom rims and tinted windows, stood out on the dimly lit street. Weeds dotted the barren landscape in the front yard. A lone bush with discolored green leaves sat to the right of the front door. All windows appeared to be covered with dark blankets or sheets. One of the window panes was smashed. A gutter hung off the sagging roof.
    


    
      “Hey, Thomas. Ger may not remember you. I've been here a lot, so let me do the talkin'.” Thomas nodded, but didn't say a word in response.
    


    
      After a couple of knocks, a door opened on the other side of the screen door. It was dark inside. Slowly, Ger's face appeared. It was scraggily, with a scar under his right eye.
    


    
      “Hey, Zach, my man. Haven't seen you in what, a couple of weeks?” Ger looked left and right, around the two boys.
    


    
      He opened the door, and the boys walked in, stopping when they noticed two junkies huddled together on the couch, leaning over the coffee table.
    


    
      “Hey guys, watch the furniture.” Ger ran over to his kitchen table and grabbed some newspaper to put under their drug paraphernalia on the coffee table. The two junkies initially had a surprised look on their faces, but neither said a word. They were too focused on conjuring up their latest poison.
    


    
      “Same package as last time?” Ger shot a quick glance back down at his clients sharing their product.
    


    
      Ger, whose given name was Gerald, went to a back room, leaving Zachary and Thomas alone with the junkies.
    


    
      “What you looking at, boy?” asked the man with a faint, gray beard and huge bags under his eyes.
    


    
      “Nothing, it just looks like you got hold of some good stuff. I'm envious,” Thomas said with wide eyes.
    


    
      The man ignored him and went back to his business. Ger returned with two grocery bags.
    


    
      “Hey, Zachary, I almost forgot to tell you, man, prices have gone up,” he said. “Supply has dried up a bit.”
    


    
      Zachary hardly noticed. He unrolled a large number of hundred dollar bills and started counting.
    


    
      “That good enough?”
    


    
      “Sure, that will work. Do you want to test the product?”
    


    
      “Oh, yeah. I don't want to take this shit while I'm driving. That would be dangerous,” Zachary said, drawing laughter from Thomas and Ger.
    


    
      Minutes later, with their arms tied off, Zachary and Thomas both had syringes in their hands. They looked like two kids about ready to dig into in their first-ever banana split.
    


    
      “At the same time...ready?” Zachary asked his buddy.
    


    
      They both injected the toxic mixture.
    


    
      “You don't get any better, any more pure of a high than what you boys are taking,” Ger assured them.
    


    
      The boys couldn't comprehend what he was saying. The room began to spin. Voices were calling out; some were their own, and others might have been imaginary.
    


    
      An hour passed, and neither could tell if what they saw or heard was fact or fiction. Zachary, feeling a bit more coherent, opened his eyes, and heard a loud knock on the front door. He looked around. No one else was in the room, other than himself and Thomas.
    


    
      “What the hell you doin', faggot?” Zachary slapped Thomas on the knee. Thomas' pants and underwear were pulled down to his ankles.
    


    
      Thomas wiped his eyes, then realized he was exposed, and tried to pull up his pants just as another knock came from the door.
    


    
      “Hey, asshole. I know you're in there. Don't make us come in there after you,” said a husky voice.
    


    
      Ger nervously entered the front room with a panicked look on his face, surprised to still see the two teens. Thomas labored at trying to pull up his pants.
    


    
      Ger hesitated, not sure which direction to turn.
    


    
      “Open this fuckin' door now!” yelled the voice on the other side of the front door.
    


    
      Zachary looked again at Ger, hoping he'd be able to diffuse the situation. Ger ran toward the closet and started rummaging through it, throwing out all sorts of garbage.
    


    
      Without warning, a huge blast exploded through the door, knocking the boys off their feet, and shooting deadly wood splinters through the air. Smoke and dust consumed the house. Zachary clinched both ears. He mostly heard ringing. With no light in the room, the boys ran into each other, then stumbled over scattered furniture, clamoring to get to the back of the house, looking for any way to escape.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-One


    
      

    


    
      “Where's the fuckin' door in this place?” Zachary yelled out as he and Thomas both frantically, blindly, felt for a sliding glass door, a window, any opening to flee the heart-pounding violence.
    


    
      A flash and another gut-twisting blast. Their heads jerked back. Zachary's heart exploded with a fear so real, panic consumed his body.
    


    
      “Here, Zachary, I found a window.” Thomas fumbled with the locks. He thought he'd unlocked the window and used every fiber of muscle to pull up, but it wouldn't budge. It must have been sealed shut.
    


    
      “Shit, this damn window won't move.” Thomas grunted from the strain.
    


    
      “Stand back!” Zachary took a wooden chair that he'd stumbled over and slung it at the window, shattering the glass. Thomas climbed up and over. Zachary paused just for a second. He heard screaming, fighting, things being thrown.
    


    
      “Come on, man!” Thomas yelled from the other side of the window. Zachary jumped up to the window sill and slithered out to the back yard. A half moon provided a smidge of light above the trees, but they couldn't see a thing at ground level.
    


    
      “Hold on...do you hear that?” Zachary turned his head.
    


    
      It was the sound of a jingling dog collar approaching the pair from the left side, and it was getting closer. The two boys raced to the right, hoping to find a fence. Their eyes began to adjust, and Zachary spotted a metal fence about ten feet in front of him. With his heart pumping, his natural athleticism instinctively took over, and he vaulted over the fence with two quick steps. As he landed, he heard loud growls. Thomas wasn't nearly as fast or as athletic.
    


    
      “Come on, man, you can make it.” Zachary, letting out quick breaths, still couldn't see the dog.
    


    
      Thomas made a similar leaping attempt at the fence, but got caught with one foot in the chain-link fence. Trying to pry it loose, the dog caught him from behind and chomped down on his calf.
    


    
      “Ahhh!” Thomas screamed.
    


    
      Zachary could see the burly, pissed-off Rottweiler. Thomas tried to kick the dog away with his other leg while he held on to the top of the fence. He was screaming at the same time, sounding more desperate as the dog's jaws buried deep into his flesh and muscle.
    


    
      “Come on, Thomas. Kick the shit out of him!”
    


    
      Zachary frantically looked around for a stick, something to beat the dog away. He nearly ran into a car in the middle of the yard he was in. It was up on blocks, with two of its tires missing. He spotted a tire jack in the grass. He grabbed it and raced back to the fence. The beast had pulled Thomas farther down from the fence. It was obvious his drug-induced body had little strength to fight back.
    


    
      Zachary jumped to the top of the fence, reached down the other side, and cracked the metal pole on top of the dog's head. The dog didn't let go. With all of his energy, Zachary struck the dog twice more. It finally released his friend. Thomas, bleeding profusely down the leg of his ripped jeans, tried to climb up the fence. Zachary helped, but both were losing their energy. Their arms and chests scraped across the rusted metal, tearing their shirts, creating deep wounds that began to ooze with blood. They finally lay on the grass on the safe side of the fence for a moment.
    


    
      “My fuckin' leg, it's killing me.” Thomas reached for his leg then put his hands over his face.
    


    
      Zachary stared at the starry sky and mentally paused to take everything in. He couldn't believe what he'd experienced. He could still feel his heart beating out of his chest. He wondered if the combination of the drugs and the rush of the incident would cause him to have a heart attack at age seventeen.
    


    
      “Dude, we can't do anything about it here,” said Zachary, who began to pull himself up. “We've got to get to our car and get the hell out of this war zone.”
    


    
      Thomas got to one knee, and then put pressure on his ailing leg.
    


    
      “Shit, dude, I'm not sure I can walk on this.” Thomas' face wore a pained look.
    


    
      Zachary pondered his alternatives. He questioned if he should just leave Thomas and save himself. He wondered if that thought was a result of the drugs flowing through his veins.
    


    
      “Come on, man, hold on to me.” Zachary hooked arms with his drug buddy.
    


    
      They slowly made their way to the edge of Ger's neighbor's house. Amazingly, amidst the gunfire and screaming, they saw no one outside. They kneeled next to an overgrown bush near the far corner of the neighbor's front yard. They could see Zachary's SUV, but a two-door sedan was parked right behind it.
    


    
      “Shit!” Zachary pounded his fist into the palm of his other hand. “We're blocked from getting out of the driveway, man. We'll never get out of here.”
    


    
      Zachary turned back around and found Thomas on his back, writhing in pain from the dog wound on his lower left leg. He realized that simply walking away from the scene wasn't an option, at least not if Thomas was going with him.
    


    
      “Man, what are we going to do, Zachary? Those freaks will find us if we just sit here, man. We're fuckin' sittin' ducks.” Thomas began to cry.
    


    
      Zachary could see his buddy's pain, but he'd also begun to feel the effects of the night, with sharp stings coming from his torso, his hand and arms. He actually felt a rush of emotion...possibly from the drugs, but also from the realization that his life lay in the balance while drugged-out lunatics were battling it out only yards away.
    


    
      He gripped both sides of his head and thought momentarily about his mom and dad, and even his older brother, Harrison. He could envision some of their enjoyable family vacations, down at the beach, frolicking in the waves, flying kites in the wind, and building sandcastles that would wash away before they could finish them. He must have been nine, maybe ten years old. He had changed so much during the last seven years. He had let his parents down so many times, in so many ways—his dad in particular. With such high expectations from his parents and their crowd, it seemed he was destined to fail every test. Strangely, though, there was always some excuse, his own or one made up for him, to justify the failure. He was, after all, a member of the elite Taylor family.
    


    
      Part of Zachary just wanted to give up, throw in the towel. Maybe he'd just walk out into the yard and yell for the gun-toting crazies to come out. He'd yell obscenities at them, and they'd shoot him. Dead. The pain, the failure, the guilt, would finally go away.
    


    
      He glanced at Thomas, who was still suffering. His wound looked grotesque. Coated blood stuck to his jeans.
    


    
      “Dude, I'm going to make a run for the car.”
    


    
      “Zachary, please, man, I beg you, don't leave me here. I can't walk. They're just going to kill me, man.” Tears now streamed down Thomas' red face.
    


    
      “Thomas, dude, I'm going to jump in the Escalade, turn it on, and back it up across the yards. Then you should be able to jump in, and we're off. Okay?”
    


    
      “Yeah, man, sounds cool. Let me get myself up on one leg, so I can be ready.”
    


    
      Zachary stood up, but his legs felt like wet noodles. The adrenaline he'd used escaping the initial blast and dog attack had drained from his body. He breathed deeply once, then again. He shook his arms and legs, trying to move more blood through his extremities.
    


    
      “Okay, man, here I go.”
    


    
      Zachary ran swiftly, low to the ground, keeping the sound of his shoes as soft as possible. As he got closer, he heard no noise coming from inside Ger's house, but he did notice, through the screen door, a gaping, jagged hole in the wooden front door. It still appeared mostly dark inside. His shoes hit the gravel, causing him to grit his teeth, but he kept moving. He climbed in the front driver's seat. He paused for a moment before turning the key, listening, hoping no one had heard him. For the first time he could remember, maybe since he was in elementary school, he said a quick prayer, hoping that he'd not been forgotten by the Man above. He wanted to pledge that he'd never use drugs again, but he knew that would be an empty promise.
    


    
      He turned the ignition key, quickly shifted the car in drive, and turned the vehicle to the left. Then he switched the gear to reverse. The tires bit the gravel as the SUV slowly rolled backward. His eyes glanced in the rearview mirror then quickly locked in on the screen door. He was beginning to cross into the neighbor's yard when the screen door started to move. He slammed his foot on the gas, the engine roared, and tires spit up dirt and rocks. Someone came out of the house, but Zachary focused on getting to Thomas.
    


    
      “Get in, quick!” Zachary glanced up and saw a man walking toward the vehicle, shouting.
    


    
      Thomas had a difficult time pulling his weight up to the level of the seat. Zachary reached across the front cab, grabbed his friend's collar, and starting pulling. He quickly raised his head to peek at the approaching man, who was holding something in his hand. With Thomas climbing into the seat, an image darted through Zachary's mind, and he froze.
    


    
      The man was holding a pistol sideways, moving closer, screaming, cursing. But Zachary couldn't stop staring. His goatee, the way his hair flopped to one side. The sound of his voice, his demanding, obnoxious voice. Zachary had heard that voice three years before...the day he'd lost his innocence. Without thinking, Zachary slid the gear into drive and hit the gas. He veered right and clipped the goateed asshole, who bounced off the hood as his gun fired into the night. Zachary then cut left across the yard and the SUV popped the curb and barreled onto the street. Two more quick gunshots, and Zachary screamed and raised his arm in defense, trying to steer and escape the barrage. The windshield shattered. He swerved and the Cadillac smashed into an electrical pole. Steam poured from the hood. The gun sounds and related chaos had ended. The only noise that could be heard was a pleasant, business-like voice: “OnStar Emergency. Your air bags have deployed. Are you okay?”
    


    
      No one answered.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Two


    
      

    


    
      Pulling out of her driveway, Emilia noticed the first signs of spring. White blossoms had just emerged from the Bradford pear trees, while a plethora of pink materialized from a green-leafed rose bush. She shifted her smooth Lexus LS 600h L into drive and took in the scenery. She gained pleasure from the little things in life, and coasting down historic Mission Street—lined with spectacular homes and towering oak trees as the sun and shadows danced on her hundred-thousand-dollar car—was one of them. She knew that each of these old houses had a special story...especially her home.
    


    
      Two turns later, she began to think in a more serious mode, focusing on the strategy she'd employ in her upcoming business meeting.
    


    
      Emilia felt a trace of guilt for lying to Marisa and Michael about why she'd had to leave. She worked at the hospital, on average, only about once a month. She wasn't fond of the work, but enjoyed chatting and catching up with some of the older women. She shared some common interests with a couple of the white-haired volunteers. They were members of the Blue Willow Club, an organization that collected and traded a certain type of dishware, one of Emilia's many hobbies.
    


    
      She pulled her Lexus into the parking lot at the local Starbucks. She had been told to look for someone with a blue handkerchief protruding from his front shirt pocket. She peered around the coffee shop, but found no one fitting the description. She ordered her usual—decaf non-fat mocha with whip. Just as she pulled out her chair, she noticed a well-groomed, attractive man removing his sunglasses as he entered the store. She immediately spotted the blue handkerchief. The Latin man's gait was smooth as he smiled and exchanged pleasantries with the staff and ordered his beverage of choice.
    


    
      A drink in hand, he sauntered to the far corner table where Emilia sat, away from all other patrons. “Good morning, Emilia?” he asked and offered his hand.
    


    
      “Enrique. It's a pleasure.” Emilia nodded, and they shook hands gently.
    


    
      He removed his blue sports coat and draped it over his chair before finally taking his seat and sipping his beverage. He was suave. She just wondered if his brains matched his good looks and charisma.
    


    
      Emilia knew that her appearance was probably shocking from her business partners' perspective. Too many gray hairs poked through her dark head of hair, and her height wasn't exactly intimidating. She'd grown a bit self-conscious about her thicker midsection, thanks to her affinity for the tasteful San Antonio Mexican food. All looks aside, though, everyone eventually learned not to take her lightly. She had a soft-spoken, even refined exterior, but if provoked, she could get mean, downright nasty. Very few had seen that rougher side, and she hoped it wouldn't be needed with Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome.
    


    
      “I understand you are in the initial stages of establishing your operations here in the states,” she said directly.
    


    
      “Yes, indeed. I'm busy on many fronts. I've been meeting with prospective business partners across several states,” the well-proportioned, dark-haired man said. “I've heard of your reputation, and I understand you run a tight ship.”
    


    
      Emilia nearly blushed, or at least she wanted him to think so. She had thought about her desired role in this new startup. She was getting up there in age, but part of her wanted to be more involved instead of less. The increased cash infusion would enable her to travel the world, possibly buy a vacation home or two along the way. She would want to share some of it with her daughter and her family. But she also thought about the additional work...and, of course, the liability.
    


    
      Emilia explained her modus operandi, the importance she placed on security, and the value of keeping her name and reputation intact.
    


    
      “I wish all of our partners scrutinized their procedures as much as you,” Enrique said with a teethy grin.
    


    
      Emilia sipped her coffee but didn't return the smile. “That's why I'm different.”
    


    
      “Indeed. It's no surprise that your location is ideal for our industry.”
    


    
      “Which is why I draw top dollar. That's the only reason I'm here.”
    


    
      Enrique rubbed his thick stubble. “I'm willing to secure this deal today, if you are willing as well.”
    


    
      “It all depends on what's on that paper.” Emilia glanced at his left hand.
    


    
      He unfolded the paper then slowly slid it across the table. He tapped it once, as if he was giving it his final blessing.
    


    
      The conditions and terms were printed on the paper, similar to a formal corporate offer letter. Emilia studied the numbers. Her facial expression didn't change. She did the math in her head. Over a year's time, her income would increase approximately thirty-five percent, tax-free of course.
    


    
      “I think we have a deal, Mister...?”
    


    
      “Castillo, Enrique Castillo.”
    


    
      Even his name just rolls off his lips, she thought.
    


    
      Emilia folded the paper and slid it inside her purse.
    


    
      Enrique nodded and gave a cordial smile. “We will speak soon.” Appearing like a typical corporate salesperson who had just secured a major sale, Enrique floated out of the shop. Emilia remained seated in the corner of the coffee shop, calmly sipping her coffee while staring aimlessly through the windows. She noticed the innocence of the first birds of spring, which had gathered on a tree. She wondered if Enrique was just as innocent, possibly naïve. The thought made her anxious. She didn't want to go through the upheaval of changing business associates, only to find out that her new partners were gullible. She knew that any sign of weakness would open the door to others challenging their power, or possibly worse, a coup—and it would not be without bloodshed.
    


    
      But money spoke volumes, and though the sophisticated cartel leader's cash flow was based upon projections from his network of distributors and dealers, the dollar signs he'd flashed were significant. He said the first load could arrive in the next two weeks. She knew the exit strategy for weaning her current business associate off the use of her home would need to be carefully thought out. In this industry, you couldn't burn a bridge; otherwise, you'd get burned right back, sometimes with a bullet in the back of your head.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Three


    
      

    


    
      My work at the office had taken longer than expected. Meetings tended to multiply like fungus on certain days, especially when I had to be somewhere. Earlier that morning, Marisa and I had compared our days, and Marisa—who'd recently been promoted to managing the bank's loan business—won the "importance" battle. Now, I was racing to get home, hoping I wouldn't miss the bug-zapper guy.
    


    
      A consummate multitasker, I pulled out my cell phone as I drove, found Arthur's phone number, and hit enter.
    


    
      “Hi, Michael. Good timing. I was just about to dial you.” Arthur's voice was raspy, as if he'd been leading a twelve-hour filibuster.
    


    
      “I'm running late, on my way home. I have to meet the bug man,” I said.
    


    
      “I have a bit of good news. My broker just called, and he's finally liquidated the funds for the ransom. I had to pay some fees to get out of some long-term investments, but we have it.”
    


    
      “Arthur, if you don't mind coming over to my house, we can make the call from right there. No one will interrupt us. I really want to be there for you.” I hoped my sincerity was evident.
    


    
      Arthur agreed to swing by, and I gave him directions as I pulled into my driveway. I ended the call as the pest control man approached me just outside of my car. I had to make a quick mind shift.
    


    
      “Hi there. Mr. Doyle? I'm Frank. You guys have any recent bug problems I need to know about?” he said with a Southern drawl. He took a final puff of the cigarette dangling from his lips, threw it on the driveway, and snuffed it out with his boot. I didn't say a word, although I had a few choice ones in mind. “You want me to start on the inside first?” he asked.
    


    
      “Yes, that's fine,” I said, wondering if his smokiness would smell up the entire house. “But please be quick. I have a guest arriving soon.”
    


    
      As Frank did his thing, I squeezed in a quick call to the office to check the final direction for the weekend papers.
    


    
      “No problem, boss. I'll let you know our final headlines on the drug-coverage stories this weekend,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “Good, thank you.”
    


    
      “By the way, Andi has an idea that we need to discuss. I don't want to get into it now, since I have my own reservations. We'll talk more on Monday, but she's definitely thinking outside of the box.”
    


    
      “Sounds intriguing, or troubling—I'm not sure which,” I said. “One more thought. We might want to put together a feature on this latest grassroots movement for people to turn off their cell phones while in their cars. How's it affecting phone usage, texting? What do the cell phone companies think? Most importantly, what do our readers think across all the various demographic groups?”
    


    
      I heard laughter on the other end of the line.
    


    
      “I know you're going to think I have a chip in your brain scanning it for your ideas, but we're working on a feature just like you're describing.” Brandon chuckled. “Targeting it for a week from Sunday.”
    


    
      I hung up and shook my head, amazed at the way Brandon and I could interact so seamlessly. That thought lasted only a few seconds, as Frank opened the front door to work on the exterior, only to find Arthur on the other side about ready to ring the doorbell.
    


    
      “Arthur, come on in.” I extended my arm, welcoming him inside. Arthur, typically, would have commented on the nice house that Marisa and I kept or some other such compliment. But Arthur wasn't himself, and understandably so.
    


    
      “I have real concerns about all of this. Maybe I'm just a worry wart, but I'm wondering if this thievery, this extortion for my one million, is all they'll want,” he said.
    


    
      I felt helpless as I looked at Arthur. He had done so much for me and Marisa, yet all I'd been able to offer during his time of need was small amounts of advice, something any logical person could provide. Arthur couldn't relax. He sat on the edge of our couch. When he wasn't rubbing his temples, he was fidgeting with his wedding band. The dark circles under his eyes had grown larger since I'd last seen him. His dress, usually quite dapper and well ironed, was sloppy, and he had at least a couple of days of beard growth. He was beginning to look like a totally different person.
    


    
      “It's hard to predict, but I think we need to take them at face value right now, especially since they let you speak to Trudy last time,” I said, which elicited a look of hope from Arthur.
    


    
      “If you can put your cell phone on speaker, I say let's give it a dial. Keep your finger near the mute button, in case we need to talk quickly in reference to a question or comment from one of the kidnappers,” I reminded him.
    


    
      “Got it. Here it goes.”
    


    
      We heard the phone ring once, twice, three times. Then it rolled to voice mail. We looked at each other, exasperated. “Leave a calm voice mail, saying you have the money pulled together, and you're eager to speak with and see Trudy,” I suggested before the recording ended. We heard "Leave a message" in a monotone, nondescript voice, then a beep.
    


    
      Arthur began to leave a message but his phone clicked midsentence. He looked at the screen. Someone was calling in, and it was international. Arthur and I connected eyes, and then he answered the call. “This is Arthur Spanarkel.”
    


    
      “Do you have the money?” asked a Spanish-accented, male voice.
    


    
      “Yes, I've been able to pull together the entire sum you demanded. I must say it's exorbitant,” Arthur said, who with his lack of sleep and overall anxiety level could hardly contain himself. “But I'll do whatever it takes to get my Trudy back.”
    


    
      Arthur glanced at me and winced, realizing he'd probably said a few words he'd rather take back, but I gave him a supportive thumbs-up.
    


    
      “If you do what I say, then nothing will happen to your wife,” said the man. “You must listen carefully.”
    


    
      Arthur turned his head, his facial expression tense and unmoving.
    


    
      “Write down this routing number and account number,” said the man, who then recited the numbers. ”We need for you to deposit five hundred thousand into that account within the next forty-eight hours.
    


    
      “Once we have confirmed the money has been deposited, we will then provide you with further details for a cash drop-off.” Arthur and I both were caught off guard a bit, expecting them to ask for the entire one million up front. Arthur stayed in the moment.
    


    
      “Okay, I hear you. Any requirement for the size of the bills?” he asked, maybe hoping to lengthen the conversation as he and I both thought through this new twist.
    


    
      “No requirements, just US dollars,” said the voice. “You will board a plane, deliver the money, and fly away with your wife—once we have all the money we asked for...I mean all the taxes paid.”
    


    
      Once again, Arthur and I traded stares. It was happening so quickly.
    


    
      “As I said, more instructions will follow. Goodbye, Mr.—”
    


    
      “Wait!” Arthur interrupted. “Can I speak with Trudy please?” His shoulders were slumped, but his eyes were wide. No, you spoke with her last time. She is safe as long as you do as we ask,” said the voice. “We will call you at this number with the flight details once the initial deposit is confirmed in the account. You have forty-eight hours.”
    


    
      The line went dead. Arthur leaned back on the couch. He let out a deep breath and put his hand on his chest.
    


    
      “I don't know, Michael, part of me thinks this is good news—the part about the plane. It will allow me to feel like I'm doing something by personally flying down there to pick up Trudy.”
    


    
      I scratched my chin, thinking about the phone call, what was said, what wasn't said.
    


    
      “It's hard to understand why they wouldn't want it all up front, electronically deposited. I'm beginning to wonder if these guys aren't accustomed to this type of crime,” I analyzed outwardly. “On the surface, yes, it's good that you get to bring Trudy back. I've been wondering how that part of the arrangement would work. But this just doesn't make a great deal of sense. This is one business I just don't get.”
    


    
      I ran my hands through my hair then popped two knuckles on my right hand.
    


    
      “Arthur, I know nothing is going to keep you from flying down there to pick up Trudy. But I have to tell you this...I'm nervous for you. You'd have no one there to help you. Who says they won't take your money and never let Trudy go, or you for that matter?”
    


    
      “I thought the same thing, my son,” said Arthur, more subdued now. “I simply have no choice. How can I be afraid to fly down and pick her up, knowing how frightened she must be for all these days and nights? That thought just breaks my heart over and over again.”
    


    
      Arthur's emotional strain had hit a new low. Tears formed in his eyes. He reached for his handkerchief. I leaned over and put my hand on his shoulder.
    


    
      “You've been here for me, and now you're forced to watch an aging man tear up like he's two years old.”
    


    
      “It's understandable, Arthur. You will get through this. We will get through this.”
    


    
      Arthur shut his eyes for a minute, breathing deeply as if to collect himself. Just then, the doorbell rang. The timing couldn't have been worse. I knew it wasn't Marisa. She would have simply walked in, and her presence would have only helped lighten the mood. I wasn't pleased as I walked to the front door.
    


    
      “Surprise! It's your mother-in-law.” Mama Emilia spread her arms wide and high, like she'd just sprung out of a cake.
    


    
      She immediately looked around my shoulder, noticing the additional person in the room.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, Michael, do you have some important work going on right now?”
    


    
      “Mama Emilia, this is Arthur.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Four


    
      

    


    
      Noticeably uncomfortable with his frayed physical appearance, Arthur fumbled with his handkerchief, gathered himself, and struggled to get to his feet. I was concerned that his stress had started to affect his overall health, including his balance.
    


    
      “Good day...Emilia, I believe you said? I'm Arthur Sparnakel.” He offered his hand.
    


    
      “Yes, I'm Marisa's mother.” Emilia seemed embarrassed at her timing and turned toward me after shaking Arthur's hand.
    


    
      “Michael, I really had no idea. I thought about calling ahead, but I figured you and Marisa would be here and wouldn't mind the surprise. Apparently, I've interrupted something important. I'm sorry. I'll be happy to leave.”
    


    
      She turned and reached for the front door.
    


    
      “Emilia, please stay. As a member of Michael's family, you're certainly not an interruption from my perspective. Marisa and Michael have become close friends in the last year. I'm not sure if you're aware of what I'm going through lately, but Michael has been my most trusted confidante.”
    


    
      Emilia smiled graciously and put her gloves in her purse. Her timing grew more curious with each step she took toward the living room. I was beginning to wonder if she'd developed another personality.
    


    
      “Emilia, would you like something to drink? Arthur? I'll make a drink for everyone. What would you like?”
    


    
      Iced tea was the unanimous choice, and while Arthur and Emilia made small talk, I walked into the kitchen, took out my phone, and sent off a quick text to Marisa. By the time I finished filling the glasses with ice, she had replied, saying she would leave work and “save me” in a few minutes.
    


    
      I walked back into the living room with the glasses of tea, prepared to offer a mundane comment about the early spring weather we'd been experiencing the last few days, when I saw Emilia more engaged than normal. She seemed entranced by every word that Arthur spoke, most of which focused on the abduction and his adoration for his missing wife Trudy.
    


    
      They both took the glasses without losing a beat in their conversation.
    


    
      “I feel guilty, I suppose,” said Arthur, who had virtually no emotional filter at this point. ”I keep asking myself, why? Why us? Out of all the couples strolling around Puerto Vallarta, including many with lots of money, why would they choose a couple who has grown to love the land, the people, the culture? And, most importantly, why did they take Trudy and not me?
    


    
      “I keep replaying everything in my mind to see if I could have or should have done something differently. It makes no sense.”
    


    
      Arthur's stare drifted off to the corner of the room. Emilia reached out and touched his knee. He looked up and offered a fleeting smile.
    


    
      “I'm so sorry you've experienced this horrible episode.” Emilia looked directly into Arthur's eyes. “I can feel your pain and guilt, but please know that you are not at fault. It's sometimes very difficult to explain why humans hurt other humans, other than for their own selfish ways. Please know that I will keep you and Trudy in my prayers.” Emilia then crossed herself.
    


    
      “You are a kind soul, just like your daughter.”
    


    
      While Arthur wouldn't know the difference having just met Mama Emilia, it was odd for me to witness her offering such compassion. Marisa had told me numerous times that she could hardly recall feeling love from her mother that was warm, caring, or genuine. Yet, I was observing it before my very eyes to someone she hardly knew.
    


    
      “Michael, I need to run and ensure that my broker deposits this money into the account number they gave us.” Arthur rose from the couch and twisted his back and face at the same time, obviously weary from the drama.
    


    
      I placed my hand on his shoulder as we both walked to the door.
    


    
      “Make sure you call me as soon as you hear back from the kidnappers confirming the deposit and giving you the details on the flight.” I avoided expressing my budding concerns that this felt more like a rescue mission.
    


    
      Before I could reach for the door, Marisa scrambled in somewhat hurriedly. She glanced at me to see if the mood had gone south since her mother had arrived. It was obvious she too was concerned about Arthur's mental stability.
    


    
      “Arthur was just leaving,” I said, “but we're doing okay, all things considered.”
    


    
      “Oh good. Glad Mother was on her best behavior,” Marisa said.
    


    
      Emilia looked down for a moment.
    


    
      “I've had wonderful company from your mother,” said Arthur, waving back at Emilia.
    


    
      Marisa hugged Arthur tightly.
    


    
      “Take care of yourself,” she said to Arthur, momentarily glancing at me. “I'm sure Michael and you will work through this, and Trudy will be home in no time.”
    


    
      I walked into the kitchen to get Marisa a tea. She peeked her head around the corner.
    


    
      “It's Friday, so make sure my drink isn't a virgin,” she said, winking at me.
    


    
      “So, Mama, for what do we owe this latest unexpected visit?”
    


    
      “As I told Michael, I'm very sorry for intruding. I thought our last visit was cut short, so I decided to return”.
    


    
      “Really, Emilia, it's good to have you here,” I said. “And I can tell Arthur appreciated your sentiments. I've been really worried about him.”
    


    
      “I'm glad to have helped a bit. It's truly tragic what he and his wife have gone through—are still going through,” she said sympathetically.
    


    
      Given our collective eyewitness accounts of Arthur's condition, I decided now was the best time to pitch my next idea to my supportive wife. I waited for her to take a few sips of her vodka tonic.
    


    
      “I think we can all see how fragile Arthur is. I'm really concerned about him, mentally, emotionally, and even physically,” I said, setting up my case. “I'm not sure how much more he can take.”
    


    
      Both ladies nodded their heads in agreement. I went on to explain to Marisa, with Mama Emilia listening in, the latest feedback from the abductors—they want Arthur to personally deliver the second half of the ransom, and then they'll let him bring Trudy back.
    


    
      “It sounds like good news, finally, but I'm fearful for Arthur going down there by himself, with some pilot he doesn't know,” Marisa said. “Do we need to consider going to the FBI?”
    


    
      Everything had unfolded so quickly, I hadn't spent much time thinking about the FBI—at least since the initial warning to not bring in law enforcement.
    


    
      “I don't know, Marisa. If I put myself in Arthur's shoes, and you were the one being held captive in a foreign country, and I'd already spoken with the kidnappers and promised to do as they say...if I then got the FBI involved and somehow the kidnappers learned about this, I'd really be concerned they'd kill you and we'd never see you again.” That silenced the room.
    


    
      After a few moments, I made my pitch.
    


    
      “Given the situation, and Arthur's state of mind and weakened physical body, I think I need to go with him down to Mexico, just to ensure everything goes okay and that we actually do bring Trudy home safely.” My jaw clenched, bracing for the response.
    


    
      Marisa didn't seem to be entirely surprised, yet I could see she had a specific thought she wanted to convey. She set her drink on the coffee table and clasped her hands.
    


    
      “I know how you feel about Arthur. I just know that I can't lose you, no matter what.” She wiped a tear from her eye before it had smeared any makeup. “I'm just not sure this is the right thing to do.”
    


    
      I quickly scooted over to the couch, and sat next to her, placing my hand gently over hers and looking into her eyes.
    


    
      “Listen, it's pretty apparent these assholes only want money. But Arthur is a mess...understandably so. I don't know if he could make a rational decision at this point. I'll be there to just make sure it all goes smoothly.”
    


    
      “But you don't know anything about these kidnappers. Who knows what they'll do?”
    


    
      “I'm no superhero, that's for sure. But I have a good head on my shoulders. We know they want the money and we want Trudy. Arthur needs me. I can't turn a blind eye now.”
    


    
      Marisa let out a resolved breath.
    


    
      “I know what kind of person you are and how much your close friends mean to you,” Marisa said. “You will go to Mexico to help your friend, our friend, Arthur. But promise me, you must promise me that you will do everything in your power ... I don't know, just be safe.”
    


    
      I held up my hand like I was taking the oath. “I promise.”
    


    
      We hugged and then kissed gently, while mostly ignoring Mama Emilia, who was watching intently but not saying a word.
    


    
      “After everything we've been through. You are my world. I love you with all of my heart.” Marisa wiped yet another stray tear.
    


    
      “You know how much that means to me.” I clutched Marisa's head against my chest. “I love you too, baby.”
    


    
      I could see out of the corner of my eye Mama Emilia using a tissue to dot her eyes.
    


    
      We sat back and started to converse with Mama Emilia on lighter topics. But my mind slowly drifted back to Arthur's earlier comments and our new plan. Why wouldn't they just get all of the ransom money wired to their account? And what's their motivation for luring Arthur down there?
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Five


    
      

    


    
      “Thank you for your generosity and your company for this sometimes lonely old lady,” Mama Emilia quipped as she walked toward her guest room. She paused, took a few steps back and, somewhat awkwardly, put her arm around her daughter's shoulder. Marisa reciprocated.
    


    
      “I hope you sleep well, Mama,” Marisa said softly.
    


    
      Emilia sat in the small blue chair next to the bed. Her mind was still swirling with the images of Arthur's grief, as well as envisioning what Trudy might be enduring. The more she was exposed to Arthur's tribulations, the more she felt a sense of culpability, since she truly believed the root of this abduction somehow, some way was connected to the drug smuggling industry, in which she actively participates. She shook her head both in disgust and remorse...for the terror and grief inflicted by certain people from her home country as well as her association to the seamy drug world. She never allowed herself to feel remorse or a sense of responsibility toward the after effects of the drug trade, yet for a moment now, she thought about all the dreams she'd fashioned from the deluge of money flowing in. It was all dirty money.
    


    
      Pushing that thought aside, the woman who hoped to be a grandmother some day in the near future focused instead on what she believed was a suicide mission to try to bring back Trudy. She didn't know a thing about the actual kidnappers, but she knew their type—ruthless, conniving, and inhumane. She truly liked Michael and believed her daughter had married a man who was worthy of her special qualities, as much as any mother would dream. She wrestled with what, if anything, she should do. If she took action, she might have to tell her daughter some or all of her sordid tale. It also might jeopardize her relationship with her business associates And, of course, there was the money. Her lifeblood to a better life, not just for her, but hopefully, some day for Marisa and her family. Yes, it was dirty money. Does that really make it any less spendable? Does it really matter?
    


    
      Emilia knew she was an expert on how to separate truth from reality, starting with her husband's exploits many years ago. As a virtual card-carrying member of the drug trafficking industry, she'd learned to ignore the consequences of her actions, the lives it would ruin, the people who would become addicted, the families it would tear apart, the bloody trail of death.
    


    
      This stream of thoughts initiated tears in her now, although she couldn't pinpoint the exact reason why. It was all such a twisted hairball. She had ignored so much, but she couldn't discount the fact that her daughter's husband was likely walking into a death trap.
    


    
      She thought momentarily about who from her present life, or past life, could be of assistance. She centered on one name. She reached for her cell phone, scrolled through her numerous contacts, and spotted the one number she hoped was still active. She took a deep breath to give her conscience one more opportunity to filter out the emotional connection to her family. Nothing happened, and she hit enter on her phone.
    


    
      “This is Francisco. Can I help you?” said the affable man.
    


    
      “Hola, Francisco. This is Emilia, Edgar's wife. It's been a long time.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Six


    
      

    


    
      “Shit,” grunted Zachary in disdain. He shifted positions for the umpteenth time. He couldn't find that one spot that would allow him to settle down and feel comfortable. His physical ailments were palpable—separated shoulder, cracked knee cap, cuts and bruises up and down both legs and on his chest, and a resonating headache. His mental anguish was slightly less obvious. After spending a night at the hospital, he felt shackled to his bed and the family sofa in the main living area, almost forcing him to recall the night of the crash.
    


    
      It was Saturday night. He couldn't recall the last time he'd stayed home on a Saturday night, a party night for anyone over the age of ten and under the age of ninety. Maybe if Christmas was on the sixth night of the week. Maybe.
    


    
      “Sweetie, are you able to eat any of your chicken rice soup?” his mother, Penelope, asked as she practically skipped into the living room. She was coddling him like he was six years old. Zachary chose not to answer. He stared blankly at the eighty-inch flat-screen, oblivious to what was actually on the TV. It was only motion and noise, a hopeful respite from his tortuous thoughts.
    


    
      His mother walked around and sat next to him, placing a gentle hand on his knee. “So what are you watching?” she asked.
    


    
      No answer.
    


    
      “Do you want me to get out some cards, and we can play a game?”
    


    
      She wasn't there.
    


    
      “You'll always be my little boy.” She took the fleece blanket and carefully covered his toes. “I'm sure you'll start feeling more normal once you heal a bit and you can start hanging around your friends again, maybe early this next week.”
    


    
      “You'll be interested to know that I spoke to Thomas' mother again about an hour ago, and they're more hopeful that he'll eventually be able to walk again. So, that's good news.” Her eyes turned downward.
    


    
      Zachary dug his fingers into the couch, under the blanket. His insides felt like a volcano, one that had been dormant for years. But his mother's voice, and what she represented in his life, was forcing it to churn. He was on the verge of a colossal eruption.
    


    
      He wasn't sure if he should tell his mother to go to hell and leave him alone, or if he should yell at the top of his lungs, asking why she and his father hadn't punished him for what they knew had happened. Instead, they helped plant the seeds for excuses.
    


    
      Acting more like an attorney than a concerned parent, Zachary's father had arrived at the hospital before the police had a chance to speak with him, providing ample time for the twisted truth to be created from vapor. Zachary and Thomas had been lost and found themselves on an unsavory street. When they stopped to ask for directions, a hooded vagrant, whom they couldn't describe, pulled a gun on them. Zachary tried to drive away; gun shots went off, blowing out the windshield of his Escalade, causing him to accidentally run over the man and crash into the pole.
    


    
      With his father nodding encouragement behind the officer's shoulder, Zachary had recited the fairy tale to near perfection.
    


    
      Zachary grew more irritated, gripping the couch with as much strength as he could muster in his good arm. He thought about his father's long-term goal of Zachary being elected a US senator. What a pathetic joke. It had haunted him his entire life, hung over his head like a noose ready to drop around his neck. Finally, when his father had the ultimate hammer to step up and drive home the most difficult of life's lessons, he failed his son.
    


    
      Zachary recalled a recent history class—one of the few he stayed awake in—where his teacher discussed Ted Kennedy and the Chappaquiddick scandal. He was a rising political figure from a prominent family, where the patriarch relentlessly drove his sons to achieve more, a higher political influence. Ted had been the chosen one.
    


    
      Zachary Taylor knew he was supposed to be the chosen one.
    


    
      Zachary quickly thought about the ramifications of their ill-fated trip. He recalled the initial gun blast, the dog chomping into his friend, and then the sight of the man who brought back such horrific memories. His mind nearly drifted off into a catatonic state. He blinked once and relived the frightening last few seconds. He exhaled. Thankfully, Thomas didn't die from his injuries.
    


    
      Penelope kissed her youngest son on the forehead and walked away, no doubt still denying what her son had done and whom he had become. The moody teenager could feel his throat constrict, and he had to force out a breath. He gripped the remote control so hard he could hear the plastic edges snapping. He flung it against the brick fireplace, shattering fragments across the room.
    


    
      Seeking refuge from his mounting fury, Zachary grabbed the cane resting on the arm of the sofa and limped up the stairs to his expansive bedroom, nearly the size of a suite. He locked his door, opened his desk drawer, and pulled out a baggie. He grabbed his lighter and slid the window upward. He gingerly sat down on the window sill and lit up a joint. Staring into the darkness across the Taylor estate, he could feel the weed take the edge off. He recalled when he was younger that a similar joint would have knocked him on his ass. No such luck tonight.
    


    
      He was forced to continue living this shameful life. His parents wouldn't stop it, and he didn't have the balls to face it. He had yet to hit rock bottom.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    
      

    


    
      “Where the hell did I put it?” I asked no one other than myself, momentarily glancing downward.
    


    
      I'd caught myself driving down a busy street, left hand on the steering wheel and my right hand searching for my cell phone, which had fallen between the crevice of the front passenger's seat and the console. Almost unnoticeably, my second hand joined the blind search as I used my knees to steer—a skill I'd acquired many moons ago when I had a driving paper route. Usually, I stayed on the paved road, at least when another car was driving by.
    


    
      “Ah shit!” I glimpsed back at the road to see that I'd veered into oncoming traffic. My heart skipped at least a couple beats, but I quickly corrected my path. At the next stoplight, I found the gadget and safely stored it in my bag.
    


    
      I let out a tired breath and rubbed my head, feeling a bit of perspiration from the early morning stress inducer...after a late night of intense discussion.
    


    
      Arthur had called me just before midnight. He spoke for five minutes straight without a single pause. After splashing some water on my face, I asked him a series of questions to get the full story. His broker had advised him not to deposit the full half million into the offshore account, saying federal authorities would red flag those types of transactions. Depositing smaller increments would avoid unwanted legal eyes, but would result in failing to complete the full transaction by the forty-eight-hour deadline given by Trudy's kidnappers. Arthur was beside himself with indecision. I threw on some clothes and met Arthur at his office. Chinese food boxes were scattered on his desk, filling the room with a ripe fragrance of Mongolian beef and vegetable eggrolls. After much debate, we called the kidnappers. The familiar accented voice came alive, and we explained our dilemma. He didn't ask any questions, only dead air for what must have been a full minute. Finally, he spoke: “We will be checking the deposits each day. We will be in touch soon.”
    


    
      On the way back home, I weighed the outcome of what should have felt like a mini-victory. These kidnappers' inexperience was obvious on so many levels. Yet, I still couldn't connect the dots on why they'd want Arthur to personally deliver the last half of the ransom money. I hit the bed and fell asleep before I could grab the covers.
    


    
      When the alarm sounded, it felt like I'd only been asleep for sixty minutes. Marisa then proceeded to tease me with her affections. Although it seemed like we might close the deal, she eventually kicked me out of bed, knowing I had an early meeting.
    


    
      I had an unsettling feeling as I entered the building that housed the Times Herald. Annoyed with myself for nearly causing a wreck because I couldn't find my wayward phone, irritated that we still hadn't been able to get Trudy safely back home, and even a bit sexually frustrated, I hurried into my office to set up before heading to the glass-house meeting room. Brandon had emailed me over the weekend, saying we needed to meet early this morning to discuss the “Andi idea.” I balanced my still hot coffee with a stack of papers and folders as I quickly exited my office. I was blindsided by a hard-charging Andi, our eager intern. Like the rest of my morning, I took the worst end of the collision, spilling black coffee down my shirt.
    


    
      “Michael, Mr. Doyle, sir, I'm sooo sorry,” said Andi, who somehow had avoided any spillage on her clothing.
    


    
      “That's all right. I'm in a rush and not really with it this morning,” I said with little sincerity.
    


    
      I grabbed a couple of paper towels out of the break room, and we both headed toward the glass house. As we sat down, waiting for the arrival of Brandon and the others, I noticed something unusual about Andi's appearance. She always seemed youthful, but I couldn't determine what was different this time.
    


    
      In walked Rose, Hector, and finally Brandon, once again full of energy.
    


    
      “Thank you all for getting up extra early on Monday morning for this meeting,” Brandon said. “As I've stated, the news never sleeps, so sometimes this type of meeting is necessary.”
    


    
      The comment drew a soft drone from both Hector and Rose, who appeared to have rolled out of bed about ten minutes prior to the meeting.
    


    
      Brandon cleared his throat, took a sip of his coffee, obviously delaying his opening statement. He looked at me and then addressed the group.
    


    
      “Let me start by saying that this drug story has rocked the foundation of this community unlike anything we've seen. It has impacted everyone in this room, and with Stu's situation, on a very personal level,” Brandon began. “Given what we've experienced, I've challenged all of us to step up our game and continue brainstorming on new ways to tackle this evolving story.”
    


    
      All eyes were fixated on him, including mine.
    


    
      “Andi and I spoke late last week and again a couple of times over the weekend. We've agreed on an interesting new approach that could provide us with information and a perspective we'd be unable to capture otherwise,” he said. “After a lot of thought, we've decided that Andi will, essentially, go undercover as a student at the public high school.”
    


    
      I kept my composure to ensure I understood what he was saying before I commented. Rose and Hector both gulped. Andi's facial expression was steadfast, which showed me the task didn't intimidate her, although I wasn't sure if that was because of her naiveté or that she truly was prepared for the challenge. Still, I wondered if they had thought through all the possible risks.
    


    
      “Good gosh, guys. I leave early on a Friday afternoon, and we have interns making major policy decisions,” I deadpanned, which quickly turned all heads my way. “I'm just joking. Kind of. I need to understand more details.”
    


    
      “You're saying you're open to the idea?” asked Andi, jumping in before Brandon could speak.
    


    
      “Open, yes. But how far will be based upon how convinced I am that Andi will not put herself in dangerous situations, including not having to use any type of illicit drug.”
    


    
      “We've got forty-five minutes to convince you.” Brandon glanced at his watch.
    


    
      “Why's that?”
    


    
      “Because, knowing that we needed to get moving on this story, and the fact that spring break is next week, I called the superintendent over the weekend to bounce this idea off him,” Brandon said. “And school starts for Andi at eight a.m. today.”
    


    
      I pursed my lips and put my hand to my chin.
    


    
      “He understands the seriousness of this ordeal and the scrutiny his entire school district is under. And he wants the bad apples out and his district vindicated,” Brandon said.
    


    
      I said, “So he's either desperate or stupid.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    
      

    


    
      Andi tapped the brakes on the Mystery Machine to ensure she slowed down to the school zone speed limit of twenty miles per hour. Her ancient minivan was probably the least sexy car she could imagine, but when you're a broke college student, you take what is offered, especially if it's coming from your mom. Embarrassment had long since disappeared. It was actually a source of pride at this point, given her longtime affinity for Scooby-Doo TV shows and movies.
    


    
      She eased through the last school zone, all the while thinking through the story she'd provide her new classmates. She recalled the lone acting class she took in her first run through high school, about four years prior. She knew this required a similar effort, although she'd need to stay in character an entire school day.
    


    
      Unlike many other young people, Andi had known early on what she wanted to do with her life—journalism was her destiny. Her father had written in-depth articles for some of the nation's most prominent magazines, covering topics like the Iran-Contra affair, the rise and fall of the Bill Clinton presidency, and the US foreign policy decisions that had alienated much of the world's Muslim community.
    


    
      Considered a hired gun, so to speak, her father darted around the country, and sometimes the globe, to uncover the real story behind the fluff. At times that had turned into more permanent employment. He landed a gig at the Washington Post, and at one point, the editors thought he would grow into the role as the next Woodward or Bernstein. But his anti-establishment attitude couldn't deal with any type of constant corporate politics, and he transitioned back to the life of a freelancer.
    


    
      Communicating with her dad more through phone conversations and old-fashioned written letters, Andi considered herself lucky to have the father she did. His unique perspective on the world's personalities, governments, and corporations and their armies of lobbyists mesmerized her. As a young teen, she soaked up the knowledge, asked insightful questions, and more than anything, developed a longing to go down the same trail. Unlike her older sisters who took more traditional career paths, Andi loved the idea of exposing massive corporate fraud, blowing the lid off a corrupt government entity, or in this case, uncovering the drug supplier who killed a colleague's young daughter. Fulfilling her journalistic proclivity was her sole focus, and at this point in her burgeoning career, she was eager to start putting some skins on the wall.
    


    
      “Andi, Andi Osborne. Yes, I have it right in front of me,” said the silver-haired school counselor. “Here is your schedule of classes and a map of the campus. We have open campus for lunch, but if you're tardy more than three times, you lose the privilege. Of course, we only have another two to three months of school and you're a graduating senior.”
    


    
      Having lived the more independent college life for almost three years, and now working in a professional environment at the Times Herald, Andi wasn't used to being under anyone's juvenile thumb. But she remembered it well and played the part.
    


    
      “Thank you. I appreciate your help,” said Andi, who held her books like the teenage girls in the hallway and headed to her first class.
    


    
      Andi was a natural in world history, her first class of the day, but she wasn't going back in time to impress her new classmates or even the teachers. She knew she had to make quick progress at befriending her classmates, targeting anyone who might have been close to Courtney. She nodded cordially a few times and received a few nods in return, although world history turned into mostly a head-turning exercise—for her new classmates. First period was merely a warm-up, she told herself when the bell rang.
    


    
      Andi strolled the halls between morning classes and made one key observation. Kids—teenagers who had adult-like physical traits—still exhibited the same emotional immaturity she recalled from her high school years. Socially, the most telling characteristic of high school was the obvious separation of people. The cliques appeared to act like prides of lions—protective, territorial, and downright nasty at times.
    


    
      It had taken a few hours to become more comfortable with her environment, and she continued to draw stares from both sides of the aisle—girls and boys—including geeky kids, athletic kids, the popular Ken-and-Barbie-doll crowd, and even the gothic kids. As a more confident twenty-one-year-old, she briefly thought about how moving to a new school deep into her senior year might have affected her self-esteem back in the day.
    


    
      “So, look what the wind blew in,” said a male voice behind Andi as she turned the combination on her locker.
    


    
      The attention not completely unexpected, she kept her cool, twisted the knob two more times, and popped open her locker.
    


    
      “That's okay, you don't need to turn around; I like the view from back here just fine,” he said with a slight chuckle.
    


    
      Part of her wanted to rip this kid a new one, but that might force him to pee his pants, she thought. Play the part, she reminded herself. Andi turned her head deliberately, knowing a few others were now watching.
    


    
      “I guess you haven't seen a girl before?” she asked, one hand on her hip and her head at a slight angle.
    


    
      A few hisses came from some of the onlookers. Someone from the crowd said to the boy, “You just got dissssssed.” He began to chuckle, which was a good sign, she thought.
    


    
      Out of nowhere, another kid started pumping out some type of rap beat and people pointed fingers in the air, swaying side to side. Andi felt something on her left leg. She looked over and saw another boy humping on it. Her instincts took over. She whirled to her right and swung her right leg behind her, cracking the slender, tall boy squarely between the legs. She'd learned a few self-defense moves from her sister, who had taken taekwondo classes. But as soon as she completed the move, she wondered instantly if she had gone too far.
    


    
      The gathering crowd erupted with all sorts of oohs and aahs, as the boy tipped over like a fallen statue. Andi turned back to gather books from her locker, and the crowd dispersed.
    


    
      “You go, girl,” said an approaching classmate, who gave her a high five.
    


    
      “I'm not sure I really wanted to take it that far,” said Andi, looking back down at the kid, now trying to gather the energy to stand up.
    


    
      “These high school boys...when will they ever grow up?” The girl rolled her eyes. “Hey, it's obvious you're the new girl. I'm Summer.”
    


    
      “Hey, I'm Andi. I just moved here from Louisiana.” Both girls smiled.
    


    
      “You seem pretty cool. We should hang out some time,” Summer said. “By the way, those boys are harmless. They just like to tease new girls. They probably only have two-inch dicks anyway.”
    


    
      Both girls laughed outrageously. They began walking to their next class.
    


    
      “Hey, at lunch time, you want to join me and a few of my friends?” Summer asked.
    


    
      “Sure, I'm game for just about anything.”
    


    
      “Cool. We have this place where we go. It's pretty cool. “We smoke a little. It's all harmless.”
    


    
      Andi wondered what they smoked. She had caught her first fish. Time would only tell if it would lead her to Courtney's killer.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    
      

    


    
      Andi wasn't accustomed to sitting in the passenger seat while a teenager drove, let alone a girl who spent more time texting, waving at friends out the window, and looking at anything but the road. It's like watching three people in one, Andi thought. The entire scene created a heightened sense of anxiety for her, at a time when she knew she needed to be in character, pushing for more information, albeit subtly.
    


    
      “Hey, I think we have a red light coming up,” Andi tried to say as casually as possible while jamming her feet into the floorboard.
    


    
      Summer giggled. “Nice one. You're just trying to act like my mother.”
    


    
      Andi decided it was best to connect on a more basic level.
    


    
      “So, do you have a boyfriend?”
    


    
      “No, not now. I did when I was younger, and I thought dating a senior was something special, but I have my eyes on college, when boys turn into men.” Summer licked her lips. “You know what that means.”
    


    
      “Yep, sure do.” Andi hoped she wasn't too transparent with her thoughts.
    


    
      “Speaking of college, I hear the parties in college are awesome. Then again, my old high school had some pretty awesome parties too,” Andi said, trying to spark more conversation.
    


    
      “Kind of depends on who's giving it. We've had some really awesome parties, even a couple that I can hardly remember,” Summer said with a wink. “But that's what friends are for, to help you out during those times.”
    


    
      Andi wanted to take the opportunity to throw out a specific question about Courtney, but knew she couldn't make it obvious. Teenagers were experts in sniffing out non-teenagers.
    


    
      “I could use a good party. Might help me get used to the new area and get to know some people.” Andi paused to think through her next leading statement. “You know when I was talking to the counselor he mentioned there had been a bunch of teenage deaths lately, something about drug overdoses?”
    


    
      Summer's playful grin quickly disappeared. Her eyes refocused on the road. It appeared her mind had purposely created a compartment for that topic, with an impenetrable lock on it. She didn't say a word for thirty seconds.
    


    
      “I suppose that's something our class will always be remembered for, even though not everyone that overdosed was a senior,” she said.
    


    
      “I'm sorry if that's a sore spot for you,” said Andi sincerely.
    


    
      “That's okay.”
    


    
      “Were you close friends with any of them?” Andi asked boldly.
    


    
      Summer adjusted in her seat. Andi instantly became concerned she'd overstepped her bounds.
    


    
      “I knew most of them at least a little bit, one of them more than that.” Her voice trailed off. “But as sad as it was, life goes on for the rest of us. That's what my old lady told me.”
    


    
      Andi remembered their smoke break during lunch earlier. It was mostly a non-event. The only high everyone was getting was from the nicotine in the unfiltered cigarettes, until that one boy showed up. What was his name? Craig. He looked liked a loser. He had a stash of weed, and without any vacillation he lit up a joint. Sure, it was only weed, but if Summer and her friends knew the people who had died from drug overdoses, you'd think that any drug would now be distasteful. Yet, it appeared no one seem fazed.
    


    
      Summer pulled into the mall parking lot and found a spot just outside the Nordstrom's entrance.
    


    
      “Who are we going to meet?” Andi shut the car door and ran her fingers through her hair.
    


    
      “You never know who you're going to run into, but I think a lot of the same people you saw from our lunch break today,” Summer said as they avoided a car and hopped on to the sidewalk. “Plus, we usually run into the kids from the private school. There's even a couple of cute guys in the group, so I'll have to introduce you.”
    


    
      Andi raised both eyebrows and batted her eyelashes, an appropriate response for her small-minded audience. She thought to herself that drugs may not be the only thing she'd have to avoid—likely hormonal, handsy teenage boys as well.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty


    
      

    


    
      “So, how do I look...very sexy, right?” Summer wore a sun hat and a pair of shades, puckering her lips and sticking out her derriere.
    


    
      “Pretty hot, girlfriend.” Andi almost regurgitating at the maturity level she was lowering herself to.
    


    
      The two high school seniors walked the mall, window shopping mostly, on the hunt for cute guys and any friends to which Summer could introduce Andi.
    


    
      The mall wasn't very busy. But for the few patrons and mall employees, most eyes at least glanced at the attractive young girls. Andi noticed that Summer drew most of the attention, and she knew it too. Summer appeared quite comfortable and satisfied with the constant affirmation of her beauty. They wandered into a cellular phone store.
    


    
      “Hey, there's a couple of a friends over at the counter. You'll love them. They're so much fun.” Summer started to walk around the kiosks toward the counter. Halfway there she turned abruptly and grabbed Andi's arm.
    


    
      “They look like they're busy.” Summer quickly changed her focus to the selection of phones at a kiosk. “Umm, I've been thinking about upgrading my cell phone. I really don't like the way mine handles when I text.” Andi wasn't unaware of what had just happened but didn't want to act suspicious. Instead, she tried to involve herself in the search for a well-designed phone, keeping one eye on the counter.
    


    
      “I like this one. What do you think?” asked Andi.
    


    
      As Summer gave the phone a test run, Andi took a closer look at the counter. The long-haired mall employee showed the two girls at the counter something in a bag. They nodded their heads, and then one girl took the rolled up sack and stuffed it in her super-sized purse. They turned to see Summer and Andi in the store, but neither seemed alarmed. Andi's instinct was to find out what was in that bag. Her gut feeling told her the content of the bag had little to do with cell phones. Was this the guy who'd supplied the drugs to Courtney? Andi made a mental note to provide these observations to Michael and Brandon.
    


    
      Now four strong, the girls' mall-walking pace slowed to a tortoise-like crawl. They were going nowhere fast, which was the opposite of Andi's more assertive personality. They came upon another sunglasses kiosk—the fourth in the mall from what Andi had counted. The girls started trying on various glasses, all trying to appear like they were twenty-six-year-old models on their way to the French Riviera.
    


    
      Summer took three pictures of her friends in the sexy poses. “You sharing the pics on your Facebook page?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “I'm so beyond Facebook. Instagram...that's where it's at.”
    


    
      Andi just wondered if she'd sounded like a thirty-something mother.
    


    
      “Hey, Summer, have you asked Andi if she wants to go with us on our spring break trip?” queried one of the ditzy blondes. “We're going to have an awesome time. Actually, we're going to have a kick-ass awesome time.”
    


    
      All the girls giggled enthusiastically, including Andi, who knew this was an opportunity she couldn't pass up.
    


    
      “Yeah, Andi, I don't know what I've been thinking. We had another girl...well, she can't go, so there is one more ticket available. I think you'd have an awesome time,” said Summer, simultaneously giving a high five to one of her friends. “I know it's late notice though, so your parents may not be so keen on it. We leave this weekend. Freakin' awesome, I can't wait!”
    


    
      “I'm almost certain they'll let me go. I'll talk to them and let you know,” said Andi confidently, thinking about how she was going to convince Michael and Brandon to let her travel out of town with a bunch of kids in search of a drug-ravaged killer. “By the way, where did you say we'd be going?”
    


    
      “Oh, of course, it's Puerto Vallarta.” Summer joined with all three girls to say in unison, “What happens in Vallarta stays in Vallarta.” Once again, the girls giggled almost uncontrollably.
    


    
      The giggling party was quickly broken up by another set of teens.
    


    
      “Hey bitches, what you doing?” A thin boy with sweeping hair playfully shoved his friends.
    


    
      Summer whispered that the group came from the private school. Andi's friends rolled their eyes, but still she and the others seemed to gravitate to his group, which consisted of a couple of girls and four boys, one of whom had his arm in a sling.
    


    
      Ever the social facilitator, Summer introduced the group to Andi, who was a bit embarrassed by the attention. Observing the snobby crew, she scolded herself for overlooking the private school group when she'd convinced Michael and Brandon to go undercover at the public high school. Another set of kids brought more complexity, more to investigate. She found herself feeling impatient, given the increased size of the suspect pool.
    


    
      “Hey guys, nice to meet everyone.” Andi waved to the whole crowd, acting a little shy.
    


    
      As the group began to interact, Summer came over and whispered in Andi's ear.
    


    
      “That was one of the guys I wanted you to meet.” She subtly pointed to the person wearing the sling on his arm. “His name is Zachary.”
    


    
      Andi gave him the once-over, and noticed he wasn't half bad for a teenage boy, although the thought made her feel like she was robbing the cradle. She believed she'd been inconspicuous in her visual review, but when she looked up, he was staring her down. Their eyes met, then they both looked elsewhere, but not before she noticed his sparkling blue eyes. He could probably charm a bra off any girl he desires, she thought.
    


    
      “So, who wants to grab a bite to eat?” yelled one of the loud-mouth teens. The pack of wolves meandered toward the food court.
    


    
      For Andi, one of the negatives of this new assignment was having less control of her eating and workout regimen. Andi tried to follow the crowd but found herself scanning the menu boards for the healthiest of the lackluster options.
    


    
      Unfortunately, she didn't see the couple in her direct path. She ran right into a man holding a tray full of food and drink. Shit went everywhere. Before words left her mouth, she was stunned to see who it was.
    


    
      “Oh my God, I'm so sorry,” she said to the thirty-something man and his wife, who had now jumped back about four feet. The man and Andi traded awkward stares, trying to not act conspicuous.
    


    
      “That's okay, that's okay, I can get a new drink,” the thirty-something man said. “At least I don't have another soaked shirt to clean.” He gave her a brief, private smile.
    


    
      Andi quickly moved back to the pack of teenagers. Her boss must think she was the biggest klutz. She could always blame it on being in character, since she was hanging out with so many clueless kids.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-One


    
      

    


    
      Marisa and I found a table at the far end of the food court, facing the skating rink. I'd gone back for another drink and a replacement for my wet burrito.
    


    
      “Okay, Doyle. You have some 'splainin' to do,” said Marisa in her best interpretation of Ricky Ricardo.
    


    
      Surprisingly, I could feel my face turn a slight shade of red.
    


    
      “Why, Mr. Doyle, are you embarrassed by running into that pretty young girl?” she asked, half serious, half not.
    


    
      “Didn't I tell you about our new intern?” I asked.
    


    
      “I don't recall that, no. That attractive high school girl is an intern at your newspaper? She looks like she's more suitable to be an intern at the bubble-headed ice cream shop,” said Marisa, openly enjoying the anguish she was heaving on me.
    


    
      I picked up one of her French fries and lightly tossed it at her face, which was my way of trying to throw up the white flag to hopefully end the teasing.
    


    
      “Okay, let me start at the beginning. Then it will all make sense.”
    


    
      “Isn't that what they all say?” Marisa said sarcastically. Then realizing it came out with more of a bite than she'd intended, she said, “Okay, I'm all ears. What's going on?”
    


    
      I gave my better half the rundown on Andi and her undercover assignment.
    


    
      “I'd say this kid's got a lot of chutzpah,” said Marisa, eating one of the fries.
    


    
      “That's the thing, she really doesn't come across like she's a kid. Yes, she's twenty-one years old, but I think she has a real desire to make her own mark in the journalism world. Apparently, it's in her blood. Still, Brandon and I are a bit anxious about this setup, given what kind of situations she could find herself in.”
    


    
      Marisa shrugged her shoulders and then tossed our food remnants in the trash. “Now we can get down to business.”
    


    
      With her arm wrapped inside mine as we sauntered past a few stores, Marisa began the pursuit for new furniture. I was only mildly interested, instead convinced that we should be saving money to purchase our first home. But I'd learned there were times when women—at least my number one woman—needed to spread their wings and do a little window shopping, even if we never bought anything. Apparently, it was all about the hunt, and most importantly, my interest in it mattered. For tonight, I felt like I was doing my husbandly duty quite well, even considering my run-in with Andi, my second of the day.
    


    
      We considered extending our so-called date night with a movie, since we weren't sure when we'd have another opportunity. The trip to Mexico to accompany Arthur was looming in the near future. That, by itself, was enough anxiety for any person or relationship. Seeing Andi undercover, while proud of her dedication, also gave me another dose of reality, knowing any of those kids could be the next victim, or the supplier to the next victim. Kids were so unpredictable and, at times, uncontrollable. I recalled my teenage years. I wasn't exactly Mr. Responsible.
    


    
      Having felt Marisa's extra tight grip on my arm, I could sense a hint of vulnerability. Instead of debating it, we went straight home and I made the effort to relieve some of her anxiety, in at least a couple of different ways.
    


    
      “Okay, you can come in now,” I said playfully. I'd asked her to sit in the living room, while I set the scene in our bedroom.
    


    
      The door opened, and I touched the button on my phone, playing a romantic classic from Sinatra.
    


    
      “Are you going old school on me, Michael?” Marisa's head slowly panned left and right. “Where'd you go?”
    


    
      Small candles were placed in hidden coves around the bedroom and bathroom. Her eyes took in the scene as she walked to the edge of the bathroom doorway. She entered the bathroom slowly.
    


    
      I stepped out from behind the door and kissed her neck gently, holding her from behind. Her shoulders trembled. Her eyes rolled, and her hand reached back and flowed through my hair, squeezing it as our tongues met briefly.
    


    
      She noticed the bath water had been drawn.
    


    
      “Oh baby, you're so sweet,” she said wanting to turn, but I kept her facing forward and pressed my body against her backside. I ran my finger down her shirt, stopping briefly to palm her breast, then I gently pinched her nipple. She let out a brief shrill as her nipples stiffened. So did I. “I want to bathe you and treat you like a queen.”
    


    
      “Michael, I love you,” she said, extending her arm behind her, realizing I had no clothes on.
    


    
      “I don't know about you, but I think we need to save the bath for later.” She turned to face me, staring deeply into my eyes. She exuded sensuality. I unbuttoned her shirt and unhooked her bra in a split second with my left hand—she let out a chortle, appreciating my seasoned skill.
    


    
      She didn't let go of me, kissing me passionately at the same time. My hands gripped her head, as the mirrors showed the flickering candles bouncing shadows off her delicious backside.
    


    
      “Are you sure you still want me like you used to?” she asked, showing me her vulnerability. “You can see I'm starting to get a few small wrinkles around my eyes; my skin isn't as tight. In fact, I think my ass is actually getting flabby.”
    


    
      I laughed at her description.
    


    
      “You know me, I notice everything about you, and it's all perfect. There's nothing about you I would change. I love all of you.” My heartfelt words drew another passionate kiss, this one a little more physical than the previous.
    


    
      “You kiss me like that, you have me forever, no matter your age or what young girl crosses my path,” Marisa said with her eyes and mouth half open.
    


    
      I scooped her up in my arms. She touched my face softly as I set her on the bed. I lay on top of her, caressing her cheek, running my fingernails across her chest, down to her belly. I followed with my lips, kissing and licking each spot. I moved lower.
    


    
      “Oh, Michael. Oh my god!” She groaned, the whites of her eyes becoming more prominent. She smacked the headboard with both hands, and her tousled, golden-highlighted hair flew in every direction.
    


    
      Marisa knew she was the center of my universe. Yet I felt just as much love and fulfillment as she did.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Two


    
      

    


    
      Andi flipped her locker shut and made her way to her last class of her third day as a re-instituted high school senior, although at that moment she felt more like a first-day kindergartener. Mr. Henderson, the school's venerated choir teacher, had warned Andi that today would be her day. She could feel moisture gather in the palms of her hands, while her stomach began to do flip flops.
    


    
      She wasn't supposed to feel this way. This was a professional journalistic assignment, something she'd been dreaming about for years. It's all business, she kept telling herself. She'd been making headway in her undercover assignment, quickly gaining the trust of her new classmates and showing a willingness to meet and greet anyone who liked to have fun and party. Meanwhile, Mr. Henderson had imposed a deadline for Andi to perform a solo. He said it would allow him to adequately assess her talent, or lack thereof, as the case may be. At twenty-one years of age, she'd let go of any farfetched dream of becoming the next American Idol. In fact, her own high school friends had made fun of her inability to carry a tune.
    


    
      Andi reluctantly took her place on the third row, sixth person in from the right, a couple of rows above Summer. She'd heard Summer sing alongside Adele in the car and was wowed by her voice, actually wondering if the sometimes ditzy blonde might have a future in the music business.
    


    
      After a brief warm-up session with the class, Mr. Henderson moved behind the piano and adjusted the sheet music, then looked directly at Andi, whose face was now white as a ghost. She gulped and then prepared to belt out her first note. The piano started, and Mr. Henderson nodded to elicit her entry. Andi's voice was caught in her throat. Mr. Henderson started over and once again looked at her to begin at the correct moment. Andi's brain froze for a few seconds, the chord of piano keys being replaced by a high-pitched hum. Then, without notice, her body sprung to life in the worst kind of way. She leaped down from the risers and ran out of the choir room, holding her hand over her mouth, making a beeline for the restroom. She ran to the sink and splashed water on her face, hoping to hold back the surge of bile.
    


    
      “Jesus, why do I have to get so anxious about this shit?” she yelled out loud but to no one.
    


    
      “I guess it's because you're a perfectionist. Either that or you can't sing,” said Summer sarcastically, who'd entered the restroom without Andi noticing.
    


    
      Andi turned her head, water dripping from her nose and chin.
    


    
      “Wow, girlfriend. You look like you're hung over or something.” Summer then seemed to realize she'd just told another girl she wasn't attractive—a true sin amongst the female crowd. “Sorry about that.”
    


    
      Summer offered a paper towel, and Andi wiped her face.
    


    
      “It's the latter,” Andi said.
    


    
      “Huh?”
    


    
      “You said I was either taking this too seriously or I couldn't sing. Well, I can't sing.”
    


    
      “That's okay, I don't like the way my nose looks,” said Summer, as both girls laughed at the absurd comparison. “Seriously, we all have something that makes us fearful or sad or something like that.”
    


    
      Andi paused, somewhat stunned to hear Summer dig any further than the top layer of her makeup. Andi continued to open up, hoping the same would be returned.
    


    
      “Yeah, it probably goes back to when I was a little kid, maybe five or six, and my mom used to make me dress up in ridiculous costumes and perform in these little girl beauty pageants. I felt like a showgirl, even though I didn't know what one was.”
    


    
      Summer twirled her blond locks, pondering what, if anything, to say. How far down would she peer into her past? Andi wondered.
    


    
      Andi raised up from the sink and with caring eyes calmly nodded her head, hoping it would enable Summer to share her thoughts—or possibly demons.
    


    
      “When I was younger, my brother's friend moved in with us.” Summer looked into Andi's eyes, then turned away to continue her story. “He'd grown up in a number of foster homes and had some real bad experiences, so my brother convinced my parents to let him move in. They thought if they took care of him and pushed him the last two years to graduate high school, then everything would work out for him.”
    


    
      A bubble of a tear formed in the corner of Summer's eye. Andi didn't want to act too motherly but moved a step closer and put her hand on the side of Summer's shoulder.
    


    
      “Yeah, parents just don't seem to have a clue. My mom completely closed her eyes to the fact I couldn't sing. I just wasn't as talented as all the other girls,” Andi said.
    


    
      “I actually had a crush on the guy, can you believe it?” Summer offered up.
    


    
      Andi's comment had been ignored, but she turned her head and gave Summer an assuring nod. “That's natural, Summer. How old were you?”
    


    
      “Eighth grade. At first, we were just playful, and I would tease him and he would tease me back. I didn't know what I was doing,” she said, as she began to think through the progression of events. “I guess I thought I was flirting with him. I didn't know what was supposed to happen or not. I liked him, I guess.”
    


    
      Andi hesitated from chiming in, not wanting to interrupt the flow of memories.
    


    
      “He gave me my first joint. We started smoking pot together, which just added to the fun we had together,” she said. ”I thought I was hot shit, smoking pot with an older boy, who I thought liked me.
    


    
      “I started noticing his mood changing a bit here and there, and then I saw him secretly doing some coke. I knew it wasn't right, but I wanted his affection for some stupid reason. So I jumped in, and he gave me some coke.”
    


    
      Andi's pulse rate quickened, but she couldn't show it. She rubbed the side of Summer's shoulder and looked at the floor.
    


    
      “One night, he started to kiss me. We were both high on pot and coke. It was hard for me to focus. I was, of course, a virgin, but he didn't stop. I told him to stop. I never wanted to have sex. I was too young. He got rough with me, really rough.”
    


    
      Andi handed a paper towel to Summer, whose tears now flowed down her dimpled cheeks.
    


    
      “It's okay, Summer. I'm sure it was devastating for you.” She held the younger girl in her arms like a sister.
    


    
      “I tried telling my parents, but they didn't believe it. Can you believe it?” she said. “I wanted my life to end, honestly. I stayed away from him. Then, a few months later, my parents caught him stealing some money, and they kicked him out. But no one ever apologized to me.”
    


    
      We all have our demons, Andi knew. Hearing Summer's story lent perspective to her own history, which was nowhere near as afflictive in reality. Pot, coke, and sexual assault at age thirteen. Summer's perky nature and nearly perfect looks were a façade. They only hid the tortured pain she and other drug users felt every day.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Three


    
      

    


    
      Today marked a new tradition: our inaugural monthly breakfast social. I'd come to realize that our reliance on technology to create efficiencies in our work environment had slowly eaten away at our relationships, our camaraderie, and our ability to listen, ask questions, and learn from one another.
    


    
      Face-stretching yawns greeted me as I stood before our dreary-eyed crowd. As I'd predicted, the people before me weren't happy with the required early morning breakfast meeting. They'd get used to it.
    


    
      “Rose Tipton, please step forward.”
    


    
      The diminutive reporter popped out of the crowd and proudly marched up next to me, although her face showed trepidation. I flipped around a framed plaque that included a large graphic of a particular green spice.
    


    
      “I'd like to recognize Rose for the outstanding stories she wrote to kick off our in-depth drug story coverage. She wasn't afraid to mix it up, dig deeper, and unearth some of the difficult, hot topics in our community,” I said.
    


    
      The plaque read Jalapeno Award.
    


    
      Everyone clapped, and I even heard a couple of whistles.
    


    
      “Anything you'd like to say?”
    


    
      “I'm not sure I'll have room to hang this in my cube,” she said while laughing at the same time. The top of the frame was even with her shoulders. “I guess I'd also like to say thank you to Hector, who also provided some incredible pictures, especially the photo page.”
    


    
      The group gave Hector a round of applause, although more subdued, since his photo page had captured the expressive images from Courtney's funeral.
    


    
      Brandon gave me the look and pointed at his watch, reminding me of the meeting that needed to take place prior to eight a.m. I followed four others into the glass house.
    


    
      “Come on in and take a seat everyone. We don't have a great deal of time,” said Brandon, Andi sitting to his right. Her attire had changed a bit the last few days, undoubtedly to fit in with the high school trends of the day. She was squeezed into a tight mini-skirt, with a form-fitted scoop shirt, and sizable heels. Rose and Hector also joined us in the glass house. Stu was still dealing with the loss of his daughter, which, frankly, is another reason why I'd introduced the new morale booster, the Jalapeno Award.
    


    
      “To keep everyone in the loop, we need to quickly discuss the pros and cons of an opportunity Andi has in her new assignment.” Brandon glanced at Andi, who peeked at the time on her cell phone.
    


    
      Intrigued, I decided to listen, holding back my concerns regarding her youth and lack of experience. Not to say I wasn't proud of her, but our run-in at the mall had made me wonder if she was more unaware of her surroundings than I'd hoped.
    


    
      From her seat, Andi volunteered, “Let me start by saying that the experience thus far has been helpful. I've gotten to know some of the kids, and they've begun to trust me,” she said confidently. "It's eye-opening, that's for certain. At this point, I wouldn't want us to publish any stories. It would blow my cover, and there's nothing meaty just yet."
    


    
      “Good to hear, Andi. Sounds like your journalistic instincts are working appropriately,” I said, drawing a smile back from her.
    


    
      “Here's the deal, since we don't have much time, and I need to give my new friends an answer today.” She inhaled a deep breath in preparation for her next comment. “I've been asked to join them for their spring break trip.”
    


    
      She paused and glanced around the room. We all hesitated, likely each conjuring up our own thoughts about what that meant, possibly recalling our own experiences when we were young, naïve, and fearless.
    


    
      “Before you say anything, realize the nature of my assignment. I've been trying to infiltrate a group of people who use and possibly deal drugs, and I've already seen it up close, both the using and, I suspect, the dealing. But, I've survived just fine, without being called out or asked to do anything I wouldn't normally do.”
    


    
      All eyes were on me, knowing we needed to make a big decision, but with little time.
    


    
      “Did you know about this?” I flipped my head toward Brandon.
    


    
      “I plead the Fifth,” he said. I gave him another look, as if to say that answer wouldn't suffice. Brandon confessed, “She only said something this morning before our meeting.”
    


    
      I looked around the room, searching for the right answer, or another question.
    


    
      “I don't want to sound like your father, but I feel like I'm responsible for you. We can't be reckless about the situations we put you in,” I said, still pondering my decision.
    


    
      “There's something you need to know before you make the call,” she said, hesitating slightly. “Their spring break trip is not in the states. We're going to Puerto Vallarta.”
    


    
      My elbow slipped off the arm of the chair. Suave, I was not. I attempted to recover by leaning over to act like I was picking up a dropped pen. I felt eight eyes staring me down.
    


    
      “Foreign country means a different set of laws, a different set of rules.” I knew I was pointing out the obvious, but I was still caught off guard by this additional twist in an already dangerous situation.
    


    
      “Sir, Mr. Doyle...”
    


    
      “Michael,” I corrected her. We were all on a first-name basis on my staff. “Go on.”
    


    
      “Michael, with all due respect, I'm twenty-one years old, not fourteen. I can do anything legally in this country right now.”
    


    
      “You're right. You can drink, you can smoke, you can go see R-rated movies without your mommy. But your mommy won't be in the foreign country to help when you're scared.” More sarcasm. I begged off a bit with a stern tone. “Seriously, I'm sure all of you are aware of the violence in parts of Mexico, mostly along the border but also at times in the tourist cities, all related to the drug world.”
    


    
      I stood and paced the meeting room. Heads followed my every moment like a tennis match as I nearly wore down the carpet to the concrete. I was a pacer—the continuous movement always helped me think through problems a little more clearly. Trip or no trip, I finally came to the conclusion that I needed to trust the people who put it on the line for this paper, and me, every day.
    


    
      “Andi, you're going to be a bit tardy today. Before we make a final decision on this, I need to tell all of you a secret I've been keeping.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Four


    
      

    


    
      “You're finally coming out of the closet?” joked Brandon, attempting to play down the seriousness of my upcoming comments.
    


    
      I glanced around the room, and not everyone interpreted Brandon's question as a gag.
    


    
      “That might be news to my wife.” A quick flash of last night's lovemaking session interrupted my business-first brain. Still standing, I rested my hands on my chair, giving myself a final moment to determine how I wanted to share this news and what it meant in this crazy whirlwind we were experiencing on so many levels.
    


    
      “Guys, I've gotten to know each of you, some better than others, here in the last year or so,” I said, looking at each of them. “I think each of you have strong character and are good at what you do. If you weren't, you wouldn't be here. So, I need to trust that what I'm going to tell you stays in this room, that you not discuss this, unless initiated by me, outside of this room. No exceptions. Is everyone clear?”
    


    
      Four heads nodded, and all eyes stayed on me.
    


    
      “What I'm about to tell you involves Arthur Spanarkel, our publisher. I know I run things around here, but he's my mentor, and he's become a close friend.”
    


    
      I didn't know how to introduce the topic, so I just hit the target head on.
    


    
      “His wife Trudy was abducted fifteen days ago...in Puerto Vallarta.”
    


    
      “Oh my Lord in heaven,” Rose gasped and quickly looked up to the ceiling.
    


    
      “Do we know if she's okay? How's Arthur handling this? What's being done to get her home safely?” Brandon asked in rapid fire.
    


    
      “Okay, let me answer each of those important questions. We think she's doing okay. Arthur had a chance to speak to her on the phone, with me listening in. For Arthur, it's been traumatic, and it's wearing on him, mentally, physically, and emotionally.”
    


    
      Silence cloaked the room, as they soaked in the information. I skipped the last question for a moment, instead telling them that I'd become Arthur's main source of support, advising him during each step in this process as best I knew how. I also went on to provide details on the ransom process and the nature of how they'd communicated with Arthur.
    


    
      “I can see why none of this has found its way to our newspaper,” Brandon said. “Have you guys involved the police or FBI?”
    


    
      “The kidnappers threatened to kill her if we did—so no. Believe me, at each step, we've thought about it, but decided if we do, then we might never see her again,” I said. “As it turns out, they want Arthur to personally bring the second half of the money in exchange for Trudy. In Mexico.”
    


    
      “That sounds like good news, right?” Andi's voice wavered slightly.
    


    
      “That's exactly what I thought. Then, as you think about it more, this would be in a foreign country, and your mind starts to wonder what could go wrong. This is why I've decided, of course, with permission from my better half, to travel with Arthur to Mexico.”
    


    
      The team responded positively, understanding my concern for Arthur—and, therefore, my hesitation in allowing Andi to join her new friends on her spring break trip to sunny, and possibly deadly, Puerto Vallarta.
    


    
      “Sir, I feel like I'm getting close to some very relevant, possibly case-breaking information. I don't want to oversell it before I get there, but I feel like this trip will allow these kids to drop their inhibitions, enabling me to get to the bottom of this. We might be able to find out who actually supplied the drugs that killed Courtney and the other kids.”
    


    
      I scratched my chin, wondering if I should take the risk on Andi. I also wondered if she would go whether we approved the trip or not.
    


    
      “Andi, you have my blessing, but I want you, Brandon, and I to be in constant communication. Let's make sure our cell phones will work down there,” I said, drawing an approving smile from the young journalist.
    


    
      “And by the way, if you run in to me again while we're both in Puerto Vallarta, please try not to spill anything on me.”
    


    
      “Got it boss, I mean, Mr. Doyle, sir.”
    


    
      “Just call me, Michael, please. I'm not that old...yet.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Five


    
      

    


    
      For many of the Blue Willow Club members, visiting the home owned by Emilia Valdez was a can't-miss event, one that members circled on their calendars. In fact, most would use this occasion as a good excuse to buy that one dress they'd been eyeing for months, and a trip to the salon was a must. Emilia had collected a vast array of china patterns, all of which had their own historical meaning and relevance. She'd also extended her collection obsession to formal stemware made from cut crystal.
    


    
      Nestled in the pristine King William District near downtown San Antonio, her home had grown into a mecca of precious and priceless antiques. One in particular was close to her heart. It was a simple-looking side table, the only true antique she'd shared with her husband, Edgar, prior to his tragic death.
    


    
      “Would you like some more tea?” Emilia offered to two guests admiring her towering grandfather clock in the front hallway.
    


    
      “Oh, Emilia, where do you find these incredible pieces?” One of the blue-haired ladies gently touched the side of the clock.
    


    
      “I'm always on the lookout. Sometimes I just stumble on them. A few I've read about and then hunted them down.” Emilia beamed with pride.
    


    
      Emilia turned to offer other guests a tea refill, and she overheard the first woman talking under her breath. “This is like a mini-museum. You'd have to rob a bank to pay for all of this.”
    


    
      Many of the women gathered around the oval coffee table with a glass inlay. Emilia momentarily thought of the irony. She'd received the Mexican antique coffee table as an extra appreciation gift from her employer a couple of years back. She wondered how many lines of coke had been snorted on it before it had entered her home. She blinked her eyes to dismiss the momentary sting of guilt.
    


    
      “Emilia, you must tell me what you put in these snacks,” said one lady, who had traveled from Nacogdoches for this party.
    


    
      “The frozen snack is a paleta—looks like a popsicle. I've made it in a couple of flavors. You have the cappuccino flavor. The other one is made from orchata, a cinnamon-based Mexican rice drink.”
    


    
      “It's to die for.” The lady crammed down her third paleta.
    


    
      “Indeed.” Emilia excused herself to continue making the party rounds.
    


    
      The ladies lingered as long as possible, since many had driven in from all around the state, and even a few from Louisiana, and a pair from Oklahoma. Emilia enjoyed entertaining and showing off her immaculate home, but as the afternoon passed, she grew a bit tired of the social activity and was ready for some downtime.
    


    
      “Oh, Emilia, can you tell us the story behind this line of stemware? These are just exquisite,” said one of two remaining elderly women.
    


    
      “Well...”
    


    
      The phone rang, and Emilia walked into the kitchen to answer it, offering her a brief respite from the lingering guests. Seconds later, she stuck her head back into the living room.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, this is an important call,” she said in her sweet voice.
    


    
      “No worries, we'll let ourselves out,” the ladies said in unison. Emilia waited for the door to shut, then hurriedly put the phone to her ear.
    


    
      “Francisco, what have you learned?” asked Emilia, not wasting time for small talk.
    


    
      “I do have some news to share, but I didn't have a chance to tell you where I'm at right now when we spoke a few days ago,” said the longtime aviator. “I've been clean myself for many years.” There was a long pause, as if Francisco was waiting for a response. None came.
    


    
      “As a result, I've transitioned into a legitimate business person. I'm a pilot contractor, usually piloting the private jets used by corporations or wealthy investors. In other words, I'm out of the old business.”
    


    
      Another period of silence.
    


    
      Then Emilia said firmly, “Francisco, all of that is fine, but what have you learned about the American woman who has been kidnapped?”
    


    
      “I don't have the same sources I once had, and I wasn't that eager to talk to them, honestly. But then I got a call, and some information kind of fell into my lap, so to speak.”
    


    
      “What do you mean?”
    


    
      “I received a call from someone named Benicio. He wasn't very polished, and it seemed like he was reading from a book, but he told me I could make five thousand dollars if I transported an American man down to Puerto Vallarta here in a few days,” Francisco recalled. “He said I'd receive a specific flight plan that I'd need to follow, which would allow me to go undetected by American and Mexican authorities. The whole conversation gave me the chills. It reminded me of how Edgar and I used to operate many moons ago.”
    


    
      “This is very interesting that they would call you right after I call you for the first time in, what, seven or eight years?” she said, not knowing if she should trust her husband's former business partner.
    


    
      “Emilia, I told you I'm out of the business,” he said with conviction. This Benicio person had a lot of information, but I didn't get the feeling that he was leading everything. He seemed too unsure of himself.
    


    
      “He said he received my name as referral from an old cartel buddy years ago. At times, I wonder if I'll ever be able to escape my past,” he said longingly.
    


    
      Emilia was thinking through her next steps, if she was to believe Francisco's story.
    


    
      “One more thing, Emilia. He mentioned that the man's name is Arthur. Amazingly, I believe this is the same man I flew back from Mexico a short time ago, minus his wife. He had an injured ankle and was very upset. This is the same person, no?”
    


    
      “Si, Francisco. It's very strange how small our world is,” she said, still wondering if she could rely on a person who used to lie for a living. Then again, she thought, wasn't her life one big fabrication?
    


    
      Emilia processed everything she'd just heard and connected the pieces of information, feeling more certain the people at the root of this tragedy were nose-deep in the industry that had provided her with so many creature comforts.
    


    
      “Arthur is close friends with my daughter, Marisa, and her husband, Michael. I'm afraid Michael is compelled to go with Arthur to help him out. And as you might imagine, I'm concerned for my son-in-law's safety. Also, I've gotten to know Arthur a bit. He's a nice man and is quite distraught.”
    


    
      She took in a deep breath and prayed she could rely on her instincts.
    


    
      “Are you willing to help us, Francisco?”
    


    
      “Edgar and I worked together for many years, with many adventures, and one last tragedy. He always spoke about his beloved Marisa. He loved her so much, which is why I think he was trying to give her a better life.”
    


    
      Emilia thought she heard a sniffle on the other end of the line.
    


    
      “For Edgar...for Marisa, I will do what I can to help. I will take this journey into my past,” he said.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Six


    
      

    


    
      Driving her second car, a seven-year-old Toyota Camry, Emilia headed up I-35 towards the Metroplex. Not wanting to be seen as a bothersome mother-in-law, this time she called her daughter to ask if it was okay for her to visit, her third in the last few weeks. She could hear the hesitation in Marisa's voice, but she knew she had to address this difficult topic in person. In the past, she rarely confronted Marisa with information that would create consternation.
    


    
      Thankfully, Marisa had developed into a mature, responsible adult, and hopefully, one day a loving mother. Emilia knew she couldn't take credit for many of those traits, but still looked forward to days of rocking her first grandchild.
    


    
      She thought about the type of husband her Marisa had married. It warmed her heart when she saw Michael peer into Marisa's eyes on their wedding day and tell her that he loved her. Early on, before she'd met Michael, she wondered if her daughter had wrongly allowed herself to fall for a man who wouldn't reciprocate her dedication, her commitment to the relationship. The more she thought about Marisa and Michael's path together, the more she realized that patience indeed was a virtue ...that and sensing the true intentions of your partner. Once again, she wondered where Marisa had developed those wonderful qualities.
    


    
      Emilia pulled into Marisa's neighborhood and immediately was reminded that she'd made a good decision to drive her inconspicuous Camry. While it wasn't as comfortable or luxurious as her Lexus, she knew she couldn't let her Marisa and Michael see her opulent extravagances. It would lead to questions she couldn't answer. As she rolled into the driveway, Michael was just shutting his car door, likely coming home from another day as the associate publisher of the Times Herald.
    


    
      She noticed a puzzled look on his face. Oh crap, she thought, Marisa didn't tell him that his mother-in-law was showing up again this evening.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    
      

    


    
      “Mama Emilia, what a pleasant surprise” I gave her a half hug, while rolling my eyes out of her sight since I stood almost a foot taller than her.
    


    
      “Hey, baby, look who I saw loitering on the street,” I said jokingly as I entered the house, holding Mama Emilia's bag.
    


    
      Marisa didn't blink and raised both eyebrows. She'd forgotten to tell me.
    


    
      “When did you find out?” I whispered in the kitchen to my wife.
    


    
      “It's been a hectic day at work. We had auditors show up out of nowhere, and I felt like I was on a leash. She just called me this afternoon. It sounded like she had a real purpose this time, so I said it was fine.”
    


    
      “But I thought we were going to jump in the bath together, break out the good wine...you know, pick up where we left off?” I grabbed Marisa's hips from behind while smooching her neck.
    


    
      “Hey, mister, you closed the deal and then some the other night.” Marisa turned and gave me a kiss that would tide me over until later. “Now let's go pretend to be good hosts.”
    


    
      I took the lead, and she smacked my ass on the way out of the kitchen.
    


    
      Mama Emilia had taken her regular seat on the chair next to the couch, leaving the comfy sofa for Marisa and me. The look on her face seemed less at ease than her last visit.
    


    
      “I have some stew heating up for a late dinner,” said Marisa, who let out a sigh as her bottom hit the sofa. “Work has been really hectic with tax time approaching. I think I need to get my mind off work. Anyone open to watching American Idol? We have it on TiVo.”
    


    
      “I'm game if Mama Emilia is game,” I said, looking forward to a stress-free evening.
    


    
      Emilia didn't answer initially. She took a sip of her drink, calmly rested the glass on the coffee table, and appeared to struggle with what should have been an easy answer.
    


    
      “You're not a fan of million-dollar judges bickering about which young singer is a true artist?” I asked sarcastically, as I searched for the popular show under the recorded programs.
    


    
      I shot a glance at Emilia. She rubbed the palm of her hand. Her lips parted a couple of times, but no words came out. Was she about to have a stroke?
    


    
      “Mama, I almost forgot, you said there was a real reason you wanted to visit with us this time, other than watching us work and play,” said Marisa, trying to keep the mood light. “Mama, are you okay? You're not saying anything, but you look like you want to.”
    


    
      A heavy sigh.
    


    
      “I have some information that might be somewhat helpful for you, Michael, and Arthur, as you soon leave for Puerto Vallarta to pick up Trudy.” Emilia pursed her lips.
    


    
      “I'm sorry...you said what? How would you have any information related to Trudy and our trip to Puerto Vallarta?” I stopped playing with the remote. Four eyes focused on Mama Emilia.
    


    
      Another shoulder lift and release.
    


    
      “Michael, I know the person who is going to fly you down to Puerto Vallarta.” A crease formed between her eyes.
    


    
      “What? How?” asked Marisa, a puzzled look on her face. I was right there with her.
    


    
      Emilia held up her hand so that she could provide more insight before we peppered her with more questions.
    


    
      “We believe Trudy's kidnapping is, from what we can tell, associated with people who are in the drug industry,” she said, causing two jaws to drop. ”I know you're wondering how I know all of this.“ She paused, wringing her hands. ”Marisa, I need to tell you something about your father.”
    


    
      I rested my hand on Marisa's knee, and I could feel the pace of my heartbeat pick up.
    


    
      “You use the term 'drug industry' like we're talking about Eli Lilly or something,” Marisa said, her voice growing more agitated. “Are you saying Dad was connected to the illegal drug world?”
    


    
      I quickly determined this conversation was well beyond the knee-holding stage.
    


    
      Mama Emilia kept her tone on even keel, as if to moderate her own stress as much as her daughter's. She held her head high as she spoke.
    


    
      “You know that we moved a lot when you were young, mostly along the border. Your father tried so many other jobs, but none seemed to last, and they brought us so little money. We wanted a better life for you, including going to college,” she explained. “Without even trying, your father began making connections to people who were smuggling illegal drugs into the states. As you recall, your father worked on getting his pilot's license.”
    


    
      Marisa's initial agitation turned into outright anger. “You're telling me that Dad was a drug runner, flying drugs into this country?” Marisa's eyes squinted laser beams, trying to confirm the unbelievable truth.
    


    
      Sweat began to form on Marisa's upper lip, which was her tell-tale sign of increased anxiety.
    


    
      “I never knew any of this,” Marisa said, shaking her head. She suddenly burst into tears and stormed out of the room. I shot a quick glance at Emilia, who was now looking at the floor, then I followed my wife.
    


    
      “Are you okay?” I walked into the bathroom as she was blowing her nose.
    


    
      “Did you just hear what my mother told us? She said my dad was a drug runner!”
    


    
      “It's hard to fathom. I'm sure you feel like you've been lied to your entire life.” I rested both hands on her shoulders. “I'm so sorry.”
    


    
      Marisa put her head against my chest, as sniffles turned into sobs. Her body shook. I wanted to take the pain away, but I knew I couldn't. I could only console her for the sudden change in the way she would now view her dad, possibly both parents.
    


    
      A few minutes passed.
    


    
      “Do you want to go back out there, or should I tell your mother that you've had enough for the night and you're just going to bed?”
    


    
      “It's okay. I still have more questions. She's not getting off that easily,” she said, as she led the march back into the living room. There, waiting patiently in the same spot, sipping her drink, was Emilia. Marisa didn't sit down.
    


    
      “Mother, why didn't you say anything? You just let him do this?” Marisa crossed her elbows and stuck out her jaw like she was grilling a witness.
    


    
      “Marisa, life was complicated. This was not something he wanted to do. It's something you may never understand, but he truly struggled with his decisions.” Mama Emilia exchanged glances with Marisa then back down to the carpeted floor. “The only reason he could look in the mirror was because he knew it would allow you to go to college, get a good job, and never have to deal with this world.”
    


    
      “I went to school on drug money, Mother! It makes me feel dirty. I think I'm sick to my stomach.” Marisa wrapped her arms around her waist now, shaking her head.
    


    
      “Your father loved you very much,” Emilia said plainly.
    


    
      “I have loved him all these years. I've missed him. But I don't know what to feel right now.” Marisa squeezed her eyes shut, obviously wishing the story wasn't true. I guided her to the sofa.
    


    
      “He died in a plane crash. Was he running drugs on that flight?”
    


    
      Emilia's eyes looked left and right. “Yes.”
    


    
      Time passed, but the only sound came from the ticking faux antique clock in the room. I stared at the motionless TV screen, still stuck on the TiVo search screen. No one cared at this point. I finally broke the silence.
    


    
      “So, Mama Emilia, while you've told us a great deal about Marisa's father, you said there was a connection to you learning more information about Trudy?”
    


    
      “Being around Arthur last week, I could see his pain. I decided to call one of your father's old friends.”
    


    
      “Great, now you're sucking us all into this drug business? Jesus Christ, Mother, what the hell are you thinking?”
    


    
      “I know this is very difficult for you to hear, which is why I struggled in telling you this, and even why I hesitated in calling this person.” Mama Emilia lifted both hands. “But I'm glad I did. In a very strange turn of events, this person was called by the kidnappers to be the pilot to fly Arthur down to Puerto Vallarta.”
    


    
      “Which is why you were able to assume the kidnappers were connected to the drug industry?” I asked.
    


    
      “Yes, although I must tell you that he says he hasn't moved drugs in many years. He now flies for corporations and other wealthy people. In fact, he even went out of his way to tell me he was sober,” she responded. “Apparently, it was an old business associate across the border who recommended him to the kidnappers.”
    


    
      I could see Marisa trying to soak all this in, as I was, knowing we were connected to this unpleasant world.
    


    
      “Marisa, Michael, I see the love you share, and it makes my heart warm. Seeing you together, knowing how much you did on your own...Marisa, I don't want anything to happen to your husband.” Mama Emilia used her finger to wipe wet makeup under her eyes. “Your father's old friend and I are concerned about this trip back into Puerto Vallarta to rescue Trudy. I really wish you wouldn't go.”
    


    
      I shook my head when Marisa turned to look at me, knowing now more than ever I couldn't let Arthur do this alone.
    


    
      Emilia nodded her head. “I knew you'd feel this way, which is why I asked your father's old friend to help. He knew how much your father loved you, Marisa. And because of that, he said he would make this journey into his past, this one last time.”
    


    
      Marisa's shoulders lowered, apparently releasing some of the tension. She turned and looked at me and touched the corner of her eye.
    


    
      “Mama Emilia, this is good information for us to know,” I said, adjusting my focus from mother to daughter. “Thank you for sharing it.” I knew that was difficult for Marisa to hear, but it was true. “By the way, what's this gentleman's name?”
    


    
      “He is Francisco.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    
      

    


    
      I cut between two trucks and hurdled a couple of puddles. Unfortunately, my third step landed directly in a four-inch-deep, muddy moat. "Ah, crap," I called out. No one could hear me over the driving rain, as I finally made it through the front door of our local pancake house. I searched the bustling breakfast joint, looking for a slender, distinguished looking man, mostly bald, aside from matching patches of hair on both sides of his head.
    


    
      “May I help you?” asked the gum-smacking, redheaded hostess.
    


    
      “I don't think my friend is here yet.” I shook my wet head like a dog, causing the hostess to lean back.
    


    
      I slid into the assigned booth and ordered a cup of coffee. The previous night had been emotionally exhausting for everyone in the rented Doyle home. After our gut-wrenching discussion, Marisa tossed and turned all night. I kept one eye open, concerned about her emotional well-being, but also trying to predict the future. How would Arthur and I approach our trip to Puerto Vallarta? Should we rethink our decision not to bring in the authorities? Was this Francisco fellow someone we could really trust, given his background?
    


    
      On the verge of creating an endless loop of unanswerable questions, I glanced out the wet window and saw Arthur walking briskly toward the front door, although he was smart enough to be carrying a large umbrella.
    


    
      “Hey, Arthur, good morning,” I said, standing up. He attempted to fold up his umbrella, but instead flung water across the diner. The gum-smacking hostess dropped by and offered to keep it up front.
    


    
      “Good morning, my son.” He arranged his all-weather coat on the booth seat. While not back to normal, Arthur's circles under his eyes were less prominent, and he wasn't as jittery as the last time we'd met.
    


    
      “Any new calls about our pending trip?” I asked, knowing I needed to update him on last night's eye-opening conversation with Mama Emilia.
    


    
      “Nothing since we had that late night meeting at my office and we called to tell the kidnapper about having to make smaller deposits.”
    


    
      We made a bit of small talk, focused mostly on the nasty spring storms that were typical for North Texas this time of year. In the back of my mind, I thought through how I would summarize last night's revealing information.
    


    
      “Arthur, last night Mama Emilia came back into town. She shared with us a rather unexpected, shocking story about Marisa's deceased father.” Even in the middle of his own trauma, Arthur immediately had a sympathetic look on his face. I continued, “Apparently, Marisa's father, Edgar, was a drug trafficker. He used his pilot's license to move drugs from Mexico into the states.”
    


    
      Arthur froze midway through stirring the cream in his coffee. He was stunned, as any sane person would be.
    


    
      “There's more.”
    


    
      “I...I can't imagine what Marisa is feeling right now.” Arthur released an audible breath.
    


    
      “Mama Emilia, when she met you and saw the pain you were going through, really felt an urge to do something, so she contacted one of Edgar's old flying buddies, a partner in crime, so to speak. She asked him to look into this kidnapping of your wife and the ransom.”
    


    
      “God bless that lady,” he said earnestly, taking a sip from the stained white coffee cup.
    


    
      “He's a pilot as well, though apparently out of the business now. He called her back almost immediately after he'd been contacted by Trudy's abductors, who have asked him to fly us down to Puerto Vallarta. They got his name apparently from a past contact in the drug world.”
    


    
      “Good Lord, are you kidding me? How ironic.” Arthur brought his hand to his chin, studying this latest development.
    


    
      “The pilot friend believes that this whole abduction of Trudy is somehow connected to the drug world, which makes our trip down there even more dangerous,” I said.
    


    
      “My dear God.” Arthur's chest heaved. I thought he might start hyperventilating. He drank some ice water and took some deep breaths to calm down.
    


    
      I went on to explain Edgar's relationship with his old partner, and how Edgar's affection for Marisa had led his old friend to agree to help us on this hopeful rescue mission.
    


    
      “He's been a legitimate pilot for years, carrying executives and others who can afford such luxuries all over the world, so this is a big deal for him to agree to help us,” I said, trying to stay positive.
    


    
      “What's his name?” he asked.
    


    
      “Francisco.”
    


    
      “You're kidding? This sounds like the gentleman who flew me back last time, just after Trudy had been kidnapped,” Arthur exclaimed.
    


    
      I nodded my head in agreement, then hit the question treadmill again. Was Francisco more involved with the so-called drug world than he let on to Mama Emilia, or was it truly a mere coincidence, given the intersection of his current line of work with his previous career choice? I couldn't wrap my head around the different angles and the motivations of people whose morals were driven by a greed I couldn't comprehend.
    


    
      “We need to figure out—”
    


    
      I was interrupted by Arthur's ringing cell phone. Quick on the draw, Arthur identified it as the same international number as our previous call with the lead kidnapper. He held out the phone from his ear so I could eavesdrop.
    


    
      “Yes, this is Arthur Spanarkel.”
    


    
      “We have confirmation on the final deposit into the account,” said the same Spanish-sounding voice we'd heard in previous calls. “Do you have the remaining cash ready for the trip?”
    


    
      “Yes, I have it. Can I speak with my wife?”
    


    
      “Not now. But you will soon get to see her if all goes well,” said the voice.
    


    
      “I have the information for your trip down to Puerto Vallarta. Go to the Collin Country Regional Airport on Sunday. Be there at nine forty-five a.m.—no earlier, no later. The pilot's name is Francisco. He will know what you look like. Please put the money in a gray backpack of your choosing. Nothing else should be in the backpack except the cash. Understood?”
    


    
      “Yes, I understand,” said Arthur. “I'm assuming we will turn over the money and leave with my Trudy immediately?”
    


    
      I was surprised that Arthur was able to think so spontaneously, but then again, he was a former journalist.
    


    
      “Uh, yes, si. We will have Trudy, and you can take her home.” The Latin man seemed to stammer on his response.
    


    
      Then the phone line went dead.
    


    
      Arthur's head dropped to his chest. Even though this call was more informational and, in fact, brought us potentially closer to seeing Trudy, he still was emotionally drained. Momentarily, I saw images of that murdering thug, Tony, abusing my Marisa only fifteen months prior. It was horrific, but helped me comprehend the anguish and helplessness Arthur felt.
    


    
      Arthur and I agreed to speak once more before the trip. Hopefully, we could include Francisco in that conversation. We needed to understand every possible scenario that could take place once we landed in Puerto Vallarta, and Francisco would be our best hope—likely, our only hope—for making it through this experience unscathed. Still, the question lingered like the aroma of bacon in the air—could the former drug smuggler be trusted with our lives?
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    
      

    


    
      Emilia pretended to be asleep when Marisa and Michael milled about earlier the next morning in preparation for the final workday of the week. Sound sleep had been hard to come by the previous night, and she imagined the same had been the case for her daughter.
    


    
      Once they'd left for work, Emilia strolled around the house, staring out the windows of her daughter's home. She pondered the sad irony. She'd been less involved in her daughter's life the last few years. Unfortunately, it was out of sight, out of mind. She'd become too wrapped up in her own world, full of self-indulgence and outright gluttony. She'd lost herself in it, hidden behind the pompous facade of her historic, antique-filled home. Her initial trips to her daughter's home were an escape from the so-called visitors to her home, who used it as a drug stash house. She was paid well. Extremely well. But, now, here she was, extending the olive branch, putting her reputation, her ultimate secret, on the line, all for her daughter.
    


    
      Emilia had fooled herself into believing the money would eventually help her daughter and son-in-law, and hopefully a future grandchild. A baby boy or girl...so innocent, so lovable. She recalled the joy and love in her heart when Marisa was born in El Paso, just across the border from what would eventually be the most violent city in North America, Juarez. She winced, thinking about how a baby and drug warfare could be in the same train of thought.
    


    
      How would life have been different if she hadn't offered her services to her current employer? Less money, for certain. But fewer regrets. She couldn't relive her decisions, though. None of them. What's done is done. But when—how—would she get out?
    


    
      Her cell phone buzzed. She paused just for a second, then her instinctive business mind took over. She answered and heard Enrique's voice.
    


    
      “Hola, Emilia, this is Enrique, your new business partner,” he said. “We have a situation. We need to push through a small amount of product earlier than expected, which is good news. It's more or less a test run to ensure all of our distribution points work as expected.”
    


    
      “Okay.” She pondered what this meant to her role.
    


    
      “You have no problem with that, no?”
    


    
      “I guess I'll need to move my next tea party?” she said with a giggle. Enrique chuckled in response.
    


    
      She ended the call and instantly felt pressure building in her frontal lobe. She wondered how she would communicate to her current, soon-to-be former employer that she was moving on—no less, to a new competitor in the industry.
    


    
      The constant battle inside of Emilia's head was wearing on her. She turned and saw an image in the mirror she scarcely recognized, not the physical part—although years ago, she wouldn't have been wearing expensive clothes and lavish jewelry, matching purses, and related accoutrements. She'd lost touch with her inner self, that little voice that had been pushed so far back that she could hardly hear it. But it would never completely be expunged from her conscience. She needed to start telling herself the harsh truth.
    


    
      She had acted like a junkie, utterly addicted to the routine, and especially the reward—non-taxable cash. Dirty money.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty


    
      

    


    
      Starch-white, puffy clouds sprinkled the expansive sky, as Andi peered through the window of the Boeing MD-80. Beginning their descent into the resort city of Puerto Vallarta, she and the others who cared to take in the view seven miles above the earth could already see the spikes of the mountain ranges east of PV, as her youthful friends called it.
    


    
      The jet circled out into the Pacific Ocean then banked hard left. Andi could nearly look straight down into the glistening ocean. Finally, after teasing both the mountaintops and the sandy beaches, the tires of the aging airliner squealed as they hit the concrete at Puerto Vallarta's Licenciado Gustavo Diaz Ordaz International Airport.
    


    
      “Welcome to the friendliest city in the world, la ciudad mas amigable en el undo,” the flight attendant said with dramatic flair.
    


    
      The bounty of spring break partiers erupted with whoops and hollers, nearly creating a cardiac event for an elderly couple sitting diagonally from Andi. She imagined they were likely visiting Puerto Vallarta to determine if the resort city would be an appropriate retirement home, but were out of touch with the timing of spring break during the school year—the magic time of year when even the most subdued students turned into wild, crazed lunatics. And that was before any liquor or cheap beer was consumed. Andi joined in the raucous celebration, again trying to recapture her thoughts and actions from when she was a more naïve and self-consumed seventeen-year-old.
    


    
      Summer had told Andi that around twenty kids from her own high school were on this very same flight, and another ten or so from the private high school. Out of the corner of her eye, Andi noticed a boy goosing one of their female counterparts. Harmless, it appeared, although she couldn't place the face of the guy, who had a darker, more prominent beard than the other more juvenile-looking boys.
    


    
      “Be careful. Your eyes might become glued to his ass,” Summer said quietly into Andi's ear as both girls waited for their bags at the automated luggage carousel.
    


    
      “I'm just checkin' out the scene,” Andi said, looking around nonchalantly.
    


    
      “Seriously, you probably aren't aware...that is Coach Wilson. Yes, that's what I said, Coach,” Summer emphasized. “He's the assistant girls' soccer coach, but he's also chasing Carlie's booty.” Summer winked at Andi, as if to say Coach Wilson may be pursuing, but Carlie was quite happy to let him grab her perfectly molded buttocks.
    


    
      Andi took a mental pause, noting that Courtney had played on the soccer team.
    


    
      Carlie, Andi learned, was a fast and flashy forward on the soccer team. She had a powerful left leg, tremendous athleticism, and phenomenal ball skills. She could score goals at will. Apparently, on this trip, scoring meant an entirely different thing.
    


    
      “Some of the parents weren't going to let their girls go, so they proposed that Coach Wilson go as a chaperone. And, wallah, wouldn't you know that he and Carlie are playing grab-ass,” Summer said. “They've been flirting for months. God knows what they've actually done. Down here, though, there aren't any rules. Obviously, they ain't hiding anything.”
    


    
      Having become an expert at thinking certain thoughts yet showing a completely different facial expression, Andi found herself recalling memories of high school she hadn't contemplated in years. She remembered forming a crush on her chemistry teacher, Mr. Steele. He had a certain charm about him and would help even the least interested chemistry student, like Andi, enjoy learning the intricacies of the Periodic Table. She would stay after class and try to talk to him about life outside of chemistry class, outside the walls of the high school, yet he never reciprocated her obvious interest. Well...once she thought she caught him winking at her, but then she also noticed him wink at a fellow teacher. Likely just a natural response. Eventually, the crush evaporated like dew on an early summer morning.
    


    
      Moving beyond the high school memories, Andi wondered why a twenty-something college grad would have a desire to hang out and play grab-ass with a teenage girl, even if she had a body that wouldn't stop. Maybe he never grew up. Nonetheless, he was someone to watch, given his access to alcohol and his craving to prey on girls whose bodies were far more mature than their mental and emotional capacity.
    


    
      “By the way,” Summer said as she yanked her bag off the carousel, “Don't flinch if you hear the term Butch on this trip. That's Coach Wilson's first name, and the girls sometimes call him that. I don't think we have any lesbians in the group, but if we get drunk or high enough, you never know.” She gave the trademark Summer wink again. Andi giggled in response to maintain the necessary rapport.
    


    
      Oh brother, Andi thought. She was open-minded, liberal in most circles, but she couldn't see herself with another girl, regardless of the toxic influence. Just then, she felt a pinch on her butt, as a throng of flip-flops shuffled past her.
    


    
      “Girlfriends, let's get ready to party our asses off!” Summer raised her fist and led the group of girls out the terminal doors, where they smelled the Puerto Vallarta air for the first time.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-One


    
      

    


    
      The text came in cleanly, but used the youthful shorthand: Safely landed at PV aport. Raucous kids. Chaperone = soccer Coach Wilson. Has hots for Carlie; could b drug c-nectshun. He creeps me out. More later. A
    


    
      Good girl, I said to myself, feeling comforted by the fact Andi had texted me and Brandon upon landing outside of the United States. That was our agreement.
    


    
      I was awaiting my bride to exit our bedroom, checking my emails and texts that had arrived during the previous few hours. This evening was our night together, a date night, minus Marisa's mother, who continued her elongated stay with us but made herself busy searching for some type of antique while up in the North Texas area.
    


    
      Fortunately, the cold war between Marisa and her mother had thawed a bit since Mama Emilia had dropped the bomb on us two nights ago. My better half had absorbed a great deal and, after the initial shock, had become more subdued, which was her way of letting things churn inside her brain, trying to determine how she felt, whether to hold a grudge, and what, if any, type of action she should take. Leaving our third shop while meandering down one of the new urban, adult playgrounds that were becoming more popular in the 'burbs, Marisa, while less talkative, had a glow about her. She seemed remarkably relaxed, which was surprising, all things considered, including the fact that I was zooming away on a private jet to a foreign country the next morning without my return trip planned.
    


    
      Marisa had taken an afternoon jog, which undoubtedly helped her mental outlook. Still, to a degree, she seemed a bit mysterious, most likely from her lack of normal verbosity.
    


    
      “Hey...what the heck?” I exclaimed, as Marisa playfully tried to push in my leg behind my knee, causing me to flop like a tortilla. That was her way of showing she was feeling feisty and, possibly, mischievous.
    


    
      “You trying to kick an old man when he's down?” I asked.
    


    
      “You used the term, not me. You're thirty-five, so I guess you are old enough to play on the senior tennis tour.” She pinched my ear.
    


    
      “Good one. I'd like to think that I'm finally old enough, and I guess wise enough, to run for president.”
    


    
      “You mean wise ass enough,” she said as she smacked my backside unabashedly.
    


    
      “You're definitely in one of those sassy moods tonight,” I said with a sly smile.
    


    
      We settled in a booth at the nicest Mexican food restaurant in the area, overlooking the man-made, tree-lined pond. For a bustling Saturday evening, the atmosphere was festive yet restrained. We felt a part of the action but not in the middle of it. Which was fine with us.
    


    
      “I'll take your Cadillac Margarita,” said my playmate, who raised her eyebrows at me when ordering, as if to ask, “Are you ready for me to break out of my shell?”
    


    
      I joined her, and we both sipped the smooth beverage, which included Jose Cuervo White Tequila, one of our favorites. We touched on a number of light-hearted topics, leaving her the option of discussing her mother's newfound openness...or not. It only took fifteen minutes and one Margarita.
    


    
      “Do you think my mother realizes how much she hurt me by not telling me this all these years?” she asked, looking for support but also insight.
    


    
      “Mama Emilia is a private person. Yet I think something inside of her was really impacted when she saw Arthur nearly break down.”
    


    
      “But that doesn't answer my question,” she said directly.
    


    
      “I brought up Arthur because, like a lot of us, we deal with the here and now. Plus, you've admitted you haven't spoken to her much in the last few years. It was probably pretty easy to keep that story about your dad on the back burner.” I took a bite of my Mexican fish dish. “She didn't plan on your dad dying when he did or how he did. I'm sure it shocked her. She probably never thought about telling you, and then, over the years, it became a burden. The more I think about it, that might have been a reason for her not spending more time with you. I'm not sure you're ready for it, but Mama Emilia might be ready to be a real mom to you for the first time in your life.”
    


    
      Marisa looked away, nodding her head while apparently pondering how to process all of this turmoil. I noticed the light hitting her beautiful profile, her cheekbones down to her neck. She slurped up another mouthful of her Margarita.
    


    
      “Part of me wonders if I can truly put this behind me and not hold a grudge,” she said transparently.
    


    
      “She's been honest with you, it's just taken a few years,” I said with a smirk.
    


    
      “It might take me years to deal with all this shit.”
    


    
      I called to the waiter and ordered two more Margaritas.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Two


    
      

    


    
      I returned from the restroom just in time to hear Marisa make a slurping noise with her straw—she had downed her third Cadillac Margarita. And it appeared her engine was ready to be driven.
    


    
      “Hey, Doyle,” she whispered, as she reached out for my hands. “You going to take me on a romantic walk around the pond?” Her bare foot had crawled up my pant leg.
    


    
      “Check, please!” I called out to no one in particular, which drew an overt laugh from Marisa.
    


    
      I signed the receipt, my mind crunching the numbers to provide adequate gratuity, and we headed out the door.
    


    
      “Do you still find this thirty-something body attractive?” I was shocked to hear such a question from my usually confident bride.
    


    
      “Baby, of course...you, your body, all of you,” I said but not in the most romantic tone.
    


    
      “You sure you don't have one eye on your little Monica Lewinsky?”
    


    
      I chuckled at the analogy and the absurdity of it.
    


    
      “First, Andi is no Monica Lewinsky.”
    


    
      “True, your intern is much younger, and under those baggy clothes, she probably has a rock-hard body,” she said in an uncharacteristically jealous tone.
    


    
      “Her name is Andi, and I look at her no differently than I see Rose and Hector. Let me correct that a bit. She is an intern and while she's sharp, she's not battle-tested, so I'm concerned about her gullibility and how that might impact her ability to do her job, get to the bottom of these drug deaths...or put her in danger,” I said, putting more of a professional spin on it to ease Marisa's mind.
    


    
      Marisa hung tightly to my right arm, rubbing my bicep with her free hand, as we strolled down the outdoor stairs and approached the calm water. We watched as one duck waddled into the pond and began plucking at another duck.
    


    
      “I think someone wants to get lucky tonight.” Marisa's lips turned upward, displaying a warm but frisky smile. She pulled me away from the duck skirmish to start our trek around the pond.
    


    
      The sun had dropped behind the upscale, contemporary apartments and hotel on the west side of the pond. The only light came from a few well-placed, solar-powered beams set up at various intervals along our winding path. The developers of this entire complex of shops, restaurants, apartments, hotel, and yes, a nature area had seemingly thought of everything. For North Texas, the trees were numerous and the surrounding landscape lush.
    


    
      We held hands and only sporadically crossed paths with other couples, young and old.
    


    
      “Do you think that will be us in forty years?” Marisa asked as we passed by an elderly couple who were strolling arm in arm. “What do you mean? That's us in two years,” I said sarcastically. Marisa nudged my ribs.
    


    
      Our stroll around the pond allowed us to be absorbed by the striking natural surroundings. Speaking only occasionally, our moods became more reminiscent. We'd been married just under a year, living together for three years prior, yet it felt like we'd experienced a lifetime full of emotion and drama together, but also trust and intimacy.
    


    
      Now the potential danger of my trip to Mexico was looming in the back of our minds. I kept thinking to myself all things happen for a reason. Last year's tragic events—the murder, the conspiracy, and us being assaulted and staring down death—helped strengthen me and reinforce my connection with Marisa. I didn't want to overthink it, but this excursion to Puerto Vallarta to trade a half million bucks for Trudy couldn't be any more out of my comfort zone: unpredictable and very possibly dangerous. We would be in a foreign land, in unfamiliar surroundings, with little understanding of the language, and relying on the guidance from a voice over the phone. Of course, there was the Francisco factor. I still wasn't sure if that really gave us an advantage or just allowed our naïve nature to feel more at ease. Was he a plant by the kidnappers, regardless of whether he was connected to the drug world?
    


    
      “Hey, Doyle, I'm to your right.” Marisa snapped her fingers to garner my attention. She'd seen me drift off into another world, the one I often hit when worry overtakes my idle thoughts.
    


    
      “I know what you're thinking about. I am too.” Marisa squeezed my arm. “But I asked myself, what if you didn't go and then something happened to Arthur or Trudy. You'd never forgive yourself, and you'd have a hard time looking at me for not supporting your natural desire. I know you, and as hard as it's going to be, I have faith. We are meant to be together, sharing our lives, as well as supporting each other's convictions.”
    


    
      I said nothing in return. I didn't need to. We turned to face each other, and our bodies came together like magnets. We kissed passionately, rubbing each other's back and neck. We finished with our two foreheads touching, our eyes closed, allowing this bond to be etched in our minds and hearts.
    


    
      “I have a surprise,” Marisa whispered softly in my ear.
    


    
      “What's that?” I said, smiling. Had she baked me one of her legendary cakes at home?
    


    
      “I didn't wear any panties.” She giggled and quickly trotted off toward some heavy shrubbery inside the normal path.
    


    
      Like a dog on a leash, I chased after her, with my tongue hanging out. I could hardly see where I was going, with little light and overgrown trees and bushes smacking me in the face. Suddenly, I tripped and went flying through the air. In a split second, Marisa was sitting on top of me laughing her ass off.
    


    
      “Have you fallen head over heels in love with me again?” she said, making another bad pun.
    


    
      “Very funny.” I did a mental check to make sure nothing in my middle-aged body was bruised, torn, or pulled. I leaned up slightly, but Marisa pushed my shoulders down.
    


    
      “What are you doing?”
    


    
      She didn't respond verbally. She unbuttoned her purple blouse and told me to unhook her bra. The only light came from the full moon shining brightly overhead. I reached out to caress her ample bosom, gently sliding my fingers across her nipples. She leaned over and kissed me, holding my face—and my heart—in her hands. She took off my shirt and rubbed her hands and arms across my chest and shoulders. She kissed every spot that she touched. She unbuttoned, then unzipped my pants.
    


    
      “Baby, are you sure we should be doing this? Remember, I'm the associate publisher of the Times Herald. I have a reputation to uphold,” I said, almost laughing at what I'd just said.
    


    
      “Whatever,” she said, hardly listening.
    


    
      Marisa slowly started rocking back and forth, defining a steady, erotic rhythm.
    


    
      “You're amazing.” I grabbed one hip and used my other hand to massage one breast then the other. As the rocking became more profound, I pinched her nipple, ever so slightly at first. Then she began to groan. Despite the reduced visibility from the darkness, I could see the whites in her eyes. Her reaction only added to my own incredible feeling. We rocked in tandem, moans growing louder. I put both hands on her breasts and pinched her nipples more voraciously. Finally, she screamed out, I screamed out. We climaxed in perfect unison.
    


    
      She collapsed. I kissed the top of her head, our heaving chests pressed against each other. Our excited breathing slowly dropped back to a normal rate with my memory wiped clean of every worry in the world. I had clarity on what was truly important in life—the life we shared. She began running her fingers lightly across my shoulder.
    


    
      “Do you know what Marisa wants now?” she asked in the third person, smiling at me.
    


    
      “A cigarette?”
    


    
      “Close. Some ice cream. We passed a place on our way around the pond. Let's go.”
    


    
      Marisa's playful spontaneity was only surpassed by the incredible love and affection she'd shown me. Arm and arm, we ambled along the patterned stone sidewalk toward the ice cream shop. She, undoubtedly, was debating which crushed candy bar topping to add to her dessert. With a respectful gaze, I saw her cheeks still flushed against her bronze skin, her curly hair turning frizzy from our frolicking romp in the grass. My heart gushed with love.
    


    
      I eyed snake-like cracks in the pavers and allowed my mind to veer toward the unknown portion of the glass that was empty.
    


    
      Given my pending morning journey to a world fraught with unknown secrets and fragile alliances, had Marisa and I just made love for the last time?
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Three


    
      

    


    
      Andi was constantly reminded of the age difference. It felt more like twenty years, although it ranged from just four to five years. Maybe those are dog years, she joked with herself. She wanted to spend a few minutes to take in the setting, a low-hanging full moon shimmering off the calm waters of the Bay of Banderas. She could barely see the outline of the mountains, which curled around the bay to serve as a backdrop to this breathtaking scene. She'd heard a great deal about Puerto Vallarta, mostly from her parents who spent their honeymoon in the once small resort city many years ago. Her friends hardly noticed the surroundings as they passed around the cheap tequila in the crowded taxi.
    


    
      Andi took a swig herself, making it seem like she'd gulped a much larger portion than she had, a little trick she'd learned when she was a freshman in college and the frat boys were looking for any way to persuade the younger girls to drink alcohol like it was water. She wondered if the driver had been drinking. He seemed relaxed, his right wrist on top of the steering wheel, the other elbow perched on the side,—yet he was driving like a bat out of hell.
    


    
      “Look out,” shouted Andi, quickly realizing her statement was out of place. The driver popped up on a sidewalk for a few seconds, causing two dogs and a couple to scramble out of the way. They raised their fists, yelling Spanish obscenities. The rowdy girls in the car could care less about who was at the wheel or his driving prowess and didn't seem to notice Andi with her hands pushed against the roof of the cab in the front seat, hanging on for dear life.
    


    
      As they pulled up to the enormous building that overlooked the beach, the girls could hear the loud thumping of bass coming from the club. Andi felt like her heartbeat had been replaced by the pounding of the deep, rhythmic sound. The girls tossed their money at the taxi driver, likely more than was expected, especially given the roller coaster ride.
    


    
      They paid the cover charge, and Andi gazed upon their first spring break party, a sea of tan, dancing bodies. The girls looked like little kids, literally, standing in front of a candy shop with no one around to gauge their consumption.
    


    
      The group hit the dance floor. Andi followed and held her own against the younger crowd. She, like every other semi-attractive girl, was being watched by a gaggle of guys, all vying to determine whom they would, or could, go after. Andi could feel their eyes on her. She was used to it by now.
    


    
      “You want to get a drink?” asked one of the boys from her high school.
    


    
      “Sure,” she yelled back. They found a spot that wasn't quite as deafening as the middle of the dance floor. He'd already ordered two shot drinks.
    


    
      “What is it?” she asked.
    


    
      “A Screaming Orgasm,” he said, smiling ear to ear. Subtle, she thought to herself. A couple of drinks later and admittedly feeling a bit tipsy, she was introduced in a spring break way to a boy from the private school. From behind, he grabbed her hips. She giggled, like he was tickling her. He meant something entirely different, of course, but was happy to break the ice.
    


    
      “Hi, I'm Zachary.”
    


    
      “Hey there, I'm Andi. You look familiar. Didn't I see you at the mall about a week ago?”
    


    
      “Maybe so,” he said, trying to be noncommittal or cool, she wasn't sure which.
    


    
      “You like it down here?” Andi asked, looking for another angle to get close, but not too close, in this setting.
    


    
      “Sure, but it's a bit lame. It's mostly high school kids at a rave. I'm more used to hanging out with the college crowd.”
    


    
      She could see him enjoying the separation of superiority he'd put between himself and the other kids. Andi thought he was full of shit, but she let it ride.
    


    
      “You want to take a walk out on the patio? I have something to share.” He displayed two joints in his hand. She debated it. There was something about him that seemed unsettling. Years ago, he was the type of guy she would have avoided like the plague, which is the exact reason her journalistic instincts told her to move forward with the conversation.
    


    
      Positioned in the far corner of the patio so they wouldn't flaunt their weed, the pair smoked their joints, and the conversation changed to a bit more philosophical.
    


    
      “Do you ever think about just leaving everything behind, moving to another place and starting over?” he queried, as if he was going through a midlife crisis.
    


    
      “At times, I guess.”
    


    
      The marijuana was starting to affect her inhibitions. She looked at Zachary and eyed him from head to toe. She tried to remind herself the objective of her assignment.
    


    
      “This isn't a pickup line, but you seem different than the other girls, more mature.”
    


    
      There's a reason for that, she thought, but didn't say.
    


    
      He touched her forehead and moved her hair out of her face. Then, without notice, he slipped his tongue in her mouth. She initially pulled back but didn't stop the kiss.
    


    
      She looked down and wiped her mouth, already wishing she could have taken that back.
    


    
      They both stared at the ocean water lapping against the wooden beams.
    


    
      She tried to refocus her dazed thoughts and get back to business.
    


    
      “Do you have any better shit than this joint?”
    


    
      “I can get anything, even down here. This joint is like chewing gum. Stay with me. I can get any type of drug you could dream of,” he boasted.
    


    
      Minutes later, the wooden deck began to swirl. Her vision blurred, then she saw two of everything, but almost at an angle. She took a step and fell to her right, eventually sliding down on her right shoulder. What had happened? In seconds, she'd gone from feeling a bit tipsy to not feeling her legs and losing her equilibrium.
    


    
      She slipped into the unconscious world.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Four


    
      

    


    
      Like a cold engine trying to turn over in the middle of winter, her brain attempted to function. Her first conscious thought was that her butt cheeks were stuck to something. Her mouth was parched to the point where she could hardly open her jaw without gagging on the lack of saliva. She felt exposed in some odd way. One eye opened, then the other. What the hell? She was naked...in a bathtub. She instantly became frightened and realized she was sore all over her body, especially her right side. She turned to her left. It appeared she was in...yes, it was her hotel room bathtub. Nude, not a lick of clothing on. Her butt was practically glued to the porcelain tub. Felt like it was tearing her skin as she pried one cheek, then the other, away from the hard surface.
    


    
      Sunlight lit up the adjoining room, so she knew it was daytime. Who knows what time of day, she thought, as she held her head with both hands, asking herself what took place back at that club. One minute she was hanging out with Zachary, gaining his confidence, and yes, smoking a joint, then seconds later, she couldn't feel her legs and everything went black.
    


    
      “Is anyone out there?” she called out, her voice sounding garbled. She needed water, desperately. She turned on the faucet and licked like a puppy, and then splashed her face. Using the walls as a crutch, she rose up on her two feet and carefully stepped over the side of the tub. She grabbed a hand towel and dried her face while walking into the room. No one was there. Her eyes focused on the clock. It was ten seventeen a.m., local time. Just then, the door swung open. She hurriedly tried to throw the miniscule towel around her waist.
    


    
      “Oops, sorry. I didn't mean to startle you,” said Summer, appearing oblivious that Andi was nude.
    


    
      “Hey, do you know what happened to me last night?” Andi quickly looked for something, anything to pull over her body. Finally, she grabbed the flower covered comforter and swung it around her shoulders.
    


    
      “Hey, have you seen my cell phone?” asked Summer.
    


    
      “What?” Andi was baffled at Summer's indifference.
    


    
      “Oh yeah, last night...you passed out cold at the club,“ the younger blonde answered. ”At first, we thought you had too much to drink. Then Zachary told us about the joint, but we think someone slipped something in your drink. A ruffie.
    


    
      “But, like I told you before, we had your back.” Summer continued her search her cell phone.
    


    
      “So, how did I end up like this?”
    


    
      “After we dragged you into the taxi, you started puking. So, we started taking your clothes off, one by one, so you wouldn't ruin them. By the time we got here, you were naked as a jaybird, girlfriend,” Summer said with hint of laughter.
    


    
      Andi shuddered at the thought of who'd seen her minus certain articles of clothing. Summer exited the room and suggested Andi find her hottest bikini and join her and the other girls poolside.
    


    
      After another drink of water, Andi realized she owed her bosses a text. She didn't want to be branded as just another college party girl who couldn't withstand temptation and do her job. She'd have to fudge things a bit but still communicate the basic facts and let them know she was safe—by the grace of God, she thought.
    


    
      Late nite @ club, drinkin, some drugs. Nu kid, Zachary, private skool. Makin progress. More latr. A
    


    
      Andi released a deep breath, realizing she was lucky to be alive and, from what she could tell, not violated. She vowed to learn from her mistakes.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Five


    
      

    


    
      “Once we hit our maximum altitude of just over twenty-five thousand feet, we'll reach a top speed of right around two hundred eighty-three miles per hour.” Francisco flipped pages on his clipboard, reviewing key data on the flight plan.
    


    
      The technical information was nice to know, especially for me, since I'd never flown in anything smaller than an MD-80. I stood next to the aircraft, enjoying my last respite of life on the ground as Francisco performed his final external checks on the Beechcraft King Air C90B, a smallish private turboprop. It couldn't happen fast enough. Arthur was digging a trench in the concrete, pacing back and forth, occasionally flipping his wrist to glance at his watch.
    


    
      The night before, we'd met with Francisco on a conference call, reviewing his thoughts on the assignment. While he seemed hesitant to dive too deeply into his past, Francisco reiterated that because of his relationship with Marisa's father, Edgar, he believed it was his duty and honor to be of assistance to us.
    


    
      “We must ensure that when we land and call the abductors—Benicio, as he called himself to me—that we arrange for the swap for Trudy in a public place. And it must be in the daytime.” The seasoned pilot sounded like he'd ridden this bull a few times.
    


    
      “But what happens if they dictate otherwise?” Arthur asked.
    


    
      “They might try to push and bully you, but you...we must hold strong. This is our only hope, at least our best hope of escaping this incident without harm to anyone,” Francisco reminded us. “It's hard to say how violent these men are. I've asked around and no one has heard of this Benicio person. That tells me his operation is most likely new, or he isn't the one calling the shots. Still, they probably just want the money, and that's the carrot we use to barter for Trudy's life, and our escape, God willing.”
    


    
      It sounded true and sincere, yet I spent my last night in bed with Marisa worrying about whether I should trust this guy and how naïve we must look to him and the kidnappers. I attempted to envision success: a quick trip down there, a brief swap of the money for Trudy, and a joyous reunion on the way home. But my mind instead veered toward the plethora of thoughts that ended poorly...a few making the leap to a fatal conclusion. It felt like I was on a roller coaster screaming through the night sky with no restraints. I couldn't stop the morbid images flashing by me on each unseen twist and turn. Never sharing another Margarita with Marisa. Never exchanging that unspoken look that shouted, “I don't care what other people say or think, we are the center of each other's universe.” Never unleashing that uncontrollable urge to make love to each other in a park flanked by shrubbery and a pair of frisky ducks.
    


    
      I rattled my head and tried to eradicate my annoying doubt.
    


    
      Francisco had a nervous self-assurance about him. He moved confidently, flowing from one preflight task to the next like this was his world. Thick from head to toe, Francisco appeared to be in good shape. His arms were solid, sticking out from his navy blue, short sleeve shirt. No more than five foot seven, he had a presence about him. Maybe it was the touch of gray, or his surprisingly long stride, each step in his hiking boots taken with purpose.
    


    
      Arthur had been remarkably quiet since we'd arrived at the Collin County Regional Airport this morning. No small talk or idle chitchat. He likely didn't want to ponder the countless ways this mission could fail. And I couldn't blame him one bit. There was no turning back.
    


    
      “How many miles do we have in front of us?” I asked as we buckled in, and Francisco revved the engines.
    


    
      “Just about eight hundred eighty nautical miles from airport to airport, but we may need to adjust given re-routes around other planes and any storms or headwinds that might affect us,” Francisco said matter-of-factly as he checked the instrument panel and guided the aircraft towards the seven thousand-foot runway. It was obvious he'd completed this routine hundreds, if not thousands of times.
    


    
      “I'm assuming this turboprop has enough fuel to get us there without stopping for a refuel?” I asked just as Francisco received the okay to begin his ascent.
    


    
      “We've got a range of just over twelve hundred miles, so we're safe. Sit back and relax. We'll need our focus and energy once we land.” The longtime aviator pulled out a cross from under his T-shirt and kissed it, then returned it back to its original hiding place.
    


    
      A gentle hum morphed into a loud growl as the plane sped down the runway, and seconds later, took us airborne. I heard the landing gear retract. After a night of little sleep and Arthur in silent mode, the purr of the jet engines soothed me, allowing my eyes to roll to the back of my head.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Six


    
      

    


    
      I wasn't sure which woke me first, the extreme, almost violent jarring of the aircraft or Francisco yelling out to Arthur and me.
    


    
      “Hombres! Hombres!” the pilot screamed.
    


    
      My heart nearly vaulted out of my chest as I awoke with lights flashing and strange, horrible sounds coming from inside, maybe outside the plane. Arthur had apparently fallen asleep as well, and we both sat up, our eyes now wide open, looking around for answers to the predicament.
    


    
      “Mi amigos.” Francisco quickly flipped his head back to ensure he had our attention. “We've lost most of our power. We went through a storm, must have gotten hit by lightening, or very close to it. We can't maintain our altitude. We're headed downward.” Arthur and I peered toward the cockpit, only to see Francisco's stiff back and shaking arms.
    


    
      I glanced out the window, and despite it being in the middle of the day, darkness blanketed the sky. We were still aloft, although dropping at a severe angle. Engulfed by thick, menacing gray clouds, sheets of water pelted the windows, interrupted by periodic claps of thunder that felt like they were piercing the metal skin of the aircraft. The jarring become more intermittent, but we began to rock left and right, slightly at first, then more pronounced.
    


    
      “Francisco, are we close to Puerto Vallarta? Can you land us?” Arthur called out, his voice shaking as much as the aircraft.
    


    
      “Amigos, we're too far north to make it. We're dropping quickly, and my visibility is greatly reduced.” Sweat dripped down the side of his face.
    


    
      I quickly looked around the aircraft, realizing I couldn't do a damn thing. I was helpless and scared beyond belief. I knew about the mountains surrounding Puerto Vallarta. I'd read numerous stories where poor visibility had caused planes to crash head-on into the sides of mountain ranges. I began to fear the same fate for us and caught myself holding my breath. I exhaled deliberately, closing my eyes for a brief second to see if all the noise and panic would subside. Another sudden drop in elevation caused my stomach to enter my throat.
    


    
      I had only one thought, my dear Marisa. We had made love the night before, next to a pond, with nature as our witness. My worrisome spirit had wondered if such a magical, intimate moment would indeed be our last. Now I thought that again: why did my mind go there? What purpose did it serve? Should I never have boarded this plane? I had no time to rethink my decision-making process.
    


    
      The rocking subsided, but the plane took a more severe angle downward. I turned my thoughts inward, clasped my hands, closed my eyes, and resisted a response to the dramatic surges of the plane. I thought more calmly about my one true love. Marisa, my rock, my foundation. The love of my life, who had patiently allowed me to understand who and what was important in this one shot at life on this planet, in this body, with this soul.
    


    
      “If now is my time, God, please take care of Marisa. Let her know that I love her with all my heart,” I said out loud as tears formed in my eyes, believing now was the last time I would say those words and consciously have these emotions.
    


    
      I let go of my fears as best I could, trying to drown out the horrific sounds and sinking feeling of dropping from the sky.
    


    
      Then, I felt something, some type of presence around me. I looked up. Arthur, sitting diagonally from me in the four-seat cabin, appeared to be praying, and both hands were in his lap. Who, what had touched me?
    


    
      “Amigos, we just broke from the thick clouds. I think I recognize this area. We're headed down quickly, but I believe there is an old airstrip from my first life,” Francisco exclaimed, still struggling with the aircraft. “We must hope it's there and cleared. I will try to land. Hold on for your life.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Seven


    
      

    


    
      "Did you hear something?" Marisa asked her mother, who had quietly attempted to sneak into the kitchen unnoticed. Marisa had just plopped down on the sofa, hoping to take her mind off the fact that Michael was flying into a possible hornet's nest south of the border. She realized the noise might have been the product of the area's latest spring storm.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, Marisa, I didn't hear anything other than the thunder and storms outside.” Emilia poured a glass of juice. “Would you like anything, dear?”
    


    
      Marisa heard the question but was in a foul mood and chose to ignore it. She was frustrated and powerless, not knowing the exact whereabouts or fate of her husband, despite his promise to text or call her as often as he could. And she really didn't want to deal with the ongoing saga with her mother.
    


    
      “I know you must be thinking about Michael. I am as well,” Emilia said in a quiet voice.
    


    
      The storms grew stronger as winds howled and trees swayed. Marisa searched for a distraction and picked up the remote control. Shit. The satellite was out. She clicked a number of channels, but white snow covered the screen.
    


    
      Marisa trolled the house, longing to find a project to occupy her mind. She felt the watchful eye of her mother at every corner, although Mama Emilia never moved out of her living room chair, reading her book, a new novel about Irish Americans.
    


    
      “Okay, Mother, I can't deal with this silent treatment.”
    


    
      Emilia put down her reading glasses, closed her book, and looked up at her daughter.
    


    
      “I only want to support you during this difficult time for you, Michael, and even Arthur,” she said with more feeling than Marisa wanted to hear.
    


    
      “Then why did you keep this secret all these years?”
    


    
      “You're an adult, Marisa, and I think you know how difficult it is to deal with certain items that hurt you or cause you to look in the mirror.”
    


    
      Marisa walked slowly towards her mother, who rose out of her chair. They locked eyes and Emilia reached up and touched Marisa's face. Marisa felt a lump in her throat, realizing that her mother's affection was something she'd missed for too many years. Emilia took a step forward and hugged her daughter like she was six years old.
    


    
      “It's just been so difficult to think about, Mama, realizing my father was a drug smuggler. It's going to take me a while. But I guess I wanted to say thank you for telling me now. And, thank you for seeing beyond this secret to help Arthur and Michael,” Marisa said through her sniffles.
    


    
      “I did it for you especially,” said a red-eyed Emilia.
    


    
      “For me,” said Marisa, acknowledging her mother's love.
    


    ***


    
      Emilia hadn't cried in a lifetime, but as she held her daughter tightly, it took her back many years, before the unyielding guilt and all the other complications that had eroded her emotions. She loved her daughter more than life itself. Tears streamed down her face. Marisa's head popped back, appearing surprised at her mother's reaction.
    


    
      “I think it's raining more inside than outside,” joked Marisa. “Let me get us some tissues.”
    


    
      Emilia's thoughts of unconditional love for her daughter were quickly replaced with enormous shame. She had been living a lie for years now, increasing her wealth at the expense of drug users. How would Marisa ever be able to process that information? She could never know.
    


    
      Suddenly, Emilia was jolted by a horrific realization—she had forgotten to reach out to her former employer to call off tonight's drug delivery to her historic home. Enrique's new team was also due in about the same time. Her eyes didn't blink. She had to make an important call immediately, one that would hopefully avoid a bloody confrontation.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Eight


    
      

    


    
      Having washed up and eaten a handful of crackers to settle her stomach, Andi eventually made her way past the crazy kids in the hallways of the hotel to join Summer and friends at the pool. A quick spring storm had roared through the area and the blaring sun made her thankful that she'd remembered her sunglasses, not the most stylish, but very effective.
    


    
      “Hey, you coming or not?” asked one of the girls in Summer's entourage as Andi approached.
    


    
      “I thought we were hanging poolside.” Andi began to take in the lunacy surrounding the pool area. Kids, mostly drunk boys, jumped off huts into the pool, while anyone wearing clothes were quick targets to get tossed. Beer cans littered the walkway and lawn. And someone had even dropped a live tortoise in the deep end.
    


    
      The girls headed to the beach just a hundred yards away. The teenagers laid out their towels and began to reapply their SPF-20 sunscreen. Andi searched through her bag for her higher level SPF sun block. Then she noticed the girls unhooking the tops to their bikinis while lying face down, asking for another friend to work in the sunscreen.
    


    
      “Andi, do you mind, sweetie?” A brunette motioned to the undercover reporter, moving her hair to one side. Andi was shocked to see bulging breasts squeezing out the sides as the girl lay on her stomach. Two other girls followed suit with the same bulging breast result. She couldn't believe it. These girls looked like twenty-five-year-old swimsuit models, and here she was with her perky B cups.
    


    
      “Would you mind doing the same?” Andi asked, trying to fit in, and she closed her eyes. As the oil went on, she noticed the girl's hands were much rougher and more firm than she would have thought. Then she heard a giggle. She saw a couple of the girls bounce up and put their hands over their mouths. Andi immediately turned around and was shocked to see a boy she'd never seen before grinning ear to ear like he'd just pulled off the biggest prank in the Western hemisphere.
    


    
      “Excuse me,” Andi said, almost sounding a bit prudish. “If you want the fingers on those hands to remain attached to your hand, I'd take your paws off me, you little prick.”
    


    
      She couldn't believe she'd said it. Maybe it was the rough night or her more instinctive defense mechanism kicking in. Who knows, but the boy backed off like she had an STD. In the background, a couple of other hormonal boys walked by and heard the interaction.
    


    
      “Hey girl, I like your style. You don't take shit from anyone.” Zachary pulled down his sunglasses for a second. He popped them back in place and kept walking, apparently hoping Andi and the other girls would take notice.
    


    
      Really, thought Andi? The Joint Boy actually thought he had a chance with her. Not surprising, given her newly developed reputation for being weak-kneed. Maybe, however, that wasn't a bad thing. She pondered the situation further. It's possible the drug crowd might think she was vulnerable, easy prey. Bring it on, she thought. Sly like a fox.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Forty-Nine


    
      

    


    
      My first recognizable sign of life was loud voices from outside the plane.
    


    
      “Usted arruino mi campo marijuana.” I had no clue what the person was yelling, but the sound of a voice meant we were stationary, on the ground, and alive.
    


    
      I opened my eyes and realized I was lying face down on the carpeted floor of the plane, which was resting at a rather severe angle. I must have blacked out, but had feeling in my limbs and I could breathe. This wasn't a dream or some weird afterlife. I was alive and, I think, well.
    


    
      I raised my head slowly, still hearing the person outside yelling from various spots around the plane. My body was intact, although my left forearm was sore, and I felt a rug burn on my forehead. Not too concerned about my lack of gracefulness while falling to earth, I tried to lift myself off the floor, putting my weight on my arms and shoulders. Shit. Better move all my weight to my right arm.
    


    
      I got to my knees and noticed the small, round windows busted out, with what looked like tree limbs protruding through the jagged openings. I guess we landed in the jungle? Quickly, I turned my thoughts to Arthur and Francisco.
    


    
      “Arthur, Arthur, are you okay?” I nudged my boss, my friend, who was still buckled in his seat. Without moving another muscle, both of his eyes opened instantly. He looked left and right, then focused on me.
    


    
      “Michael, you're here. I'm here. We made it,” he said, wiping his face with his hand and touching his chest. He tried to unbuckle his seat, but it was stuck. I tugged on it for a minute—jammed. I looked up front, wondering if I'd see Francisco moving or, God forbid, slumped over in his seat. He wasn't visible, so I crawled to the cabin, and he was nowhere to be found. Holy shit. The windshield had a gaping hole in it. He'd probably been thrown outside, but who knows if it came when we were still moving, or even worse, while in the air.
    


    
      I scooted over to the cabin door and tried to open it, but it wouldn't budge. I then used my legs, with Arthur providing encouragement as he sat glued to his seat. The door slammed open, and I jumped about six feet to the soil. The pain in my arm shot to an eight on the Michael pain-Richter scale after being jarred from hitting the ground. I wondered if I'd broken it. I held it close to my body, trying to lessen the shaking. I realized the yelling I'd heard moments ago had subsided. Now, I heard more Spanish, possibly two people? I walked around the plane.
    


    
      “Hola, Francisco!” I yelled out excitedly, walking over to the veteran pilot who guided us safely to the ground. He was speaking to another person, most likely the person yelling earlier. Thankfully, the scene appeared calm. As I approached the pair, Francisco turned, and I saw him holding a blood-soaked towel to the left side of his head.
    


    
      “Man, are you all right?”
    


    
      “Si, yes, I think so. I think the cut is pretty deep, and I've got a headache to go along with it.” He pulled the towel away to show the nasty gash.
    


    
      “Is everything going to be okay?” I said, as my eyes shifted to the other man.
    


    
      Francisco put his arm on the other man's shoulder.
    


    
      “Si, after speaking with mi amigo, I realized we knew each other.”
    


    
      “Back from your first life, as you call it?” I jumped in.
    


    
      “Yes, my first life,” he said solemnly.
    


    
      Francisco asked his old buddy for directions to the nearest town.
    


    
      “He said we have about a three- to four-hour hike ahead of us. We have to travel over a mountain and a lot of it will be through a jungle-like forest,” Francisco interpreted.
    


    
      “Can you ask to borrow one of his vehicles?”
    


    
      “I did, but he only has a tractor and a mule.”
    


    
      I noticed the jungle surrounding us, although the plane had cut a nice swath through the thick vegetation.
    


    
      “By the way, what was the gentleman yelling about?” I said, as we stepped to the side.
    


    
      “We ruined part of his marijuana field.”
    


    
      “Wow. Amazing,” I said. “But he's okay now?”
    


    
      “Once we realized we'd worked together many years ago, he calmed down. Then, he admitted that he had about two hundred acres of marijuana plants, and we only cut down a couple of acres. It was a hard landing.” Francisco peered back toward the sky where the clouds had broken apart and the sun peered through. “But now the sun will make it more difficult for us to hike. High humidity.”
    


    
      “Hello, is anyone out there?” came a voice from the plane.
    


    
      “Shit, I almost forgot. Arthur is stuck. His seatbelt is jammed.”
    


    
      Francisco quickly joined me as we helped each other climb back into the aircraft.
    


    
      “We didn't forget about you, Arthur. Just making sure the locals aren't going to revolt against us,” I said.
    


    
      “Any ideas on how to get me out of this damn thing?” he said, still struggling with the buckle.
    


    
      “Stand back,” ordered Francisco.
    


    
      Out of nowhere, we saw a silver flash fly down toward Arthur's seat, slicing the buckle in half.
    


    
      “Jesus, Francisco, you could have told us you have a frickin' machete,” I remarked.
    


    
      The old pilot chuckled, sliding his hand along the wide-bladed sword.
    


    
      “This will actually be quite useful as we make our way through the jungle,” he said, then grabbed the towel and pressed it against the wound on his head.
    


    
      Arthur and I both tried to get a signal on our cell phones, but neither of us saw any bars on the mini screens.
    


    
      “It probably won't work out here,” Francisco warned.
    


    
      We each grabbed what we could carry, with Arthur's backpack the most precious item...that and a lot of water for the long, arduous hike ahead of us.
    


    
      “If we wait here for a while, won't the authorities eventually try to rescue us?” Arthur inquired as we stood before the mountain and its jungle.
    


    
      Francisco laughed. “Realize what you're saying, Arthur. This is a foreign country. If they find us, and they search us and find you with five hundred thousand in cash in the middle of a marijuana farm...well, have you seen the inside of a Mexican jail? I have, just once. It's not pretty, and your money and your wife would be gone.”
    


    
      Francisco's words of experience and wisdom, along with his heroic effort to land the plane in the gravest of circumstances, provided me comforting evidence that our former drug runner was a man of integrity. And now that our original plans had gone to shit, we'd have to lean on him more than ever.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty


    
      

    


    
      “Wanna blast a roach?” the redheaded girl asked as Andi and a couple of her high school buddies casually walked down the hotel hallway. Their next door neighbor seemed quite friendly, but Andi kindly declined. That one experience with Zachary was enough experimentation for a lifetime, she thought. Plus, this girl couldn't even wait until it was dark before lighting it up? Jesus.
    


    
      “Big plans tonight,” Summer said as she and the others put their faces on and debated their attire.
    


    
      “We actually going to eat dinner tonight?” Andi asked her three other roommates, then cursed herself. She did it again. She knew she sounded more like Aunt Andi than a true peer to the teenage kids.
    


    
      “Tonight, it's all about the party. It's going to be awesome!” Summer declared to her legion of followers. Andi tried to understand how it would be different than any other night, which made her curious.
    


    
      Each of the girls must have tried on about five outfits, swapping pieces and parts with each other. Andi tried to fit in, although she would have rather settled on a pair of shorts, a T-shirt, and flip-flops. And as they traded and bartered their attire, Andi couldn't exactly fill out the top half of the garment like the other girls. By the time they finished, the Bulging Breast Brigade looked more like the scantily clad dancers on Dancing with the Stars.
    


    
      “Slinky and slutty,” said one of her roommates, who showed her true level of maturity by high-fiving the other roommate.
    


    
      Andi went to the bathroom, if for nothing else, to enjoy the evening's final moment of silence. While there, she felt compelled to check in with her associate publisher and editor.
    


    
      S-break = constant party, no surprise; big boob job crowd! Look and dress like 25, but act 14; hope 2 mk p-gress 2nite; More ltr. A
    


    
      Andi took another look in the mirror, played with her hair, and washed her hands. As she reached for the doorknob, she received a reply on her text message.
    


    
      Keep up good work. Be careful. Brandon
    


    
      The intern-turned-undercover reporter took in a deep breath and realized she felt her first true professional connection. After waking up naked in a tub and having to rely on her teenage roommates to provide the sordid details on how she got in that position, the association with her journalistic purpose, her foundation, had faded a bit. It was funny how a few supportive words could help her reestablish her base and her link to a saner world back home. She knew this was part of growing up in the professional world. Yet, given the numerous teenage drug deaths that had plagued the community in recent months, and the risks she was taking—more than Michael and Brandon would ever find out—Andi didn't have the luxury of cutting her teeth over time, like many young reporters.
    


    
      With the repercussions from last night's binge still fresh on Andi's mind, the group of partiers headed out. As a welcome, albeit brief, surprise, they actually stopped at a restaurant prior to hitting the hot party of the night.
    


    
      “Here's the plan. Let's see how many shots we can down before we hit the ground running at the party,” said one girl, cramming down chips and salsa.
    


    
      “Or hit the table sniffing,” said an unknown voice. Andi peered around the massive table of high schoolers, trying to determine who'd made the statement. As she looked around, she noticed Coach Wilson at one adjoining table, along with his top soccer player and a few other girls. From Andi's vantage point, she could see him rummaging through what looked like a man purse and, somewhat discreetly under the table, handing out what looked like baggies of joints. Something to add to her story for Michael and Brandon.
    


    
      Was it possible that the coach was the ultimate drug supplier for all of these teenagers? Could he have killed Courtney after having sex with her? Andi studied him for a few minutes. He really seemed like a loser who used marijuana to infiltrate the younger crowd and, ultimately, try to have sex with the naïve young girls.
    


    
      There goes his hand. Holy shit, he's actually running his fingers between Carlie's legs...and she's not stopping him. Actually, she's reciprocating!
    


    
      Andi couldn't believe how bold they were. Maybe it was their drunken state of mind, maybe a sense of fearlessness, or just the fact that they were in a foreign country with no authoritative control. Still, she found it startling that Carlie, and especially the coach, wouldn't wonder what would be said after the spring break trip. Maybe it was true...what happens in Vallarta stays in Vallarta.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-One


    
      

    


    
      The three of us entered the town of La Lima, haggard and searching for more substantive food and a ride into Puerto Vallarta. As the only speaker of the local language, Francisco, while trying not to raise suspicions, queried numerous villagers. Perhaps our appearance was a detracting factor—all three of us had scratches on our faces and arms and torn clothing from the rough terrain and dense vegetation. Francisco had his deep cut on his head, and I'd made a sling out of an old T-shirt so that my left forearm wouldn't be knocked around.
    


    
      After countless rejections, Francisco gave us the thumbs-up as he followed a local villager, who was taking his long bed truck back into Puerto Vallarta. We could ride in the back. Francisco, trying to ensure we didn't flash the huge sum of money in our possession, told the villager we'd give him ten US dollars. The affable elderly man even offered us some tortillas, fresh out of his wife's oven.
    


    
      “Any idea how long this part of the trip will take us?” asked Arthur.
    


    
      “Not sure. It just feels good to sit down and let an engine do the work, si?” Francisco munched on his second flour tortilla. All three of us tried our cell phones, but we were still out of range.
    


    
      While I knew the most dangerous part of the trip was ahead of us, surviving the crash and the march through the snake-infested forest gave me a sense of accomplishment, even a hint of confidence that we could, somehow, some way, figure out an approach to outsmart the kidnappers and bring us all safely back home.
    


    
      Gaining a bit more energy as the slow-moving truck made its way down the bumpy back road, I glanced to the west, and noticed the purple and orange glow from the sun setting behind the distant lip of the calm sea. Wow, Marisa would love this view. Perhaps we'd return on a future vacation. The scenery was amazing. Rugged, yes, but void of concrete and planned subdivisions. It was naturally beautiful, like my Marisa.
    


    
      An hour later, with the only light coming from the moon partially hidden behind spotty clouds, I could barely see the dark images of my two comrades.
    


    
      “Hombres,“ said Francisco, gaining our attention as we jostled in the back of the pickup. ”After we finally reach civilization in Puerto Vallarta, it will be late. Obviously, our first call needs to be to the abductors, to Benicio. We should be honest and tell him what happened.
    


    
      “But we need to say that we are tired and need to rest. We can then suggest to meet at a public place in the daytime tomorrow.”
    


    
      “But Francisco, I don't want to wait any longer to see my Trudy,” Arthur said, nearly pleading.
    


    
      “Yo comprendo; I understand,” Francisco said in two languages. “But if we want this trade to go off without all of us being killed and thrown into a ditch, we need to do this in the daytime.”
    


    
      It was a harsh reality that we didn't want to hear. I noticed Arthur rest his head on his hand. He'd have to wait through another lonely night before he'd see Trudy.
    


    
      “Arthur, we don't want anything to happen to Trudy, or us, for that matter. It's the prudent way of tackling this.” I slapped my hand on Arthur's knee as a sign of encouragement.
    


    
      Despite traveling on a mostly straight road without any traffic, the brakes squealed, and the truck stopped abruptly. The cab door opened, and our driver exited quickly, slamming the door behind him and disappearing into the darkness.
    


    
      “Adonde vas?” yelled out Francisco.
    


    
      Where the hell was the driver going?
    


    
      Seconds later, at least two silhouettes flew through the air, landing with loud thumps in the back of the truck.
    


    
      “Who are—?” I couldn't finish my question. The two men had clubs, and they started swinging violently. One hit my sore left arm. Shit! I went down to my knees, writhing in pain. They were both kicking at us as well. Arthur was down on the bed of the truck trying to cover his head. I couldn't see where Francisco was. I heard other shoes shuffling on the ground around the truck, with voices yelling out commands.
    


    
      “Coge la mochila gris!” I heard one person saying repeatedly. I tried to look up but was kicked in the gut, then hit with a club on both of my legs. One of the blows connected with my head. Who are these assholes? What are they doing?
    


    
      Seconds later, the beating stopped, and the men ran off into the darkness.
    


    
      “Francisco, Arthur...are you okay?” I said softly, each word making my head hurt even worse.
    


    
      “They said 'grab the gray backpack, grab the gray backpack,'” Francisco remarked with growing concern as he rolled over to face me.
    


    
      “Arthur, where is your backpack?”
    


    
      No answer.
    


    
      “Arthur. Arthur?”
    


    
      He slowly moved out of the fetal position, groaning a bit.
    


    
      Finally, he answered. “Dear God, Michael. They stole my money. Now we'll never get Trudy back.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Two


    
      

    


    
      Despite pedaling up the last steep hill, Luis began to salivate like a dog in heat. In fact, Luis had grown to lust after Trudy. He'd never experienced such a long-lasting sexual relationship, if that's indeed what this was. Typically, he'd take advantage of a local girl who was drunk beyond belief or so doped up she couldn't see Luis' eyes. He didn't care, as long as she put out, even if it wasn't entirely voluntary.
    


    
      That's how he looked at his interactions with Trudy. She wasn't an enthusiastic participant, but in his mind, she was warming up to him. In some respects, he dreaded the time when the American man, Arthur, would show up to trade money for his wife.
    


    
      Luis spit on his hand and slicked back his hair prior to entering the dilapidated garage that had been Trudy's home for weeks.
    


    
      “Hola, Trudy, it's you know who.”
    


    ***


    
      Trudy remained on her side, not wanting to confront another degrading episode, another horrific nightmare.
    


    
      “Trudy, come on now. I know it's dark outside, but that only makes it more romantic.” Luis moved closer.
    


    
      She squeezed her eyes shut, said a brief prayer, and then spoke quietly, hoping somehow her husband would hear her. “Please forgive me, Arthur. I'm only doing this because I can't take it anymore, and I'm desperate to escape and be in your arms. I love you.”
    


    
      Trudy unbuttoned her entire blouse as she turned to face the thin, greasy man. He was rubbing himself, but she ignored it. He noticed that she had exposed her breasts, and he rubbed harder.
    


    
      “Come on over here,” she said sensually, while reaching out with both arms.
    


    
      “Take off your shirt,” he ordered. Unlike previous encounters, she obliged, which only widened his sick grin.
    


    
      She slowly undressed, touching her breasts, teasing him, luring him.
    


    
      He pulled down his pants to his ankles.
    


    
      “Will you let me do the rest?” she asked with a wink.
    


    
      She tried to move her right arm toward his genitals, but the chain wouldn't let her.
    


    
      “The damn chain. I can't do anything, Luis. I finally want you all for myself, and this chain is restraining me,” she said. “Do you know what I want to do to you if I could use my entire body?”
    


    
      He licked his lips then looked at the chain attached to the bed frame. She could see his internal debate. It lasted no more than ten seconds.
    


    
      He bent down and reached into his pocket, pulling out the key to the lock on the chain.
    


    
      “You must promise to be a good girl, Trudy.” He focused on unlocking her wrist from the chain.
    


    
      She used her left hand to stroke his front side.
    


    
      “I thought you'd want me to be a bad girl,” she said with a smile. He fumbled with the key, but finally was able to break her right wrist free for the first time in weeks.
    


    
      She was relieved, wanting to rub her wrist, but she didn't want to alter the mood. Luis shed his old shirt, tossing it aside. He then pulled down his holey, discolored underwear. She wanted to gag, but couldn't.
    


    
      “Usted me da sexo oral, si?” Luis asked.
    


    
      Not exactly sure, she believed he wanted a blow job. She began to think how she could escape. She wasn't sure she could bite off another person's appendage, even if he had raped her repeatedly. She decided to appeal to his perverted side.
    


    
      “If you want the best orgasm you've ever had, you'll want me to put my fingers somewhere special,” she said, repulsed by her own words. Slowly, she stood up, and then guided him to bend over, like he was the girl—or she hoped he would be once he was thrown in prison. Wrapping her left hand around him, she stroked him. He began to grunt and closed his eyes. Her fingers crawled along his buttocks, closer to his orifice. She knew she couldn't bring herself to do this, not voluntarily.
    


    
      Just before Trudy's fingers reached their destination, she stepped back and swung her right leg violently upward between Luis' legs, cracking her boney foot against his testicles. He shrieked like a wounded animal, then fell to the soiled mattress, his hands seemingly glued to his genitals. She hesitated just a moment to see the agonizing look in his eyes. Disgusted, she spit on him, then ran to the door. Once outside and alone in the darkness, she realized she'd forgotten to grab her blouse. Unsure who to trust, she didn't care.
    


    
      Trudy was on the run, but she was free. At last.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Three


    
      

    


    
      The Malecon strip in El Centro was the place to be and be seen, according to Summer and her expert partiers. Destination: the Jungle, the newest and hottest club, which catered to any and all spring break party animals, it claimed.
    


    
      The thumping dance music, common to all obnoxious clubs, wasn't dissimilar at the Jungle. Yet, once patrons crossed through the front doorway, the vibe seemed different, Andi noticed. The dance floor courtyard had huge video screens and palm trees scattered throughout, but no roof. Outlining the voluminous open space were more intimate side rooms. God knows what goes on in those rooms, she thought. Led by Coach Wilson, the gang had no problem gaining access, although they were told this club might actually card anyone looking under the age of eighteen. Then again, Andi looked around and knew they had no worries of being carded: girls with bodies like Playboy centerfolds, and the adult makeup and slutty attire to go with it.
    


    
      “I just had to show my left boob to the bouncer up front,” said one of the girls. “There's more where that came from!” She grabbed both breasts and shook them. Chants of “Awesome!” came from the flock of girls and guys gathered in the middle of the incredible spectacle.
    


    
      Only minutes later, the gang was jumping up and down to the beat of the music, downing their third shots.
    


    
      “Okay bitches, here's our motto for the night,” said Summer, already slurring her speech, but shouting at the top of her lungs. “Get drunk, get laid, get some. Got it? Get drunk, get laid, get some.”
    


    
      The chant must have been repeated ten times.
    


    
      “But who said it has to be in that order?” someone said, and the group responded with laughs and hollers and the party continued. Andi felt old again, understanding the first two components, but could only guess on the third one. Get some?
    


    
      “It means, you know...” said a nearby girl, who demonstrated by holding her half-closed fist close to her nose and sniffing. Andi nodded her head like she knew that all along.
    


    
      Intent to not let the night slip away without making progress on the investigation, Andi meandered over to one of the side rooms with Coach Wilson and his soccer harem. Separated from the open area by hanging beads, Wilson and seven or eight girls huddled together as a group, passing a bong around. With little light, Andi slipped in unnoticed, positioning herself behind a couple of the girls sitting on the carpeted floor. When the bong came to her, she pretended to inhale and then passed it along. Everyone was too high to notice.
    


    
      “This is some good shit. What's in it?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “One hundred percent pure chiba chiba,” said a dazed girl.
    


    
      “What's that?”
    


    
      “How the hell would I know? I just take what Coach gives me,” she said, laughing at herself for no particular reason.
    


    
      After a couple of additional go-rounds, Andi decided to try to gain more information.
    


    
      “Does Coach have anything else? This shit is kind of lame.” Andi used as much teenage slang as she could muster.
    


    
      “You must be hardcore, bitch.” The drug-induced girl wrinkled her nose. “This shit, it's so pure, so perfect. It's all I need, all I could ever want. I think he's pretty much a marijuana man. Well, that and he likes teenage pussy.” She grabbed Andi's crotch, causing her to flinch. But Andi knew the point she was making and withheld the desire to grab the girl's hand and twist until she screamed. Seconds later, Andi disappeared back into the raucous crowd.
    


    
      The undercover reporter for the Times Herald made a few mental notes to pass along to Michael and Brandon. Just then, Zachary and a number of boys and a couple of girls from the private school strolled by with, of course, drinks in hand. They were on a beeline to one of the side rooms. Andi continued her observations from a distance. Minutes later, other girls joined the small party, including Summer.
    


    
      Andi moved closer, trying not to be obvious, holding a drink in her hand, sipping it. The drink was pure tonic water with lime. If anyone asked, she would say it was a vodka tonic.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, miss, but you're not cleared to go in there,” said a beefy bouncer, holding up both hands but not touching Andi...yet. “The gentleman said only a specific list of girls is allowed in, and you're not on the list.”
    


    
      “What list?” She noticed he wasn't holding a piece of paper.
    


    
      “The one that says only blond girls are allowed.”
    


    
      Andi gave him an indignant look.
    


    
      “I just do what I'm paid to do.” He smirked and rubbed his fingers together.
    


    
      Andi stepped back and re-thought her game plan, but also grew a bit worried for Summer, whom she had grown fond of in a younger sister sort of way. From a distance, she only saw the outline of images in the side room. They appeared to be clustered around a small table, some of them bent down from the waist. She did a quick drive-by, avoiding the beefy guard, trying to sneak a peek at what was going on.
    


    
      “Holy shit,” she said to herself, noticing what looked like Summer leaning over, sniffing a substance off a glass plate.
    


    
      Andi's heart began to race, hoping her new friend wouldn't suffer the same fate as the others who'd died from a drug overdose. She couldn't sit around and let this happen, yet she knew if she caused a fracas, she'd blow her cover and likely be kicked out of the club by the boneheaded bouncer.
    


    
      Just then, Summer came stumbling out of the room, her eyes half open and her left boob exposed, but accompanied by another, more sober girl.
    


    
      “Summer, are you okay?” Andi quickly approached the pair.
    


    
      “She's fine, she's fine. She stuck with her usual, only two lines,” said the girl. “She's got a higher tolerance than I do. I can't do more than one line an hour, or else.”
    


    
      “Was that cocaine or something more?” Andi asked, as she began to help Summer as the three walked toward the bathroom.
    


    
      “Yeah, just some nose candy, that's all,” the girl said matter-of-factly. While the girls used the restroom, Andi ran into the boy who'd humped her leg on her first day of school. Compared to some of the predators walking around this place, he appeared innocent, all things considered.
    


    
      “Hey, here's thirty bucks. Will you take Summer back to the hotel and put her in our room?”
    


    
      “Sure, Andi. I'm getting tired anyway,” said the lanky boy.
    


    
      “Can I trust that you won't take advantage of her?”
    


    
      “Man, of course. I've known Summer for years, since third grade. She'll be safe. I think I know what you're trying to do. I won't let you down,” he said earnestly.
    


    
      Minutes later, the taxi headed back to the hotel. Summer would be out of harm's way for at least one more night. Feeling convinced that Zachary was more than just another arrogant teenager with cash to throw around, Andi had to figure out how to gain his trust—without putting herself at risk of becoming the fifth person to die from a drug overdose.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Four


    
      

    


    
      The three of us sat stoically across the front seat of the beat-up green truck, Francisco at the wheel, maneuvering the commandeered clunker around the debris and gaping holes along the winding dirt and gravel road. The only noise came from the truck's engine and us jostling around on the bench seat.
    


    
      Physically beaten and emotionally exhausted from the volatile events since we'd crossed the border, none of us had said a word the last hour. I had questions, but I was afraid I'd provoke a cataclysmic reaction from the usually calm Arthur, who'd seen his one poker chip to save his wife disappear into the dark of the night.
    


    
      He apparently could read my mind.
    


    
      “Michael, my son, I know you have the same questions as I, but I appreciate you letting me calm down a bit before we address them.” Sitting next to the passenger door, Arthur looked straight ahead, his voice composed but serious.
    


    
      “You've been to hell and back, but we're not going to give up. We've had a setback, but I'm sure we can figure out a way around this.” I glanced at Francisco, who silently kept his eyes peeled to the barely visible road ahead of us.
    


    
      “I'm trying to think through what happened. It's like they were tipped off on the exact identification of the backpack, the contents, and our whereabouts,” I said. “How did they know?”
    


    
      Without staring directly at Francisco, he could feel our eyes looking toward him, awaiting his thoughts—or even a possible admission of guilt.
    


    
      “I know what you gentlemen are thinking,“ he said, not taking his eyes off the road. ”I'd be wondering the same thing. This is why I've stayed completely clear of this world for years now. You can't trust anyone, even if you think they're your friends.
    


    
      “But, to clear your minds, I did not...I repeat, I did not and would not ever divulge information about the backpack, the money, or our mission to anyone.”
    


    
      Arthur and I both let the words resonate, trying to draw an opinion without necessarily declaring Francisco guilty.
    


    
      “I hear you, Francisco, but I just can't figure out how they knew who we were. I just can't grasp how it was possible,” I said honestly, my pulse picking up speed.
    


    
      “I have a theory.” Francisco raised a finger.
    


    
      “Given my original thought that this is all related to the drug world, it's very common for these leaders to have thugs and gangs working for them all over the country, carrying out all sorts of deeds. I know we've felt like Benicio didn't have it together, completely. This mugging could be from the same drug cartel, or the thugs could be from a rival cartel, who somehow stole the information.”
    


    
      It seemed crazy, but plausible, in this bizarre, violent, unpredictable world.
    


    
      “I can't lie, Francisco. Yes, these theories are possible, but what's more possible is you leaking this information to a local gang, who then hunted us down and stole our money. The only way we could secure Trudy's release has vanished,” Arthur said bluntly, his voice rising with a mixture of anger and anguish.
    


    
      Francisco wiped his face.
    


    
      The pendulum of doubt had swung back toward not trusting Francisco. On one hand, I was almost ashamed of the thought, given the conviction I'd seen from him. Yet, part of me wondered if all of his heroic actions were a ruse. Can anyone ever be considered “retired” from the drug business? Or does the greed flow through your veins, ready to re-emerge like an infection, preying on the weak when the opportunity presents itself?
    


    
      Tension loomed in the cabin of the truck like stagnant pollution hanging over a large city. A lack of trust, along with the series of insufferable events, had demoralized Arthur and me. It appeared we had little control over our situation and even less confidence that we could rely on our former-drug-runner pilot. For all we knew, Francisco could be leading us deeper into a trap that threatened our very lives.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Five


    
      

    


    
      “Who da fuck are you?” A short, balding man emerged from just inside the darkened garage on Mission Street in San Antonio and took three steps toward the white van, then shot a quick glance back over his shoulder, as if he was hiding something or someone.
    


    
      Stunned to find anyone home at their target destination, Keith felt a sudden chill permeate through his shoulders and neck. The six foot two inch man wearing a Spurs cap stopped dead in his tracks just outside the driver's side, the door still ajar. His body remained still, his face void of emotion, but his insides were doing back flips. Any sign of another person, especially one with such a threatening tone and posture, at their selected stash house was a sure red flag. The beams from two garage spotlights crossed in the exact spot the van had stopped, giving their opponent a notable sight advantage. Mistake number one.
    


    
      “I said, who da fuck are you and what you doin' here?” The shorter man with the thick Northeastern accent asked less politely than the first time. He took one more step and raised his right arm, exposing a revolver. It appeared to be a Smith & Wesson. “Do you speak English?”
    


    
      Keith wanted to ask, Do you speak English, you shit-head Italian New Yorker?
    


    
      Instead, he said, “Yes, we speak English.” Keith turned his head a few degrees to the right, his eyes making the rest of the turn, and saw Russ, his old high school buddy, still sitting in the passenger seat, the door slightly open and one hand on the door handle, one hand at his waist.
    


    
      “Good, you can either tell me what you're doin' here, or we're going to drag your asses into this garage and start yankin' your fingers off your hand one by one. Am I clear now?” The man with the fireplug physique turned the gun forty-five degrees and cocked his head to the left.
    


    
      Keith noted that he'd said “we.” Twenty seconds must have passed without another word. Just a lot of staring and steely looks.
    


    
      Keith tried to control his soaring pulse rate, likely north of a hundred fifty. Russ had convinced him this was going to be easy money. Nothing dangerous or seedy. Russ would owe him big for this heart pounding interaction. Really big.
    


    
      Keith exhaled and pursed his lips.
    


    
      Hadn't this numbnut ever hear the phrase, Don't kill the messenger? Well, Keith and Russ were essentially messengers...or something like that.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, I don't know your name, sir.” Layering on too much respect for his own liking, Keith said the first thing that came to mind. Maybe this asshole would chill out, and they could share drug-running stories.
    


    
      “I'm the big dick that's going to stuff this gun down your throat if you don't start talkin'.” The man took one more step, and Keith could actually see a blue vein pulsating on his sloped forehead.
    


    
      “Okay, okay.” Keith held up his arms. “We were sent here by people we hardly know to deliver a special package.”
    


    
      The man with the gun used his free hand to touch his face. Was that a signal or some sort of nervous tick? Keith spotted a long scar snaking down the guy's jawline. This dude must have been in a bunch of violent scrapes. “It appears there has been a mix-up in the address. I apologize for any confusion or alarm it might have caused.” Keith lowered his arms.
    


    
      “What's in the package?” said the man with the scar.
    


    
      “That's not for us to divulge. We're just the messenger, if you know what I mean.” His throat rejected the rising bile, but Keith was still cool on the outside...or at least he hoped. “It's obvious you're not the intended recipient. We'll leave you to attend to your own business.”
    


    
      “Quit moving, asshole. You want me to blow your fuckin' head off?” The gun bobbed up and down. “You interrupted us, so I'll say when you leave. What's in the package?”
    


    
      Keith took another look at Russ, who'd extracted his gun from his waistband without showing any movement in his torso. Unsure if Russ had ever fired the weapon, Keith saw the former first chair trumpet player unlock the safety and point it straight ahead, still out of sight.
    


    
      Keith could see his hope for a peaceful ending had been naïve, bordering on ridiculous. A rousing symphony of chirping crickets filled the dead air, but he still felt like they were alone on an island with this thug and his invisible partner...or partners. And only one group would walk away unscathed. Would Russ take a shot now or wait until fired upon?
    


    
      “You, in the van, what are you doing? Put your hands where I can see ya. Now!”
    


    
      Keith had held back his rising tide of emotions for too damn long. “Shoot that asshole!” he shouted to his partner.
    


    
      Making a split-second decision, Russ swung his heavy revolver up to the crack of the open door and fired toward the garage. A bullet penetrated the scarred man's left shoulder, and blood squirted onto his shirt, face, and the stamped concrete. Less than two seconds later, Keith saw a crackling flash from the garage, and Russ' head shot back, then his body went limp. Slowly he leaned right until he fell to the ground. His head bounced off the solid surface like a ping pong ball.
    


    
      At that moment, Keith leaped into the van and threw it into reverse, smoking the tires while screaming out of the driveway. Both of his adversaries fired shots, three of which cracked the windshield, causing slices of glass to fly into his face. He turned away from the flying debris, and the speeding vehicle swerved across the perfectly manicured lawn, spraying dirt and sod. The tires kept churning, and the vehicle crashed through the wrought iron fence, throwing the van up on two tires for a split second. Keith popped the gearshift into drive and the passenger door slammed shut. Parts of the fence stuck to the undercarriage until Keith violently whipped the wheel back and forth, dislodging the iron, and then he disappeared down the dark, tree-lined road.
    


    
      Shaken but still in control, he frantically peeled a few of the larger pieces of glass out of his face. He was disgusted at losing his longtime friend...on their first job with this new startup group. What had Russ said? “This will be a piece of cake. Easy money. Get in and get out.”
    


    
      Wind swirled within the front cab of the van, and Keith slammed his fist on the steering wheel. Where the hell had these bastards come from? Someone had double-crossed them. He believed his new boss couldn't—wouldn't—let this incident go unanswered. An eye for an eye.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Six


    
      

    


    
      Rolling her head to the left, Trudy felt something rigid at the back of her head, possibly hard plastic or metal under the crunchy, large leaves from the dozens of mango trees surrounding her. Her eyes opened, and she saw daylight through the narrow opening in the canopy of branches. She leaned on one elbow in her makeshift bed next to overgrown bushes, just twenty feet from a dirt road. Carefully, she felt behind her for the object. Got it. She brought it around. Disgusting! It was a needle, the plastic end cracked and the metal needle snapped off. She realized she was damn lucky not to have stuck herself.
    


    
      Sitting upright, she brushed off the leaves from her body and the potato sack she'd found to cover her torso. She almost smiled, wondering what her lady friends back home might think about her fashion sense. Who cares, given the hell she'd experienced. At least it covered her breasts from exposure, allowing her to feel a tad more at ease while she searched for a safe haven.
    


    
      She rose to her feet, gained her balance, and exhaled, knowing her journey to long-term safety was still a work in progress. Pausing, she heard voices and the turning of a squeaky wheel or some type of chain. She lowered her body back to her knees, trying to peer through a small opening of the bushes. Oh my God, she thought. It's that prick, Luis.
    


    
      “Amigo, did you have any luck?” Luis asked a man, who Trudy knew to be his partner Benicio.
    


    
      “Don't call me your friend. You go to rape that lady again, and then what happens? Estúpida escoria,” said Benicio, his eyes sticking daggers into his roommate.
    


    
      “I don't need your shit. I told you, what I do in my private time is none of your business. Besides, she liked it, I know she did.” Luis released a wicked smile.
    


    
      “If she liked it so much, then why did she kick you in the balls and run off? I'll tell you why...because she knows you're a bully, a rapist who only preys on the weak. You sick fuck.” Benicio approached Luis aggressively.
    


    
      Both men grabbed the other by the shirt. Trudy heard grunts, but no fists were thrown. Two locals walked by, and both men shoved the other away, allowing their grips to be broken.
    


    
      Benicio wiped his mouth with his sleeve and picked at a scab on his arm. His head jerked left.
    


    
      Still on her knees, Trudy had taken three small movements backward, but now she froze, hoping that he wasn't looking at her through the vegetation. Her breathing was so shallow, her lungs begged for more air. Her arms began to quiver. She needed to shift her weight to avoid falling forward. She looked down to ensure her next step wouldn't land on a noisemaker.
    


    
      “Hola, Trudy.” Sticking his greasy head through a shrub, Luis' thin smile was six feet in front of her. She peered into his eyes, and her heart exploded. Her mind crashed into instant despair and panic, knowing it was all but over.
    


    
      “Come to Papa.” Luis took a step...then fell to the ground, apparently tripping over some root or rock. Trudy didn't waste time thinking it through. She whipped around and sprinted into the jungle.
    


    
      She tried to listen for steps behind her, but she was moving so quickly, she couldn't hear anything other than the branches and vines slapping her head and her torso—her potato sack had long since fallen. Razor-like leaves and branches carved trenches into her skin, but she hardly noticed the battering. She kept moving, determined not to let that sick pervert catch her.
    


    
      “You'll never get out of this jungle,” she heard Luis scream from behind her. “Come on, Trudy. Don't play hard to get.”
    


    
      She couldn't help herself. She had to look back to see how close he was. She kept moving but turned her head at the same time. She saw flashes of Luis through the dense jungle bobbing up and down as he dodged trees and vines.
    


    
      “Trudy, Trudy, Trudy.” He yelled like he was singing her name. He was gaining on her fast.
    


    
      Fear began to overtake her body, and she was losing her balance. Breathing became labored. She began to hyperventilate from the physical toil of what she'd endured, and the emotional drain of trying to escape the devil himself.
    


    
      She turned and clipped a small tree, bounced left, tripping over two boulders, and then she tumbled twenty feet into a dark ravine.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Seven


    
      

    


    
      The incessant buzz of my cell phone woke me from a deep sleep, albeit one that had lasted just a few hours. But it was on a real mattress, in an actual hotel, in the middle of the tourist section of Puerto Vallarta. As I twisted by body around to grab my phone, I moaned from soreness, recalling the beating we took last evening when Arthur's money was stolen out of the back of the truck by the team of acrobatic thieves.
    


    
      I had two text messages. I rubbed my eyes to ensure I understood what I was reading. Arthur was already up and dressed, pacing on the other side of the room.
    


    
      Party @ club last nite; Soc coach dist pot, preying on girls; teens snortin coke; saved Summer; getin' close; more ltr; A
    


    
      I'd grown accustomed to piecing together the word fragments in Andi's text messages. I thought more about the danger surrounding the intern. She was either fearless or naïve as hell. At age twenty-one, I guessed most of us had fit the bill. I might have been more foolish than fearless. Responding to Andi's note, I clumsily punched the tiny letters on the key pad:
    


    
      Take notes, but be safe. We dont need a 2nd rescue mission. Michael
    


    
      I rolled out of bed and walked to the sliding glass door of our seventh-floor hotel room and glanced down at the beach, which was already filling up with spring breakers like ants converging on the home mound. We'd caught a break late last night when a room became available. Apparently, the parents of the kid renting the room canceled his credit card, and he and his buddies had to leave. That's one way to keep kids corralled in the modern era—take away their free ride.
    


    
      As I expected, and hoped, Marisa had sent me the second message:
    


    
      Thinkin' of u; miss u, luv u 4 ever! Marisa
    


    
      It brought a tear to my eye. At least twice in the last day, I thought I'd never see her again. Then I smiled. I was a lucky guy. Trying not to make Arthur any more distraught over Trudy, I went out to the balcony and punched up my home number. It rolled to voice mail. Next, I dialed Marisa's cell phone, and it also went straight to voice mail. Damn it. I responded via text.
    


    
      Hey baby, all is well. We're safe in PV. Will let you know when we have Trudy. Luv you, Michael
    


    
      I thought momentarily about the two women most on my mind right now. One was young, assertive, bold, and based upon what I've read on text messages so far, daring. But that only made me anxious, knowing her youthful energy and drive didn't omit the need for sound decision-making. The other, the love of my life, was my rock, who had put up with me beyond what any person could ask. On top of that, she never suffocated me, only supported me and my causes. She was beautiful and would always be that way to me, regardless of her age. She was frisky, spontaneous, and kind. She was my wife for life.
    


    
      I didn't want to create undue worry on Marisa's part, which is why I'd toned down my text message a few notches from reality. Maybe more than a few. Still, we were alive and mostly well. And hopefully we'd figure out a way to still bring Trudy back without anyone else sustaining an injury.
    


    
      As I re-entered the hotel room, Arthur and Francisco were actually sharing a sincere chuckle.
    


    
      “Anyone want to let me in on the joke?” I said while counting the purple and black bruises on my body.
    


    
      “We're just letting off some steam,” said Arthur in a relaxed tone.
    


    
      Good to see some of the tension dialed back. It might actually help us think of a way around our predicament. We needed to trade cash for Trudy, but no longer had the big haul the kidnappers would be seeking.
    


    
      “I say we go downstairs, have a healthy breakfast, and discuss our next steps,” said Francisco, still assuming he was part of the rescue team. We had never said otherwise, although doubts still lingered. He pointed at Arthur and said, “Last night when you talked to Benicio, he said that you should call back midday today. This gives us some time to put together some type of plan. I have some ideas.”
    


    
      Francisco seemed to be full of thoughts and opinions, mostly based upon his experiences from his first life, as he called it. At a certain level, we'd witnessed components of that knowledge. But was he holding back? I hadn't said a word to Arthur, but I was questioning whether we'd ride Francisco's coattails, or instead, allow him to believe we're following his plan, but then create a counter-plan without his awareness.
    


    
      Almost unknowingly, I'd begun to adjust to my environment. If you swim with the sharks, you have to think like them.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Eight


    
      

    


    
      My mind did a double-take. Hordes of teenagers were running around the hotel grounds like caged animals. They were grunting like apes, goosin' each other like they'd never seen another human being. It was obvious that their intellectual focus was, for at least a week, driven by an unmatched yearning for sex, drinking, and who knows what else.
    


    
      I couldn't deny it, though, even to myself. That was me seventeen years ago. I sat in an open-air café behind the hotel with Arthur and Francisco eating fresh melon and pineapple and wondered when the switch was flipped—that point in time when I went from thinking like a juvenile to using the term juvenile delinquency. Lost in my thoughts momentarily, I chuckled at my own expense and was thankful fate hadn't brought Marisa into my life until I was in my thirties.
    


    
      The three of us could hardly think, let alone delve into a deep discussion on how to approach our call and subsequent interaction with Trudy's kidnappers. Besides, I still wasn't prepared to take Francisco's word at face value.
    


    
      I asked a waiter if the nonsense would ever end, and he said the flock of sex-crazed kids was likely migrating down the beach to one of the Mr. and Mrs. Stud bathing suit contests—the kind of distasteful event that makes every parent proud, no doubt. Given my lack of nutritional intake the last couple of days, I took the opportunity to head back to the buffet table, dodging kids as I went. I loaded my plate with Marisa-approved food, turned and—
    


    
      What...who the hell just ran me over? I wondered while staring at the sky.
    


    
      “Uh, Mr. Doyle, Michael, is that you?” said a familiar voice.
    


    
      Lying flat on my back with fresh fruit scattered all over me, including one piece of watermelon balanced perfectly on my forehead, I only saw the upper torso of this recognizable voice. My left forearm began to throb. The person had flattened me like I was a catcher protecting home plate. In my two-second observation, I derived a couple of important points: the voice was a girl's, and given the fact that my hands were now touching her bare waist, she was quite fit.
    


    
      “It is you,” said the voice of the girl, who scrambled to roll off me.
    


    
      Despite my brain still moving in slow motion due to lack of sleep and the re-emergence of throbbing pain emanating from my left forearm, I finally connected the dots—it was Andi. As we both got to our feet, I saw that she was wearing a bikini, and I realized that her boobs had been in my face while I was holding her waist. If I'd been a celebrity, that shot would have gone viral on Instagram, Twitter, and every other social media train wreck.
    


    
      I tried to clean the fruit medley off me. “Andi, um, what are you doing running—?”
    


    
      “Uhh...my job, remember?” she said sarcastically.
    


    
      “Yes, right. Makes sense,” I said, regaining my mental equilibrium. I touched her elbow and guided her to a more secluded spot behind the buffet tables so we could have a quick conversation.
    


    
      “First, you're going to have to stop running into me like this,” I said mockingly. She looked down at my forearm, which I held close to my body.
    


    
      “Are you okay?” she asked. “Did I hurt you?” It was difficult to make out, given her gold tan, but I think her face turned a slight shade of red.
    


    
      “I'm fine. Small world, huh? I got your latest text this morning. Sounds like you're making good progress?”
    


    
      She nodded. “Don't be too obvious but look over my right shoulder. See that boy in the orange bathing suit and fancy sunglasses? That's Zachary, a kid from the private school.”
    


    
      “I recognize him from Courtney's funeral,” I said, remembering that somber day. “You're right. The photo of him in the paper was really creepy,” she said, reminding me again that she was still in college. “I thought about it last night when I was trying to fall asleep after another crazy night—don't ask, by the way.”
    


    
      “I'll reserve my comment for later.”
    


    
      “He always has people around him, but he still likes to stay a bit mysterious. The best I can read him is that he has to be in control, and he uses his money to manipulate people. They just dance around him.”
    


    
      “Yeah, I'm sure he's lived quite a privileged life,” I said.
    


    
      “And then there's Coach Wilson. He's a sick puppy, going after these high school girls, giving out drugs like candy,” Andi said. “I thought about Courtney playing on the soccer team.”
    


    
      I nodded, acknowledging the connection.
    


    
      “Andi, if Coach Wilson is who we think he might be, you can't be cavalier about your interactions with him. He'll sniff a snitch a mile away.”
    


    
      “I was born after you, but that doesn't mean I was born yesterday,” she replied with a bit of attitude, but smiling at the end.
    


    
      “I hear you. I'll stop there and not get into overprotective mode.”
    


    
      “Good, it wouldn't work anyway. I've made it this far, and no one's stopping me now. Stay tuned for more on the text toy. Later.”
    


    
      A confident Andi jogged off.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Fifty-Nine


    
      

    


    
      It felt more like a third grade project than a plan to enable us to fool Trudy's kidnappers. Actually, the only scissors we could find were made for little kids, minus the sharp edge, and the finger openings were small, covered with rubber. I could barely squeeze my fingertips through.
    


    
      “You must make sure they are the exact same size as the dollar bill,” Francisco instructed.
    


    
      “I got that part. I'm just trying not to cut the dollar bill by accident.”
    


    
      Francisco had asked each of us to withdraw as much money as possible from ATM machines, in the largest denominations possible. Then, we purchased fatigue-green construction paper and cut out rectangles to match the exact proportions of the cash. We bundled them together with two rubber bands, leaving the real cash on both ends and a few bills scattered throughout the wad. We pulled together fifty wads of cash, the same number in the stolen backpack. While a tad creative, it seemed way too simplistic.
    


    
      “Francisco, I have to say, do we think these people are stupid? If they see we're trying to fool them, this whole damn thing could backfire. We could be putting all of us, Trudy included, in harm's way,” I said.
    


    
      Arthur entered our hotel room before Francisco could respond, holding a replacement gray backpack.
    


    
      “Nice, Arthur. This should work.” Francisco first inspected the bag then loaded it with the stacks of cash we'd created thus far.
    


    
      “Now, Michael, back to what you're saying. We all agree that we have no time to pull together a half million dollars, si? I've seen this trick a few times myself, and it has actually worked,” he recalled. “But something about this Benicio guy just doesn't make sense to me. I can't put my finger on it. I just don't get the sense he has a lot of experience in situations like these.”
    


    
      Arthur and I glanced at each other, not forgetting how the money was stolen. From any logical perspective, neither Arthur nor I could see how Francisco couldn't be involved, given how the robbery and mugging went down.
    


    
      Then I recalled a saying my Pop once told me: “Sometimes, even after you have all the facts, you just have to go with your instincts. Go with your gut.” I'd taken Arthur into the hallway to share my thoughts and concerns, and even Pop's words of wisdom.
    


    
      “I think you're asking me if we should use Pop's approach now,” Arthur said. “I miss Trudy more than anyone will ever know. Whether I'm desperate or too exhausted to make a wise decision, I don't know for sure, but I say we go with our gut.”
    


    
      I reached out and put my arm around Arthur's shoulder, relieved we came to the same conclusion.
    


    
      “So, are you boys going to make me walk the plank?” Francisco joked as we reentered the room.
    


    
      “Honestly, it's taken us a while to get here, Francisco. I think you understand. But from here on out, you're part of the team.” Francisco and I shook hands, and then he reached out to do the same with Arthur.
    


    
      Strengthened by our renewed solidarity, I still wondered if our plan to fool the kidnappers would be enough to secure the release of Trudy and allow us to leave the country unharmed. Energized from our renewed bond of trust, Arthur dialed the number to Benicio to set up the time and place for the swap.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty


    
      Hey baby, all is well. We're safe in PV. Will let you know when we have Trudy. Luv you, Michael
    


    
      Pulling into her driveway after a highly ineffective day at work, Marisa re-read the text she'd received earlier from her husband. She had little else to hold on to and, recalling the words, envisioning Michael saying those words out loud, helped sooth her nerves and lesson the fear of the unknown, at least to a degree.
    


    
      “Uh, Mama, what have you been up to?” asked Marisa, taking in the scent of fresh risotto with scallions, and seeing the table set and fresh pink roses resting in a crystal vase.
    


    
      “Oh my gosh, Mama! Where did you get this vase from? It's fabulous,” Marisa exclaimed.
    


    
      Emilia strolled out to the dining area wearing a stylish new apron. She even did a quick pirouette, so her daughter could check out the complete picture.
    


    
      The two ladies had come a long way in a short time. Over the last few days, Marisa had been able to accept her mother's reasoning for not burdening her daughter with the truth behind her father's occupation, and related death.
    


    
      “You just let me take care of dinner tonight.” Emilia gave her daughter a warm embrace, something she rarely did. Both women held on for an extra second. Marisa savored the feeling of her mother's love during this stressful time with Michael a world away.
    


    
      Marisa flipped on the evening news, then she went to change out of her work outfit. Just like that, her perspective and outlook had shifted. She even found herself humming, recalling fond memories of Michael romancing her with one of their favorite CDs, a Norah Jones classic. “I'm just waiting for you to come on home and turn me on,” she belted out, envisioning her husband's arms around her.
    


    
      Suddenly, her thoughts were interrupted by a loud crash.
    


    
      “Mama, did you break one of my nice casserole dishes?” she called out, walking partially undressed into the living room.
    


    
      Emilia stood stone-faced, hands covering her mouth, and a shattered dish at her feet. Marisa took one look at her and noticed she was staring at the TV.
    


    
      “Last night, one man was killed on the property where the homeowner was not home,” the newscaster read from the teleprompter. “Police have no clues, other than a trail of blood yards away from the body, as well as tire tracks in the yard and a destroyed fence. Police found no evidence of forced entry.”
    


    
      Neither woman moved.
    


    ***


    
      Emilia's brow furrowed, her heart sprinting at a pace she'd never experienced. She brought her hand to her chest, and she swayed slightly. The TV flashed images of yellow police tape, disheveled sod on the otherwise pristine lawn, a mauled wrought iron fence and splattered blood. Death on her property. Death on her hands.
    


    
      Emilia's thoughts raced through a myriad of questions she couldn't answer. What could she say?
    


    
      “Oh my God, that's your house isn't it?” Marisa flipped her head from the TV back to her mother. “They don't think anyone broke in? What the hell is going on?”
    


    
      Emilia was frozen with fear. Moments ago, she'd felt like her relationship with Marisa had reached a new echelon, something she hadn't felt since she'd held her sweet, dimpled baby in her arms. The years flashed forward. Her past had finally grabbed her by the throat. How could she continue the deceit, the secret life that allowed her to live a privileged life at the expense of others?
    


    
      Confused, mortified, and incapable of processing her thoughts, Emilia walked briskly to her room and locked the door behind her. Sitting in her bedside chair, Emilia unleashed a tidal wave of emotions, weeping uncontrollably, tugging on her own hair, and raising her hands to the air, begging for an answer to her own inadequacies. “Why, why, why have I done this, shamed myself, my family, the only daughter I have, whom I love more than life itself?”
    


    
      “Mother, who are you talking to?” asked Marisa, knocking repeatedly on the bedroom door. “What is going on? Are you okay?”
    


    
      Emilia toned down her crying, but couldn't force herself to stop. In fact, she heaved with emotion, while grasping at a box of tissues, hoping they would mute the noise and evaporate the guilt.
    


    
      More knocking. “Mother?”
    


    
      Painful knots gripped every fiber of her gut as she slid off the chair, pulling on the bed skirt, grasping for anything to keep her life from falling into an abyss so deep she would never recover.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-One


    
      

    


    
      Still sprinkled with a plethora of early evening shoppers, El Mercado seemed an unusual place to swap a backpack full of cash, both real and counterfeit, for Trudy. Yet these had been Benicio's instructions earlier when Arthur made the call. Arthur had tried to ask a follow-up question, but the lead kidnapper had a more curse tone than in recent conversations, openly agitated. He'd hung up the phone abruptly after giving the instructions to Arthur, not answering any questions. While pleased with the public setting for our transaction, Francisco and I both caught on to Benicio's slight change of attitude.
    


    
      “I don't know Michael, but this guy, Benicio, just didn't sound right on that call,” Francisco said as we made our way toward the grouping of fruit stands.
    


    
      “I hear ya. I've been on these calls since Day One of this ordeal, and for a guy who's getting ready to finally get his hands on a half million dollars in cash, he definitely seemed annoyed at something, or someone.” Arthur wasn't listening to our conversation. His determined look was undeniable, and he didn't give a damn about the kidnapper's disposition or, for that matter, where we were meeting him. His mind, his heart, his soul was obviously focused on one thing—reuniting with his wife.
    


    
      The three of us stood at the corner of the fruit stands as dusk settled on Puerto Vallarta. Only Arthur would recognize the kidnapper, Benicio. Staring directly into the horizontal sun, we heard his familiar, accented voice before we saw his face.
    


    
      “Arthur Spanarkel,” the voice said, struggling a bit with the last name. The three of us swung around. I immediately looked down, noticing a dumpy man, covered with filth, his stomach protruding from his shirt that only had two or three buttons on it. His shorts sagged, and he was wearing worn red flip-flops. Not exactly the picture of a man I'd think of leading an international extortion and possible drug ring. Then again, Sam Walton used to drive an old pickup truck even after Walmart was raking in billions.
    


    
      “Where is my wife?” Arthur asked quickly, looking to either side of Benicio and behind him. “We have the money...see?” Arthur opened the bag and, from a distance, showed Benicio the wads of cash.
    


    
      Benicio wiped sweat from his crumpled forehead then looked directly at me, ignoring Arthur. “Are you Francisco?”
    


    
      I shook my head, my eyes not blinking.
    


    
      “Who is this? You were supposed to come alone with the pilot.”
    


    
      “He's just a friend here to help an old man.” Arthur's voice cracked.
    


    
      The portly kidnapper glared at me for another couple of seconds then turned to look off in the distance.
    


    
      “We will need to complete this arrangement at another location.” Benicio's eyes seemed to bounce back and forth between Arthur and the backpack.
    


    
      “Excuse me, what are you saying? What kind of trick do you think you're pulling on us?” Arthur said assertively, taking a step towards the kidnapper.
    


    
      Benicio raised his arms, not brandishing a weapon but instead providing a brace in case Arthur attacked him.
    


    
      “I have no tricks up my sleeve.” He held up each arm. “I will lead you to where we are going. It's in a garage up in the hills.”
    


    
      Francisco and I had put our arms on Arthur to ensure he didn't cross the line with Benicio, potentially creating a bigger scene, drawing unwanted attention to our mission.
    


    
      “It's okay. We will follow you.” I patted Arthur on the back then extended my good arm, offering Benicio to lead the group. “Vamos.”
    


    
      “I don't like this,” Francisco observed quietly as we walked behind Benicio and Arthur. “But we don't have another choice at this point. Stay alert.”
    


    
      Questions darted through my mind, with no real answers on what this all meant for Trudy, for getting all of us home safely.
    


    
      Looking beyond the moving arms flashing colorful trinkets, handmade ponchos, and sombreros, we cut through the throngs of vendors and shoppers on the cobblestone streets, and then the smells and sounds from El Mercado faded behind us.
    


    
      I couldn't predict what we'd find at this garage. I only prepared myself to expect the unexpected.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Two


    
      

    


    
      “Hash tag partybitches!” screamed Summer as she hit the dance floor. Despite the constant party environment, Andi was slightly shocked to see the teenage beauty acting like nothing out of the ordinary had happened to her at the Jungle last night. In reality, the attractive blonde was fortunate that Andi had sent her back to the hotel when she had, before she snorted more powder up her nose than her tight little body could ever handle. She either had a short memory or a powerful addiction. Andi tried to keep one eye on her new little sister and the other eye on the school of sharks.
    


    
      She'd spoken with Brandon earlier in the day, providing a more detailed version of the information she'd given to Michael when she clumsily tackled him to the ground. I'm such a freakin' klutz, she thought.
    


    
      Opening her miniature mesh purse, Andi touched the Utilities icon on her iPhone, then clicked the Voice Memos button. She touched the red button to initiate the sound recording feature. She'd tested the sound earlier in the bathroom. A voice could be heard, although it sounded a tad garbled. Here goes nothing, she thought.
    


    
      “Hey boys, what you in the mood for tonight?” she asked as suggestively as she could muster, winking specifically at one boy.
    


    
      Can I get any more obvious?
    


    
      “I don't know, just wanna chill a bit, maybe party a little bit, too,” Zachary said.
    


    
      Andi sauntered over to Zachary, grabbed his biceps, and acted like she was playfully biting his shoulder. They all laughed, but she didn't let go. She had laid claim to him for the night.
    


    
      Knowing she'd likely be forced to consume an abundance of alcoholic beverages, she left the hotel room earlier and ate anything she could find. She was so full her belly stuck out—at least she thought it did. She passed on the outfit that would have exposed her midriff, instead relying on her smooth, long legs and whatever cleavage she could create to lure in her young target.
    


    
      Apparently, something was clicking, because Zachary wasn't nearly as guarded. In fact, the longer the night wore on, and the more drinks he downed, the more his hands started to wander. As a veteran of this setting, Andi casually yet teasingly altered the placement of her new mate's hands, without any awareness from the now-drunk teen.
    


    
      Zachary pulled out five joints and distributed them to his ring of so-called friends. Brazenly, they lit up in the middle of the club. Andi knew this place wasn't nearly as swanky as the previous night's party destination, which made her feel a bit uneasy. Still, she knew she couldn't make much headway without having some one-on-one time.
    


    
      “I know you must be tired of hanging out with all these guys. You want to take a walk on the beach?” Andi asked. Zachary inhaled one last drag, then set it out on the table. He tried to act cool, but his eagerness to get Andi alone was all too obvious.
    


    
      Minutes later, they held hands and waded through the surf as they ambled down the dimly lit beach.
    


    
      “How's it going at the new school?” he asked.
    


    
      “I guess pretty good. I've only been there for a week, so it's been a crash course on getting to know people.” They both had a brief chuckle but kept their heads down.
    


    
      Waves crashed against the shoreline, the remnants of a few crawling up to their ankles, then the foamy salt water retracted back into the ocean. The endless cycle of sounds filled the silence between them.
    


    
      “You know when I got to the school, a counselor warned me about something that did have me a bit concerned. Now I'm probably more curious than worried.” She laid out the bait.
    


    
      “What could be the big concern in the center of suburbia USA?”
    


    
      “I'd heard about all these teenagers dying from drug overdoses. Now, don't get me wrong, I'm no prude,” she said, squeezing his arm and smiling. “When it's time to party, I'm at the front of the crowd, but I don't want to take any freaky shit or anything.”
    


    
      Zachary's expression remained unchanged. “I hear what you're saying.”
    


    
      Andi was frustrated she couldn't get him to open up, get mad, show some emotion that might allow the truth—whatever that was—to spill out. Maybe he was nothing more than a spoiled teenage junkie.
    


    
      Zachary pulled out another joint, as if he needed something to control his nerves, possibly his thoughts.
    


    
      “Wanna a hit?” he asked.
    


    
      Not able to fake it this time, Andi accepted and immediately felt her head spin. This is some strong weed, she thought.
    


    
      “So, it seems like you enjoy hanging out with the public school kids a lot,” Andi pointed out.
    


    
      “Yeah, they're fun, not as stuck up as the rich kids.”
    


    
      Purposely giggling, Andi replied, “Aren't you one of those rich kids?”
    


    
      “I guess so. Hey, let's go over there behind that sand dune where we can be private,” he said, leading the way and changing the subject.
    


    
      Without hesitation, he began to pull out drug paraphernalia from his multi-pocketed shorts. Andi was amazed to see him so comfortable with the dangerous instruments.
    


    
      “I heard that the only reason I was able to go on this trip was because of the last girl that died. I think her name was Courtney,” Andi said, interrupting Zachary momentarily. After a slight pause, he continued with his setup. “I guess I feel a bit guilty. She could be having all this fun. She could be here with you, holding your arm.” Andi batted her eyelashes at the younger boy.
    


    
      “She was a fun girl.” He gave her a half grin then returned to his duties.
    


    
      “Oh, you knew her?”
    


    
      “Uh, yeah, we hung out some at parties, you know, like the other girls at the public school.”
    


    
      Zachary became more focused and deliberate, as he tied off his arm. Andi scooted a few inches back and looked around for a potential escape. But she only saw sand dunes and beach vegetation. She could hear the ocean in the background but nothing else. She knew this was her only chance to take the conversation further, yet she wasn't about to stick poison in her arm either. Hesitantly, she held out her arm, and he tied it off.
    


    
      “You're telling me this is clean shit?” He nodded but focused on the needles, flicking the edge like a medical professional.
    


    
      Then she had a thought, a possible excuse not to take the drugs. “Just to let you know I'm not very good in bed if I'm high, so feel free if you want to. I'd rather take it once I've sent you to the moon and back.” She ran her hand up his thigh.
    


    
      She untied the band as he nodded.
    


    
      More motivated than ever, he stuck the needle in his arm. Immediately, his eyes rolled into the back of his head, and he fell over to his side. “Fuckin' A. Wow, that guy was right. This is prime shit,” he said, his voice a half-octave higher than normal. “Come over here, Andi. Undo my shorts, get on top of me.”
    


    
      She fidgeted with his zipper and touched his chest.
    


    
      “Zachary, were you with Courtney the night she died?” she asked simply.
    


    
      “Huh? I don't know what you're...” He was so out of it that he couldn't finish the thought.
    


    
      “Did you give the drugs to Courtney the night she died?”
    


    
      “What? She was a good lay, especially after we shot up. Now get on top of me, damn it,” he said, slurring his words.
    


    
      “Zachary, I know you want me. I want you too,” she whispered in his ear, causing him to giggle like a young child.
    


    
      She exhaled and decided to swing for the fences.
    


    
      “Did you shoot up Courtney the night she died and then drop her off at the hospital?”
    


    
      “Who else do you think did it, Jesus fuckin' Christ? Of course I did it. I didn't want her to die though. I dropped her off at the hospital,” he said, his voice growing somewhat agitated, but still in a daze.
    


    
      “Why'd you do it, Zachary?”
    


    
      “I didn't mean to. I couldn't help it.” His eyes swelled, and his face contorted. “Now just get on top of me.”
    


    
      Andi didn't move a muscle. Gusts of wind whipped sand against her face. She was stunned she'd been able to entrap the teenager into admitting his role in Courtney's death.
    


    
      Without warning, Zachary reached up and backhanded her across the face.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Three


    
      

    


    
      I tilted my neck back and emptied the last of the water bottle, careful that I kept an eye on the terrain of the dirt road. Thus far, we'd only seen a couple of vehicles traversing the treacherous path, trying to avoid the multitude of crater-like potholes and enormous boulders. The sun had set behind the thick, tall trees, forcing us to stay close to our kidnapper guide, Benicio. We hiked another quarter mile or so, then turned right and walked about fifty yards through an overgrown path.
    


    
      “Estamos aquí,” said Benicio. “We're here.”
    


    
      He extended his arm, almost like he was a maître d' at a restaurant escorting us to one of the nicer tables. Instead, in between the lush foliage, we paused and saw a large structure, covered with vines. It was mostly made out of warped wood with holes and gaps everywhere.
    


    
      Benicio asked Arthur to unlatch the door. Arthur opened it slightly but only saw darkness. He then looked back at Bencio, who wrinkled his eyes, apparently puzzled by the obscurity.
    


    
      “Wait, I hear something,” I said out loud. None of us moved, including Benicio, oddly. It was a muffled sound, but I couldn't make it out. I looked at Francisco, whose concerned expression matched mine. Arthur, eager to find and hold his Trudy, entered without prudence.
    


    
      “Trudy, Trudy, are you here?” Arthur took two steps into the dark edifice. The muffled sound became more pronounced but was still a distance away. Francisco and I both moved forward cautiously. I held my aching left forearm tight against my chest, bracing for a major impact.
    


    
      “Luis, you are here, si?” said Benicio from behind us. He now was holding up a lighter which only provided light about five feet in front of us. We paused. The sounds became more audible, like a person's voice grunting, shifting, even some squeaking. Without warning, a single light popped on at the other end of the deep, rectangular-shaped garage. It was Trudy—without a stitch of clothing on her. Holy shit. Her hands and feet were tied to some type of bed, and she was gagged. A sinewy man was standing over her, wearing only his underwear.
    


    
      “Gringos, it's about time you made it,” he said, shaking a gun in our direction. He had a disturbed look on his face. “You see what I've been tasting the last few weeks? Well, I thought I needed one more taste before, unfortunately, we have to do away with you. All of you.”
    


    
      “My dear God, Trudy!” Arthur yelled out, taking a step forward before being halted by the thin man waving his gun.
    


    
      I looked back at Benicio, who appeared angry but not shocked. I glanced downward and saw he also had a gun, resting next to his beefy leg. We locked eyes. Francisco turned back to see the same thing seconds later. We were trapped. It was now apparent that Benicio and Luis had planned to lead us to this rundown garage and kill us. All breath was sucked out of my body. I had naively convinced myself we wouldn't be in harm's way. And I now realized my ignorance would lead to us being killed.
    


    
      “Luis, what the hell are you doing, you stupid little prick?” Benicio narrowed his eyes and took two steps toward the distasteful scene.
    


    
      “You stay back too, Benicio. I'm going to screw this Americana one more time, and all of you can watch,” he said, laughing like a wild animal. He snorted through his nose a couple of times.
    


    
      I could see the horror on Trudy's face, which appeared swollen, like she'd been punched. It was partially black and blue. I stared at Trudy's eyes, which were begging for a savior.
    


    
      Arthur started to break down, crying, reaching for Trudy, as I, with my one good arm, and Francisco, both held him back. Yelling ensued. The thin man, Luis, in his underwear, screamed back at an emotional Arthur. Benicio, in Spanish, yelled at Luis. We tried to calm Arthur. It was a nightmare....a chaotic, repulsive scene, bartering over this naked, traumatized, innocent woman. Luis lowered his underwear and waddled towards Trudy, who was desperately struggling to wiggle out of the knotted ropes. Behind us, Benicio paced, rubbed his nose, appearing unsure what he should do.
    


    
      Just as I turned back to Trudy, a gunshot whizzed past my face, causing my stomach to leap into my throat. We ducked and snapped our heads back to look at Benicio, then over to Luis, injured and down on his knees. The thin man spit fumes at Benicio, berating him with Spanish curse words. Suddenly, a silver streak flew by my ear and came smashing down on Benicio's right hand. He let out an agonizing, high-pitched scream, and the motion caused his gun to fire again. Instantly, the single light in the garage vanished. More gunshots followed, and we hit the dirt. My heart raced, but I kept one arm on Arthur.
    


    
      Seconds later, my ears heard cathedral bells, but the rest of the violent sounds had ceased. But for how long?
    


    
      “Francisco, you there? Arthur, how about you?” I said, breathing heavily but lying chest down, unable to see anything other than my hand in front of my face.
    


    
      “I'm here, I'm okay,” Arthur quickly replied. Francisco didn't respond. I could only hear multiple voices moaning in the darkness.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Four


    
      

    


    
      Feet shuffled on the dirt surface. Agonizing groans permeated through the squalid garage. Not able to see, I was as still as a squirrel, waiting for light, or something to provoke a response. Suddenly, two lights flickered near Trudy's bed, then darkness again. I thought I saw a person moving, but I wasn't sure. The shuffling became more prominent, moving closer to me. I think someone stepped over me. The garage door opened and someone ran out. But who?
    


    
      I couldn't wait any longer. Using as little of my left arm as possible, I crawled slowly, first beyond Arthur, telling him to stay put. I got to Francisco, now able to see the outlines of images two to three feet in front of me. He was unresponsive, but I think I felt a slight pulse. The machete was still clutched in his right hand. I uncurled his fingers from the grip and took ownership. It felt heavy, and I knew it could do some real damage with the appropriate type of leveraged force behind a swing. I slid in the other direction, unsure how far I'd go until I'd run into something, someone.
    


    
      I slithered over something that felt like a stone. I grabbed it. No, not a stone, a lighter. Had Benicio dropped it? I didn't know, but if it was the one that had been in Benicio's hand earlier, I knew it worked. I also knew I couldn't turn it on until absolutely necessary.
    


    
      I paused, even holding my breath, to make sure I was hearing every audible noise. Only some grunts and groans, but they were dissipating. Seconds later, my head rammed directly into the metal bed frame. I rose to my feet, hoping, praying a gunshot wouldn't be fired. I knew the ropes were tied to the frame, but I needed light to know the exact location of the ropes. I could feel the bed shaking slightly. I gave myself a count of three...then flicked on the lighter and used three powerful swings to sever the ropes. Trudy rolled off the bed and onto the ground. Quickly leaning down and giving the lighter a quick flick, I could see Trudy was in great pain, her face contorted and...well, a mess. I saw a flash of another person too. Luis.
    


    
      I lifted the heavy machete in one hand, and with more adrenaline flowing through my body now, I quickly flicked the lighter again with my other hand, preparing to land a direct shot to Luis' body. But at the last second, I held back. He was curled up in a fetal position, blood gushing from his shoulder. He'd been the one moaning, most likely. He turned his head slightly toward me, then back to the ground. He wasn't going anywhere, I thought. He will die in this filthy garage, bleeding to death. I turned away. I took Trudy's arm and walked gingerly back to the door, using the lighter as a guide. I found Arthur, and he and I dragged Francisco's body out of the garage, where a full moon now provided more constant light. Arthur and Trudy began hugging, crying, while I tended to Francisco. I looked around and saw no one.
    


    
      “Dear God, you're alive, you're alive!” Arthur said over and over again, holding Trudy's face and her naked body. She tried to speak, but her sobbing interrupted any possible verbal response. Distracted momentarily by the unforgettable reunion, I felt something hitting my knee. Francisco was moving his arm.
    


    
      Arthur still had water left in his bottle, so we poured it into Francisco's mouth. He became more lucid then held his hand up to his head. I hadn't noticed the bleeding until then.
    


    
      “Did you get shot in the head, Francisco?” I asked.
    


    
      “I think it just grazed me, unless you see a bigger hole than I feel,” he said sarcastically.
    


    
      I looked back at Arthur, and the three of us let out grateful sighs amidst half smiles.
    


    
      “Did you rescue Trudy?”
    


    
      “No, Francisco, you did. You saved all of our lives.”
    


    
      Trudy buried her head in Arthur's chest, her emotions gushing from infinite relief.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Five


    
      

    


    
      Andi touched her lip and saw blood on her fingertip. She was a workout fiend, but likely not strong enough to fend off Zachary if the fight continued, especially someone so out of control because of the toxins coursing through his veins.
    


    
      “You ask too many questions. Who the hell do you think you are?” Zachary said, his voice fumbling the last couple of words.
    


    
      “Zachary, I'm your friend and—” Zachary grabbed Andi's shoulders and shook her violently, then slapped her across the face again.
    


    
      “I don't have a true friend in my life. You tricked me to say things that I should have never said,” he screamed, then put his hands to his head and yelled out. “Ahhh!”
    


    
      Andi tried desperately to lower his level of agitation, hopeful she could find a peaceful path to escape the scene.
    


    
      “Zachary, let's walk back to the party, get a beer, and just chill out,” she said in her most pleasant voice, though her pulse raced under her skin.
    


    
      She tried to get a read on him, his mood, but it changed every few seconds, frightening her more. He rolled to the left and dropped his head in his hands, talking to himself. Slowly, she rose to her feet, looking at him as she took one step to freedom, then another. Suddenly, he turned and lunged at her legs, buckling her knees and knocking her down next to his makeshift drug station. She struggled to get back on her knees and crawl away, but he became more relentless, punching her in both kidneys as she lay on her back.
    


    
      “Please stop!” she yelled out in vain. He growled with rage and flipped her over. He tried to unbutton her shorts, but she slapped him away. Then he tried to paw at her breasts. She reached to grab his wrists, but he twisted away and threw a solid punch directly at her mouth. Thinking she was either going to be raped and or beaten to a pulp, she turned and saw the one remaining needle—initially meant for her arm—lying on the sand. He now had his hands around her throat. She grabbed the needle and rammed it into his neck. He fell to one side and yelled out.
    


    
      Finally able to jump to her feet, Andi ran three steps, then turned and saw him on the sand, rocking left and right, holding his neck, his eyes rolling in the back of his head. Blood seeped through his fingers. She went back and grabbed her purse, which contained the verbal evidence of him admitting to killing Courtney. Then she ran off to find someone to call an ambulance for the teenage boy who might be dying from another drug overdose.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Six


    
      

    


    
      The unbearable pain could hardly be contained. If he looked at it, or even worse, jogged a few steps, it nearly made him vomit. Still, Benicio hadn't stopped moving since rushing out of the garage with the gray backpack, believing he held the golden parachute that would liberate him from all his stress and anxiety. He stopped to catch his breath, praying the throbbing would subside. He took a quick glance at his wounds. His right forefinger had a deep cut down to the bone. His thumb was all but gone, dangling, held on by no more than a tendon or loose skin. Blood dripped onto his grubby feet.
    


    
      It would be dawn in a couple of hours. If he could continue his path moving north out of town, at daybreak he'd have more options to finally consume water and food. He knew, however, he'd die if he didn't find some way to stop the blood flow. The excruciating pain could only be relieved by some of the potent shit—chiba chiba, straight from Colombia. He closed his eyes and imagined taking a long drag.
    


    
      Burning pains slammed his mind back into reality. A pool of blood had formed around his feet. Weary from being up for more hours than he could count, he took a deep breath, knowing the pause could only be a temporary one—he had to keep moving. Stealing money from a drug cartel leader would make him famous for all the wrong reasons. The tattooed man with silver-tipped boots would show no mercy. Would Pedro accept a bribe to leave him alone and let him move on? Money, after all, dictated everyone's loyalties. As Enrique's new chief security officer, Pedro likely wouldn't fall prey to the temptation of a quick fix. Benicio knew the Sangre cartel's long-term rewards far outweighed the small pittance he had at his disposal.
    


    
      Benicio trudged forward, but each step became an enormous task. The ground appeared uneven. He looked skyward and tree branches spun left then right. He blinked his eyes and took a few more steps, finding himself at the edge of a bridge, the same one he and Luis had carried Trudy across the night this entire nightmare began.
    


    
      All he wanted—all he'd ever wanted—was money and, with that, the proper amount of respect, like the tourists and rich bitches sailing around in their million-dollar yachts. He envisioned captaining his own vessel, powering through the choppy sea as the ocean winds sprayed salty water across his face. Lost in his own thoughts, he briefly smiled. Money...it would bring so many comforts he couldn't count. He could have all of that, if he could only escape to a place where he could start over.
    


    
      All of his dreams were contained in the backpack. He unzipped it, nearly pulling his thumb off in the process. He rummaged through the bag and took out four stacks. He took off one rubber band and sifted through the cash. What's all of this green paper? He did the same with another stack, then another, and another. They were all the same. Plain, green construction paper with a real note mixed in here and there.
    


    
      “Jesus Christ, why me?” he screamed to no one. His hopes and desires were nothing more than pure fantasy, an illusion as worthless as the paper in his hands. He exhaled, releasing an exhausted breath and all of his implausible dreams. He dropped to his knees, unable to take another step in his miserable life.
    


    
      “Mira lo que la droga en el gato?” said a baritone voice. “What has the cat dragged in?”
    


    
      Benicio raised his head slowly, realizing his greatest fear stood before him.
    


    
      He stammered, “Pedro, I'm, I'm glad I ran into you. I found this bag of money and was bringing it to you.” Pedro looked at two associates who stood behind him and chuckled. He then put one of his large black boots on Benicio's hand, sliding it down until it rested on what was left of his thumb.
    


    
      “Ah, shit, please no!” Benicio begged.
    


    
      Pedro ignored the plea and shoved Benicio's fat ass backward, his weight forcing his body one way, while his thumb remained under the boot. Benicio's yells turned into high-pitched shrills.
    


    
      “Hey, ladron,” Pedro said, calling him a thief. “You don't steal from the Sangre cartel. Given your stupidity, you would die anyway. This way I get a souvenir for my hard work.”
    


    
      Benicio knew the end was near, although it was difficult to think straight, given his truncated appendage. Remorse, mostly from listening to his greedy self-conscious, consumed his every thought.
    


    
      “Stand up like a man,” Pedro said. With all four men now assembled on the bridge, Pedro's two henchmen held Benicio by either arm, fresh blood now pouring liked red syrup from his hand.
    


    
      Benicio had no more chances at life. He'd wasted every one of them chasing after an empty dream. He coughed, then a quick thought entered his mind.
    


    
      “Why do they call you the Pain Killer?” Benicio attempted to look into Pedro's eyes.
    


    
      “Because after seeing me, you feel no more pain.”
    


    
      Pedro raised his stainless steel, six inch Taurus M44 revolver, and squeezed the trigger. One shot pierced Benicio's forehead. Instantly, his body went limp. The thugs let him fall backward into the dirty moat that doubled as a narrow, polluted river.
    


    
      Benicio would blend in nicely.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Seven


    
      

    


    
      “Damn it, pick up the freakin' phone.” Andi paced a hallway adjacent to the emergency room in the local Puerto Vallarta hospital. Windows lined both walls. Looking out the east side of glass, she could see the sunrise's early morning glow reflecting off the nearby glass buildings.
    


    
      She'd dialed Summer's cell phone three times, and three times it rolled to some silly dance song by One Direction. No doubt her teenage roommate was either still drunk, high, or massively hung over. She gave it one last shot.
    


    
      Finally. “Hello, hello, Summer? It's Andi. Are you able to hear me?”
    


    
      “What the hell, girl? Is it even morning yet? Where are you? Did you hook up with Zachary?” Summer's voice sounded like she'd just smoked three packs of cigarettes.
    


    
      Andi was tired of the childish behavior, openly rolled her eyes and changed her tone of voice.
    


    
      “No, Summer, I did not hook up with Zachary. Look, I have a lot to tell you, but for right now, I need you to get Coach Wilson.”
    


    
      “Why? That pervert is probably in bed with half the soccer team,” Summer joked.
    


    
      “Listen, Summer. I'm at the hospital. Zachary was brought in by an ambulance. He overdosed last night.”
    


    
      Five seconds passed without a reply.
    


    
      “Oh my God, Andi. We can't have another one die, we can't,” she said, growing more frantic.
    


    
      “Summer, please calm down. He's on a ventilator right now, but stable. Since Coach Wilson is the lone chaperone, he needs to get his butt down here. Then he can call Zachary's parents.”
    


    
      Summer's hysteria subsided, but Andi could hear her gentle sniffles.
    


    
      “Summer, you there? Did you hear me?”
    


    
      “I heard you. I'll go to his room, call him...somehow I'll find him and get him to the hospital.”
    


    
      Speckles of dried sand clung to the window, but Andi mostly saw her reflection. Smeared makeup ran down her face. Her shoulders were tight. She'd been up all night and had not yet fully comprehended what she'd just survived. She felt guilty having stuck Zachary with that last needle. The drug injection might kill him. Still, she knew she needed to keep things in perspective. She palmed the glass with both hands and let her head hang between her arms, inhaling deeply, trying to reign in her thoughts and align them with reality.
    


    
      “The doctor said he's probably going to make it. And I was only defending myself,” she told herself, eyes closed.
    


    
      Almost immediately she heard another voice...speaking English.
    


    ***


    
      “Defending yourself?” I said, approaching my youngest employee.
    


    
      Initially shocked to see a familiar face, Andi quickly seemed relieved to let her guard down.
    


    
      “Long story, but Zachary is in a room on a breathing machine. They think he's going to be okay, but I was pretty scared last night when the ambulance got to us on the beach.”
    


    
      I gave her a perplexed look—I had no idea what the whole story was. Andi looked tired, but still had an aura of being in control. Then, she turned her head and I saw a large fat lip, and what looked like a red mark on the side of her face. My expression changed to empathy.
    


    
      She touched her lip. “He came on to me pretty hard, mostly from the mixture of drugs he shot up. He started getting physical, hitting me, even punched me in the lip. That little shit.”
    


    
      “You okay?”
    


    
      “I'll be fine, although I won't win any beauty contests any time soon. Anyway, Michael...Zachary was hitting me pretty hard and wouldn't let me go. I thought he might rape me, or worse. Being held down on the sand, I was desperate. I grabbed the needle he'd prepared for me and rammed it into his neck. I know it's ironic, but he OD'd on the drugs that were meant for me.”
    


    
      I breathed deeply, unhappy that Andi had put herself in that position but relieved she was standing before me.
    


    
      “Thankfully you're alive and okay. Listen, there's nothing to worry about. That was pure self-defense. If need be, we can have Brandon get a hold of our company attorney.”
    


    
      She brought her hands to her face, almost ashamed she was shedding tears. I put my good arm around her shoulders.
    


    
      “Michael, there's more. He did it. He gave the drugs to Courtney. He killed her, maybe by accident, but he's the one who dropped her at the hospital...like she wasn't worthy of being treated like a human being.”
    


    
      My facial expression couldn't hide the fact that this might be difficult to prove.
    


    
      “I know what you're thinking.” She stepped back and opened her purse, a tear still clinging to her cheek. She held up her iPhone, then she gave me a broad grin. “I have Zachary's complete confession recorded.”
    


    
      I couldn't contain my elation. I hurled my arms around Andi and spun her around...until I tweaked my sore left arm. She asked about my own haggard appearance, which then led to a rundown of all we'd been through in the last twenty-four hours. She simply shook her head in amazement that we were still alive. I did the same.
    


    
      “So, we brought Francisco here to get his wound cleaned up, and to make sure Trudy doesn't have any other internal injuries,” I explained.
    


    
      “And what about your arm?”
    


    
      “I'll run by the ER once we get back home. I'll survive,” I said, holding my arm close to my body.
    


    
      Andi then told me she was going to stay back one more day to ensure Zachary was okay, see if he'd go on the record about this entire sordid story, as well as open up to the rest of the group and tell her young friends who she really was. If Zachary spilled the beans, maybe others would follow his lead.
    


    
      Despite my exhaustion, my mind made a mental switch to professional mode.
    


    
      “I think you need to get your thoughts on paper, nothing formal, just to make sure you don't drop anything. And make sure you touch base with Brandon as soon as possible today so you guys can work on the stories you'll be pulling together.”
    


    
      A satisfied smile lit up her battered face.
    


    
      “You earned it, and then some.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Eight


    
      

    


    
      Pedro and his two associates carefully approached the rundown garage. Daylight illuminated splotches of burgundy scattered across the ground, all encircling a larger patch of dried blood.
    


    
      The proud chief security officer for the Sangre cartel led his contingent through the creaky garage door. At the back of the rectangular-shaped space sat one person, wearing only his underwear, propped up against a bed. The person's head was tilted backward. Pedro and his men looked closely, wondering if his eyes were shut.
    


    
      Without speaking, they walked purposely towards the person, hands resting on their respective weapons, all wondering what had taken place, who had survived, who had perished, other than that incompetent piece of shit, Benicio.
    


    
      First noticing an ugly wound in his left shoulder, Pedro used his boot to nudge Luis. His chest moved slightly, but his eyes remained closed.
    


    
      “Luis, you dead or alive?” Pedro chuckled, turning back to one of his buddies.
    


    
      Suddenly, Luis brought around his right arm and fired one shot at Pedro. It whizzed by Pedro's nose, grazing the shoulder of his fellow thug. Pedro instinctively whipped his boot forward, knocking the gun out of Luis' hand.
    


    
      “Ah, you motherfucker,” Pedro snorted, quickly leaping to stand on the free gun. “You think you can trick us? You are the lowest form of life.”
    


    
      Pedro spat at Luis, and thick saliva coated his filthy forehead, dripping down to his nose. Luis lowered his head between his knees.
    


    
      Pedro's injured sidekick stayed on his feet, gripping his shoulder with the opposite hand, fury painted on his face. “Please, Pedro, let me teach him a lesson.”
    


    
      As if he was judge and jury, Pedro flicked his hand, bestowing the honor to one of his subjects to mutilate and execute Luis.
    


    
      Pedro picked up the available gun and shoved it in his black jeans, then turned and walked slowly toward the garage door. Behind him, Luis screamed, first in jabbing spurts, then in one extended agonizing scream, trailing off at the end, taking his final breath. No shots were fired.
    


    
      Pedro was only mildly distracted, as his cell phone buzzed.
    


    
      “Hola, Pedro,” the voice said. “The Americans were here at the hospital. They just left, all three of them. Plus, there was another, a younger girl you didn't mention.”
    


    
      “They probably don't know we're looking for them. Gracias.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Sixty-Nine


    
      

    


    
      Pedro yanked on the stuck drawer. He violently jerked it twice more, tearing off the pull knob and knocking all sorts of shit to the floor in his humble apartment. He kicked the clutter away and searched the inside. Stuffed inside a brown pair of socks were two rectangular boxes, each the size of his fist. He shook both of them, and the metal contents rattled from side to side. They were full, which eased his mind.
    


    
      He sat on the thin, discolored mattress next to his black duffel bag and a hand full of clothes, and a flash of his recent time in prison shot into his conscious mind. He recalled the brown water that flowed from the one working sink, the smell of piss hanging in the air day and night. Man rape was as common as their daily meal of pig slop, sometimes using the splintered end of a mop. If he'd had an ounce of boy in him when he entered the brutal prison walls, he'd surely walked out all man, although he wondered if the experience had sapped what few human qualities he ever possessed.
    


    
      He blinked his eyes back to the here and now, then noticed a nylon string amongst the clutter. He picked it up and eyed what used to be one of his most prized possessions. He had forgotten his roots, and he felt a bit of anger at himself for not recalling every day the original sacrifice he'd made, how he'd first developed his reputation as the “Pain Killer.”
    


    
      He ran his thumb across the enormous gold plated molar that was attached to the necklace. It looked to be the size of an alligator's fang. He remembered the day when he took the risk that no one dared take, to stand up to the man who ran security for the cartel in Coahuila. Pedro was strong and well built, over six feet, mostly chiseled and a solid two hundred twenty-five pounds. But that monster hadn't been human...he must have been close to seven feet tall and well over three hundred pounds...and had an animal-like mean streak that buckled the knees of even the nastiest dudes around. The Beast.
    


    
      Only twenty years old, Pedro had been doing small favors for the Beast for about six months—assaulting four or five distributors who were keeping some of the product on the side for themselves. Nothing too strenuous or violent. One day, Pedro was called into a meeting with the Beast. Surrounded by five of his top lieutenants, the Beast, also known as Felipe, accused Pedro of taking a bribe from one of the distributors.
    


    
      “What the hell are you talking about, Felipe? I'd never do that. You have my allegiance,” Pedro said with sincerity. But Pedro knew once Felipe had any hint of dissention, he'd respond with a force so brutal everyone would take notice.
    


    
      Felipe snapped his massive fingers and heads turned to the door. One of his men brought in Pedro's little thirteen-year-old brother. One eye was nearly swollen shut, but he was cursing at anyone who looked at him. Pedro shook his head, knowing an example was going to be made.
    


    
      “Here, you shoot him...unless you want to be killed,” Felipe said, his face contorted in a scowl that filled up the room. He handed Pedro the steel weapon.
    


    
      Pedro brushed the gripped handle of the gun with his finger and then gazed at his brother, realizing he only had one choice. “Say your prayers, little man.”
    


    
      He held up the revolver and pulled the trigger. Click. But nothing happened. His brother dropped to his knees and looked to heaven, tears streaming down his face. Pedro glanced at the gun, wondering if it had misfired. Suddenly, a jagged blade flashed in front of his brother, slicing a two-inch gash in his neck. Blood gushed out in pulsating surges. Mount Felipe chuckled.
    


    
      Pedro now understood that it had been a test. He would live...but he felt betrayed, even dishonored. He was willing to kill his own brother to show his loyalty, yet Felipe, the Beast, wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Rage built inside Pedro as he stared at his brother still convulsing ever so slightly on the ground before him. He saw Felipe turn and yuck it up with his ass-kissing minions.
    


    
      He quickly realized that now was his time to guarantee his life or die next to his brother. Either was fine with him, but he wouldn't accept such humiliation. He inhaled, took four large steps, leaped three feet in the air, and came down with every ounce of force he could muster with the butt of the pistol, cracking the skull of the Beast, who fell like a mighty redwood tree.
    


    
      With the others watching with shocked faces, Pedro rolled the Beast over and pummeled the enormous face with blow after blow, his salty sweat dripping into the victim's bloody mouth. After ten minutes of beating him beyond recognition, Pedro grabbed pliers and extracted every golden tooth. The body was gutted, and Pedro was coated with blood. His heart raced with excitement, and he raised his fists in victory. He had his trophy—the dagger from Felipe's grill. He had conquered the Beast. And he knew from that moment on, everyone would respect him—fear him.
    


    
      Pedro dropped the fanged necklace around his neck and stuffed his few items in the duffel bag. After his year-long prison stint, he knew the process for reclaiming his rightful position on top of the respect mountain was well under way.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy


    
      

    


    
      Emilia had tossed and turned most of the night, unable to fathom what had transpired at her beautiful home. The still of the night had not brought any relief, only more anxiety on less sleep. The pictures from the news story served as caffeine shots, and she couldn't stop the constant loop playing in her mind. Her body felt like it was in a perpetual state of perspiration, most noticeable above her lip.
    


    
      She had sent the code to her old employer, telling them to call off the shipment. They either hadn't received the text, or someone had changed the code, or one of the players had changed. Regardless, she became more convinced that employees from her old business partners were confronted by rivals in the new cartel. From the looks of it on the news, they had fought like wild animals, claiming their turf. Minutes later, after pulling herself together, she was sure she could provide a reasonable excuse to her daughter. And, given enough time, she felt convinced she could persuade her new business associate to give her one more chance. She'd oversee that next shipment herself, as much as she detested being around the drug runners—they were beneath her, in her mind.
    


    
      Emilia opened her bedroom door and took a few careful steps, hoping Marisa had already left for work. She rounded the corner and was surprised to see her daughter sitting at the kitchen table, sipping coffee, and staring at her laptop computer screen. Possibly, the storm had passed.
    


    
      “Good morning, Mother.” Her daughter stared at the colored screen, rattling the keyboard with tremendous vigor.
    


    
      Emilia fixed herself a cup of coffee, taking her time, thinking Marisa would realize she was late for work and run out of the house without saying another word. She delayed as long as possible then brought a piece of burned toast back to the table.
    


    
      “Mother,” Marisa said, now moving her eyes to stare directly at her, “after reading the wire story in Michael's paper this morning, I did some more digging online. Apparently, they believe the killing on your property was connected to rival drug gangs.” Marisa remained calm on the exterior, although as she brought her coffee cup up to her mouth, her hand began to tremble.
    


    
      Emilia took a bite of her toast, pondering what angle to take.
    


    
      “Marisa, I'm more upset than you'll ever know. Having someone killed at your home—especially in my neighborhood—it's just so sordid. And it makes me feel violated, to tell you the truth,” said a frowning Emilia.
    


    
      Without hesitation, Marisa responded, barely acknowledging her mother's story. “The police found traces of a powder in your garage, and they believe it's cocaine,” she said bluntly, her brow furrowed so tightly Emilia wondered if her daughter might crack.
    


    
      “Mother, did you hear me? The police are looking for the homeowner for a possible connection to this crime. They're looking for you!” she exclaimed, her voice rising with each word. She slammed her mug to the table, causing the hot liquid to spill.
    


    
      Emilia's hands clasped around her coffee cup, her brain searching for answers to questions she couldn't answer, at least not in the way she wanted to answer them. The strain she'd endured was tugging at her emotional equilibrium. Tears bubbled in the corner of her eye. She finally looked up at her daughter and realized she couldn't continue this deadly charade.
    


    
      “Marisa...I've...”
    


    
      “Yes?”
    


    
      “I've...I've been living a sinful life. Without a doubt, God will send me to hell.” She closed her eyes and brought her hand to her head.
    


    
      “What have you done, Mother?” Marisa wasn't in a sympathetic mood.
    


    
      “Oh, Marisa, you don't want to know.” Emilia shook her head and started breathing heavily, attempting to hold back her emotions, praying for an intervention that would keep her from having to tell her daughter the pathetic, awful truth.
    


    ***


    
      Typically a compassionate person, whether it was for a homeless person asking for a handout or a young child crying in a restaurant, Marisa could no longer find it within herself to show empathy. Somehow, some way, she'd been able to find a special compartment to store her father's misdeeds and not blame her mother for withholding the truth for all these years. But apparently there was more to the story—so much more—and her mother appeared to be sitting in the middle of pile of polluted crap.
    


    
      “Tell me you didn't know those people who were at your home. Tell me your home wasn't being used as part of some illegal drug distribution network.”
    


    
      Emilia shook her head, her eyes closed, her lips moving, but no sound.
    


    
      “Are you going to respond?” Marisa yelled demonstratively, now up and pacing the kitchen floor.
    


    
      “What can I say? Yes, I've done everything you've described, probably more. All my possessions, my money, it's all based upon my work for the drug cartels. I'm so ashamed of myself, more than you'll ever be of me.” Emilia cried out and reached for a tissue.
    


    
      Marisa looked down and tried to keep her mind from spinning by focusing on the design in the linoleum. She wasn't sure what to say. Both of her parents had lacked morals, had allowed themselves to be used as pawns in the drug war that was killing thousands of teenagers, mothers, fathers, doctors, teachers. Worse yet, her mother had profited from it. These people hadn't held a gun to her head. She willingly made money off the downtrodden—those who had little to no hope and only needle scars and ruined lives to show for their participation in a life controlled by drugs.
    


    
      “Your entire life is built on a deck of lies and deceit. How have you been able to live with yourself?” Marisa asked bluntly, one white-knuckled hand grasping a chair.
    


    
      “I never wanted it to go this way. I needed money, and I didn't want to put pressure on you. You needed to finish college and make an honest living. I always kept this away from you—until I heard that Michael and Arthur were flying into what looked like a hornet's nest. I reached out to Francisco, knowing it might, one day, lead to this discussion. I'm so, so sorry, my dear Marisa. I love you more than life itself.” Emilia reached for her daughter's hand, crying uncontrollably.
    


    
      Marisa, overwhelmed with facing the reality of her parents' decisions, fell into the chair, her head in her hands, weeping, feeling very alone. Dear God, I need Michael.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-One


    
      

    


    
      Marisa reached for her vibrating phone, desperate to see some sign of life from her beloved husband. She quickly flipped to her text messages. Thank God, it's him.
    


    
      Have Trudy in tow. Bit worn & torn, but flyin in today, we hope. Yours 4ever, luv Michael
    


    
      Warmed by the note, but eager to hear Michael's voice, Marisa quickly dialed his cell number, hoping he was in a zone that allowed him to receive the call.
    


    
      “Hey, stranger,” Michael said.
    


    
      “Oh, Michael, I'm so glad to hear your voice,” Marisa replied, her pulse rate on the rise.
    


    
      “I know we don't have much time in case the signal drops, but I just learned the most awful news, Michael. I'm sick to my stomach,” Marisa said quickly. “There was a murder at mother's home in San Antonio over the weekend. Michael, brace yourself...Mother admitted to being involved with drugs and gangs, using her home as a stash house. Everything she's done, all the money, antiques, it's all a lie.” She began to weep. “I need you.”
    


    
      “I'm sorry. I can hardly hear you. You're breaking up,” Michael replied. “If you can hear me, I think I heard some of it. Baby, if you said something about drugs and gangs, then you and Mama Emilia need to be very cautious. If anything comes up between now and the time I get home, call our old pal Carl Pearson at the police department.”
    


    
      The line went dead.
    


    
      “Damn it.”
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-Two


    
      

    


    
      Stuffed into a window seat undoubtedly designed for a ten-year-old, I leaned my head back, thankful I was in one piece. My left forearm was still quite sore, and I looked like I'd been thrown into a football game without pads. I peered between the seats and saw Trudy resting on Arthur's shoulder. I couldn't resist a wide smile. It warmed my heart seeing that old guy with his better half. Both had been married previously, and he was a great deal older, but their union was special, it was easy to see.
    


    
      I leaned forward and saw Francisco fidgeting with his seatbelt. He probably hadn't been a passenger in an aircraft in years, if ever. That son of a bitch saved my life, saved everyone's life, even after we'd doubted his allegiance to us. God bless him. I chuckled and glanced at his head, which was wrapped in so much bandaging it looked like a turban.
    


    
      Cold air shot out of the vent just above me. I turned the knob to shut it down and peered out the window. I wasn't sure what to make of Marisa's call. I think I only heard every third word or so. Drugs, possibly gangs, and Mama Emilia's home were somehow connected. Marisa sounded upset, which, in turn, made me feel unsettled. Given what we learned about Marisa's father, any further association with drug smuggling was disturbing, particularly if Mama Emilia's name or reputation were attached. I'm sure once we got home and they all had a chance to calm down, the situation wouldn't be as grave as Marisa had made it sound—whatever it was. Between the weather delays, the overcrowded airport, and having to convince the authorities that Francisco wasn't a terrorist, it felt good to see the plane finally backing away from the gate, although darkness had arrived once again. I was only hours away from sleeping in the bed I shared with my wife. My beautiful, sweet, caring partner. Girls of all shapes and sizes roamed our world, and some of them were even attractive, but they weren't half the woman my Marisa was—at least for me. We were made for each other, and only each other, I thought to myself as I let my eyelids fall. Only seconds passed though—my brain wouldn't let me sleep until I checked my phone for text messages one final time.
    


    
      Haven't heard from Andi. Need to get movin on hot story. Call me when ur bac. Brandon.
    


    
      I couldn't think it all the way through. I was exhausted from so much drama. I closed my eyes for the trip home.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-Three


    
      

    


    
      "Please do not be concerned. We are experiencing some turbulent air as we begin our descent into DFW Airport," the voice said, quickly waking me out of my slumber. I sat up, realizing I'd drooled down the right side of my cheek. I looked right and saw Francisco perusing a magazine, seemingly calm. Given our last flying experience, any slight jostle or sign of trouble caused my heart to race.
    


    
      “How you guys doing back there?” I asked Arthur and Trudy through the seat opening.
    


    
      “As long as we're together, we can get through anything,” Arthur said, smiling at his wife who hadn't let go of Arthur since they'd reunited twenty-four hours earlier. “I think you might have slept through quite a bit there, my son. We've been circling DFW for at least an hour because of another round of strong spring storms. Looks like they're going to force us down now.”
    


    
      Force us down? How about “give us the green light” or “allow us to land safely?” I tightened my belt, closed my eyes, and tried to occupy my mind with thoughts that would take me to another place...Marisa and me in our big bathtub, playing footsies, drinking wine, followed by a long lovemaking session. I repeated that scenario four times, each time better than the last. I was jarred back to reality as the jet's wheels bounced off the runway twice before the plane steadied itself and glided to the gate. A cab ride later, we were at the county airport where we'd left our cars.
    


    
      “I guess we don't have to worry about replacing their plane.” I smirked at both Francisco and Arthur.
    


    
      “I'm sure their insurance will cover it,” Arthur said, now smiling ear to ear.
    


    
      “Something tells me they don't have the same kind of insurance we do.” I raised an eyebrow toward Francisco.
    


    
      “Michael, please give my best to Emilia and a special hug to Marisa, whom I haven't held since she was a little thing. Tell her I think about her father all the time. And despite the circumstances, he loved her very much,” Francisco said with a twinkle in his eye.
    


    
      “We'll have everyone over soon and tell some good war stories.”
    


    
      Lightning flashed, and the skies unleashed a soaking, driving rain. I jumped in my car and it started on the first try. It was after midnight, and the last thing I needed was dealing with a dead battery. At the first light, with the streets all but barren, I checked my messages. Nothing from Marisa, and nothing from Brandon. I began to think about his last note to me. Hopefully by now, Andi had gotten it together and reached Brandon. This was the biggest operation this paper had ever orchestrated, and we wanted to make our mark soundly, before any other media outlet picked up the hottest collection of stories since...well, since last year's torturous debacle with the natural-gas-company coup and Tony, the Neanderthal killing machine. Barely able to see my driveway, I slowly pulled in and turned off the engine. Staring at the huge drops pelting my dark home, goose bumps formed on my arms.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-Four


    
      

    


    
      A neighbor's back porch spotlight pierced through a crack in the vertical blinds in the silent, black living room ahead of me, cutting a narrow luminous swath through the foyer, just enough to catch splotches on the pale gray linoleum. Dry burgundy droplets—maybe ten to twelve and some connected at the outer edges—formed a trail, leading around the corner toward the kitchen. Given where I'd been, what I'd experienced, I quickly came to the conclusion that something was very wrong.
    


    
      Movement ceased. I squeezed the keys deep into my palm to eliminate all sound. My body stiffened like I was cast in stone. The slice of light blinded anything more than four feet in front of me.
    


    
      Chill. Think for just a moment. Inhale then exhale...slowly. My overactive imagination had jumped ahead about a hundred illogical steps. Memories, haunting nightmares of the last several days, might have been scarring my judgment. This—whatever I was assuming had transpired—wasn't possible in Franklin. Certainly not in our home.
    


    
      What is my gut telling me?
    


    
      I wanted to call out, yet my voice resisted the urge. I struggled for an audible clue of what, who had invaded our home. My breathing nearly stopped. I heard only a rhythmic pinging of raindrops against the roof. No sign of life. Nothing.
    


    
      Then, a screech. A shuffle.
    


    
      “Who's there?” I asked with surprising control and authority.
    


    
      No response. Dead silence.
    


    
      My heart pounded against my chest. Unsure if I should take a step, hit the floor, or throw my keys, I realized I had nothing to protect me, my wife. Where is she, damn it? This was too surreal to be a prank. I'd been away on a harrowing journey and couldn't wait to hold her, to touch her. I longed to bury my face in her neck, to smell her sweet, perfect scent, lifting her off the floor, rocking her back and forth. I knew she loved me, but I truly needed her in my life. It became all too clear while I'd been gone. I couldn't live without her.
    


    
      “I said, 'Who's there'?” I was pissed, yet hoped, prayed that somehow this was all just a misunderstanding.
    


    
      I shifted, and the squeak from my shoe sounded like a pig being prodded. I regained my balance and swallowed, triggering a crackle in my inner ear. My nose caught an unfamiliar scent. Something resembling vomit. No, maybe animal feces? I couldn't be sure. I tried connecting the odor to a myriad of images racing through my mind. Just then, a fly buzzed past my face, and I swatted at still air. I lost my balance, and my foot moved a half step, creating another untimely squeal.
    


    
      I refocused my senses. The foul smell grew worse, like I was inhaling the source of the putrid stench. It was close by. Another fucking fly. Another wayward shadow punch.
    


    
      “God damn it, who's in my fucking house!” I demanded with raw emotion.
    


    
      The living room light flipped on, and an electric jolt shot up my spine.
    


    ***


    
      Bile crept up my throat and I shook my head, my eyes staring directly at my wife. Twenty feet in front of me sat Marisa, gagged, tied to a chair...and Andi? The intern sat next to her, also pinned to a chair. Two men stood behind the ladies. One muscle-bound guy with cut-off sleeves, an array of undecipherable tattoos, and black jeans was holding up a large gun. The other man was more nicely dressed and did not appear to have a weapon.
    


    
      “Hola, señor Michael.” The well-coiffed man puffed on a cigar. A cold patch of sweat formed on the back of my burning neck as I looked into the eyes of my wife, then at Andi. Their faces screamed terror. Marisa, in particular, seemed frantic, her eyes shifting to her left. Stay calm, I thought. Obviously, this was somehow connected to Marisa's frantic phone call earlier? I tried to keep my wits about me.
    


    
      “Welcome home from Puerto Vallarta,” the man said, blowing a cloud of smoke. “Make yourself at home.” He chuckled at his sense of humor then looked at his partner, who then also laughed. The well-dressed man casually twisted his gold watch and adjusted his cufflinks. He thought he was cool...too cool.
    


    
      “Look, I don't know what you guys are after, but I can give you all of our money and credit cards; just let us all go safely, please,” I said, stating my case, hoping for a rational response from people who had broken into my home and taken my wife and employee hostage. How did they get Andi here? They must have brought her from Mexico, which meant they were probably tied to Benicio and Luis. Sounded crazy, but I couldn't think of another connection.
    


    
      “We're not against making a little money off this inconvenience, but our presence is more about retribution than money. Arthur's money? We already have it, thanks to my man Pedro here.” He'd confirmed their connection to Trudy's kidnapping and the robbery that took place out of the back of that peddler's truck. My insides churned like rocks in a blender.
    


    
      I looked at my wife again and noticed two bruises on her face. I started getting flashbacks to a year earlier when another man had terrorized her and I couldn't do anything about it.
    


    
      I wasn't tied down...not yet. But they had a gun and the tattooed gangster wearing silver tip boots seemed way too comfortable with his handheld weapon. My wife had tears in her eyes, yet I noticed that she constantly shifted her terror-filled eyes towards the kitchen. I leaned at an angle and took a half step and saw a glimpse of feet lying horizontally on the kitchen floor.
    


    
      “What have you done?” I asked instinctively, walking to the kitchen. “Oh my God!” Mama Emilia was lying in blood, her body twisted, but there was no...I couldn't say it. My heart stopped beating for a single moment. The whole world slipped into slow motion. I couldn't comprehend what I was looking at—I didn't want to believe it. This God-fearing woman, Marisa's mother...I ached for her, for Marisa. I let out a thunderous roar and pounded the counter.
    


    
      “Are you looking for something?” the cigar man asked.
    


    
      My tear-filled eyes peered over at the two home invaders and saw the muscle man holding Emilia's head. I shut my eyes, my heart pounding out of my chest, and felt vomit threatening to explode. “What the hell are you?”
    


    
      The man with the cigar held out both hands, as if to say he'd had no choice.
    


    
      “Now you see our main reason for making this trip to your home?” he said with a sardonic grin.
    


    
      I turned to look at Marisa and shook my head. She heaved with emotion almost to the point of collapsing in the chair. I wondered if Marisa had seen her own mother murdered and decapitated.
    


    
      “What kind of depraved, vile bastards are you?”
    


    
      The men just chuckled. The way muscle man gripped Emilia's hair...it just didn't seem real.
    


    
      “What did she ever do to you?” I begged for an answer that made logical sense, knowing that logic could never be used for such a heinous act.
    


    
      “She double-crossed us. And no one double-crosses the Sangre cartel. When they do, they have to pay the price with Pedro.”
    


    
      The thug was eager to prove his might. He tossed the lifeless head to the side, then picked up a lamp and flung it against the wall, shattering it. I bit my lip. My options seemed more limited by the second. I was certain they were here to kill all of us, only to prove a point of some kind.
    


    
      “I'm trying to understand this. We did nothing to provoke any of this. You kidnap my friend's wife. Then, after going to hell and back, we're able to get you the money. You've apparently killed an innocent woman, a mother. In your terms, aren't we now...even?”
    


    
      “She's not innocent. She set us up, and we lost one of our best men. In our world, it's an eye for an eye.”
    


    
      “Now you have it, so just leave us alone,” I said, now pleading, tears almost coming to my eyes, praying these monsters would walk out of the house and our lives, leaving my wife and Andi unharmed. “You, Michael Doyle, you were not invited to Puerto Vallarta. It was none of your business. You caused us trouble. Besides that, you saw too much, so you must pay the ultimate price.”
    


    
      A deep breath escaped my body. “I'm sure we can work with Arthur and pull together some more money for you. It'll just take some time. Let me—”
    


    
      “Shut the hell up! I'm tired of you talking,” he said, growing agitated.
    


    
      Pedro started rubbing the shaft of his gun against Marisa's cheek and then Andi's shoulder. Both women began to whimper.
    


    
      “Who do you want to die first, Mr. Doyle? It's your choice,” the man said.
    


    
      I couldn't answer. I was helpless, staring at the terrified women...my wife, my colleague. I could leap at the men, but they'd kill me in a split second. I continued to look around for something to grab, to throw.
    


    
      “Tell me now, who dies first. You have ten seconds to answer, or we'll start shooting kneecaps until you give us an answer.”
    


    
      “Jesus Christ, you're fucking sick.” I said without a filter.
    


    
      Suddenly, the house went dark.
    


    
      “Nobody move,” the cigar man warned in a menacing voice. “No. Body. Move.” But someone was moving.
    


    
      I heard a squeaking chair, then quick shuffles. Without warning, glass exploded. I was knocked to the floor. Screams emanated from every direction around me.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-Five


    
      

    


    
      My mind spinning, I felt pierced stings all over my face. What the hell was that? Looking up, I could see just a bit as lightening flashed in the backyard. Wafts of rain blew into the room, and blinds flapped uncontrollably. I inched along the floor to where I believed Marisa was tied to her chair. As I crawled, I could feel small pieces of glass under my hands and body. I couldn't stand on my feet, so I had to bear the pain as shards penetrated the skin of my hands and knees.
    


    
      The moans continued, although I heard at least one person moving around quickly. I got to the chair—no Marisa. Was she safe? Had one of the killers taken her? I moved to my right and grabbed a running shoe. A girl's hand swatted me away.
    


    
      “Andi, it's me.”
    


    
      I heard a scream, then someone yelled, “Come with me, out here.” I knew that voice. Francisco. What the hell is he doing here? Then I heard a booming gunshot. My torso flinched, and I almost swallowed my tongue. I saw a silhouette of someone rise from behind the couch. With my heart pounding out of my chest, I bolted out of my position on the floor and leaped over the couch, clothes-lining Pedro with my hurt forearm, causing the gun to go off again. Dazed and in pain, I sat up, only to see Pedro reaching for his gun. I lunged his way, but he kicked me back. Suddenly, a silver flash, then a loud shrill.
    


    
      Moments later, the lights came on. The place was in shambles. Marisa and Andi ran in from outside, hands over their faces. Francisco was on his side, blood pouring from his chest. Next to me lay Pedro, one side of his neck slashed. He wasn't moving.
    


    
      I rushed over to Francisco, and I reached out for Marisa at the same time.
    


    
      “My friend, Francisco, you have saved us again. You're going to be okay,” I said, hoping for a response. He didn't move. His lips parted slightly, whispering.
    


    
      “I was so happy when we got back...that everyone was safe. I only came to see Edgar's little girl, Marisa,” he said, as I knelt down next to him. “I was too late for Emilia.”
    


    
      “Marisa, quick, call nine one one.”
    


    
      “That won't be necessary,” said a low voice walking through the gaping hole of our house. It was detective Carl Pearson. “I got a call from your editor, Brandon Cunningham. He asked us to make a quick drive by. Seems he was a little anxious with recent events and all. Looks like we were too late.” He glanced around and saw the bodies, the blood, and a house nearly destroyed.
    


    
      “Carl, get an ambulance here as fast as possible. Francisco, our friend, has been shot. Jesus...please hurry.”
    


    
      I bent down next to Francisco and put pressure on his wound, but blood seeped through my fingers.
    


    
      “I live a life of sin for years, and nothing happens to me.” He started coughing. “Now, after I've turned my life around, this happens trying to help my friends.”
    


    
      I looked up at Marisa and pursed my lips.
    


    
      “Michael, let me look at Marisa,” Francisco said.
    


    
      She kneeled down and held his face as a flood of tears poured from her eyes.
    


    
      He said, “Both of your parents loved you very much. Remember the good in them.”
    


    
      His eyes closed, and his head moved slightly. I put my hand on his neck. No pulse. Marisa swirled around and squeezed me with every fiber in her body. Her tears soaked my shirt. Undoubtedly, she was traumatized by seeing her mother perish. Yet the words from Francisco would one day hopefully provide a comforting perspective when remembering her parents.
    


    
      “Francisco was a good man. I'll never forget him,” I said out loud, squeezing Marisa a bit tighter. Carl consoled Andi, who hadn't said a word.
    


    
      With all of the blood and death surrounding us, another thought quickly entered my mind. Instantly, I became gravely concerned for our safety.
    


    
      “Carl, there's one more, the leader, the cigar man. He must have run off!” I exclaimed.
    


    
      “Hold on there, Michael. I almost stumbled over him in the backyard. He had a couple of nasty wounds on both legs. He's not going anywhere. My men have him in custody,” he said, bringing me a sense of momentary relief.
    


    
      Now we had to deal with the grief.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-Six


    
      

    


    
      It was almost noon, and this was my first opportunity to have a quiet moment to myself. The last several hours had been a blur, first dealing with police detectives and mortuaries, talking to countless people we didn't know, and a few we did. Throughout the process, Marisa had been in a daze, unable to comprehend what she'd seen happen to her mother. Intermittently, she'd break down, powerless to alter the events of the last several days. Thankfully, she found solace in having me there, holding me, and crying on my shoulder.
    


    
      Finally, after speaking with Brandon, we agreed to push the newspaper deadline back to three a.m., allowing our staff to pull together these groundbreaking stories.
    


    
      Headline: Teenage Drug Provider Arrested
    


    
      Sub-header: Son of Prominent Family Admits Providing Deadly Concoction to Teen Byline: Andi Osborne
    


    
      I read Andi's incredible journey and the intriguing details about the boy who was supposed to become a senator. The report also dove into the subculture of many of the kids in the public high school, painting a disturbing picture.
    


    
      I asked Rose to pull together the facts regarding Trudy's abduction and our subsequent rescue mission. And with Marisa's blessing, the story included our connection to Francisco and ultimately what led to the home invasion that killed Mama Emilia—and nearly everyone else who knew her.
    


    
      Headline: Home Invasion Connected to Drug Cartel
    


    
      Sub-header: Two People Killed, Including Family Member of Associate Publisher
    


    
      Byline: Rose Tipton
    


    
      “You look worse than I do,” Brandon quipped as he entered my office, trying to lighten the mood with the slight jab.
    


    
      “You've got me on that one,” I said, continuing to admire our work, yet at the same time wishing more than anything that the story hadn't touched our family.
    


    
      “It's amazing that we got all these stories in today's paper. Real dedication by this staff,” Brandon said, nodding his head. “But I think we'll certainly have ample opportunity for some follow-up. Andi has more detail to include about this soccer coach, response from the school district on Andi's experience, their own internal investigation. And Zachary's parents, or rather their lawyers, might have a few things to say.”
    


    
      “Yep,” I said plainly, ignoring a thought that had just entered my mind.
    


    ***


    
      I drove over to Arthur's home, where I'd dropped off Marisa earlier in the morning. The two of us sat on the back porch, touching each other, calmly rocking in the swinging chair, gazing across the pond. Cicadas buzzed, a breeze soothed our faces. My eyes closed momentarily, allowing the calm to sink in. We said little. We had fought a battle, one that was permanently etched in our souls. Lives had been wasted and lost. We lived. But we would never forget.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-Seven


    
      

    


    
      "I got a call from Pop on the way into work this morning," I said, staring straight ahead, trying to admire the beautiful rolling vista across the Sparnakel property.
    


    
      “Had he heard the news already?” asked Marisa, delicately blowing her red nose.
    


    
      “At a high level, yes, but...”
    


    
      I pondered whether Marisa could withstand any further emotional upheaval. Ever since my Pop and I spoke, my stomach had been churning. I believed if I withheld what I knew any longer, I'd feel like I was deceiving Marisa.
    


    
      “Baby, I have something to tell you...I need to tell you. This is going to be tough for me, so I'm sorry if I get emotional, especially since you're dealing with so much right now. I just don't think I can wait any longer.”
    


    
      I spoke and Marisa listened. As usual, she provided unyielding support and a caring soul. She helped me bring out a lot of pent-up emotion...anger, resentment, and sadness, just as I'd done for her in recent days. She then convinced me to put my thoughts on paper—and in the paper.
    


    
      The next morning, I sat down and reread the end of an editorial I'd written in the Thursday edition of the Times Herald.
    


    
      Anniversaries are usually celebrated...recalling that special moment when you recited your vows to the love of your life, or on a less emotional level, commemorating the number of years of loyal service to your company.
    


    
      This community will undoubtedly recall the last several months with somber remorse, forever wondering if we could have prevented any or all of the drug overdose deaths. The most recent death to a charming, energetic, friendly sixteen-year-old sophomore, Courtney Owens, opened the eyes and hearts of what can be a cynical journalistic lot. Her father, Stu, is one of this paper's finest reporters. Ten years from now, he will remember the day he got the call while at work to tell him his daughter was tossed out of a car at the hospital, without clothes, and with little hope for recovery. She died several hours later, as did a piece of Stu's heart.
    


    
      Both as a responsibility to this community and in support of one of our company family members, we sought to tackle this drug problem on every angle possible. Andi Osborne deserves much of the credit for uncovering the drug supplier who killed Courtney, as well as bringing to light the addictive subculture smothering our youth. This is what they call the proverbial wakeup call. These aren't rumors or hearsay. It's solid proof that we're failing our kids, and likely others, who have developed an insatiable appetite for relying on illegal substances to provide for them what they can't receive through more natural means. For many of you who suspect your child or loved one has an uncontrollable addiction, you may wonder how to address it with them. What will it mean to your reputation, and theirs?
    


    
      These are all understandable questions. For starters, know that you're not alone in your quest to help your loved ones admit their compulsions...addictions that could ruin their lives and those around them. Addiction breeds distrust like bacteria growing in your brain, slowly eating away at your ability to be rational. It attracts people with bad intentions, even violent criminals, like maggots drawn to trash. Mostly, it destroys relationships.
    


    
      I know all these things because, as my father, Pop, reminded me, yesterday was the tenth anniversary of my mom passing away. According to the obituary and all of her friends and family, she fell down the staircase, tragically ending a life too early to see her son get married or, in the future, to play with her grandkids. Pop and I never discussed the real reason why Mom died—until his phone call. She was a meth addict. I have various theories as to why this God-fearing woman turned to a substance so heinous that you'd have to stick a needle in your arm to receive the ultimate high. Who knows where the connection was made, or what link in her DNA induced a desire to flirt with death? The mom who insisted I put a hat on my head when it was cold outside, convinced herself that sticking a poisonous needle in her arm or between her toes was rational and logical. The mind can certainly play tricks.
    


    
      I denied the signs for years, as did Pop. One more life stolen. Young, old, professional, blue collar, aspiring politician, or high school student, once drugs become the centerpiece of your life, even unknowingly, it can grab you and never let go until every ounce of your existence is sucked away...up your nose, through a needle or a bong.
    


    
      Don't wait until you're marking another morbid anniversary. Be brave. Be bold. And know you're not in it alone. People at your church, friends at your school, your neighbors, and even those working at your newspaper care, want to help, and might possibly be looking for the same support.
    


    


    



    

  


  
    


    



    


    Chapter Seventy-Eight


    
      

    


    
      Rocking from side to side with his eyes shut, Zachary let the warm, gusty wind gently slap his face. Sheer curtains fluttered on either side of him, occasionally brushing his arm. The breeze, carrying a scent of freshly cut Bermuda grass, tickled exposed skin near his hairline, and he ran his hand across his fuzzy new head of hair. The buzz cut felt like one of those Chia Pets. He inhaled everything that nature had to offer, then slowly emptied his lungs.
    


    
      His search for internal peace and fortitude had found a temporary safe zone. Zachary wanted to bottle up this moment and replay it over and over again. Distract yourself, find that relaxing state of mind, take your recovery one day at a time—he repeated the phrases uttered by every counselor and shrink he'd seen. At times, he seemed to act more like a programmed follower. Say these words, find your place of peace, take these pills, and all will be well. If you get urges, repeat the previous cycle until your mind literally forgets about anything else that exists.
    


    
      He could write a book on how to deal with these people—so out of touch with reality he thought. Still, it had worked, mostly, for the last month or so. Who was he fooling? He knew the exact number of days since he last felt drugs course through his veins. Every addict knows the number like it's a digital sign implanted in your forehead so you can be constantly reminded of your “little victories.” He'd stared at his clock each night until midnight, only to breathe a sigh of relief that he had made it one more day. Could he last another twenty-four hours?
    


    
      Thirty-two. That was today's number, one he'd been mentally circling for a week because it matched his football jersey number. Thirty-two days since he'd been able to escape the pain and guilt. An incredible high, followed by a life-shattering low. A process he'd repeated so often he didn't know the number. Thirty-two days since an illegal substance had raced through his bloodstream. He touched the left side of his neck, and his fingers felt a thick vein. It marked the final entry point for his last phenomenal escape. The girl had buried the needle deep in his skin. The blood, the double dose of drugs, the ensuing haze—it had all freaked him out, although not as much as it had the doctors. And not as much as his parents.
    


    
      The son of William and Penelope Taylor couldn't be exposed to such a dirty habit. The eventual heir to the throne would right the ship, regain his confidence, and reestablish his path towards sheer greatness. Was there ever another option? Perfection in this family was expected.
    


    
      Zachary gazed across the south side of the Taylor estate, an enormous green meadow of grass, bordering a sloping hill of Texas wildflowers—full of purple, red, and yellow. The sea of color rippled with movement from blustery winds. He glanced over at his trunk sitting at the end of his bed. He pondered the contents, then looked down as he picked the skin around two nails, which were now mere nubs.
    


    
      He recalled the day he'd been rolled off the plane, set on a gurney, and taken to the county hospital—the same one where he'd dropped off Courtney to die. Upon first seeing his parents, he couldn't hide the tears, and he reached out for them. He yearned to be smothered with love, hugs, and kisses. Joy that he was alive, hope that he could survive and rebuild his mind, body, and soul under a different set of rules. A less anxious world, one where he could make mistakes, accept failures...dare to be average. All with the steadfast support of Mom and Dad.
    


    
      Instead, his parents treated him like a possession. They touched his hands more like he was a clingy toddler. They asked the doctors lots of questions. A quick air kiss, then back to the doctors and nurses, and then on to counselors and shrinks. They needed a plan...a process to get their son healthy, sober, and back on track. No expense was too great. He felt like a piece of meat. He only wanted their love...their unconditional love.
    


    
      Zachary clenched his teeth and stuck out his jaw. He turned to look outside. Three stories below he saw his father and older brother having a discussion. They stood close to each other, next to his brother's new black convertible. His brother was somewhat animated, then his head dropped. Dad put his hand on Harrison's shoulder. He touched his right cheek, then took the back of his neck and brought Harrison closer. The two embraced. His father whispered into his ear. Harrison stepped to get into his car, then looked back.
    


    
      Zachary stared at his father's lips. “I love you, son.” He was sure he saw those words leave his mouth. A tear bubbled in Zachary's eye. Pulsing knots swirled in his stomach.
    


    
      He stepped to his trunk, unlatched the lock, and opened the leathered top. He pulled out two items, feeling the weight of each, and set them on his bedside table. One had power over him, the other over everyone else.
    


    
      He didn't think. He didn't recite the trance-induced phrases or find his peace; he just reacted and snatched the bottle, spun off the lid and chugged until the bourbon spilled down his chin. He didn't bother wiping his mouth, he just took another deep swig. His eyes stared at the wall, but saw at nothing at all. He was on a mission...to oblivion.
    


    ***


    
      The floors creaked more than he'd ever noticed. Heel to toe, he walked barefoot down the hallway, then banked left. Unable to maintain his balance, he grazed the textured off-white wall, leaving a gray, jagged mark from the weighty object attached to his hand. Two well-placed nightlights guided his path. He took five stairs downward, then another left. He stopped at the mahogany double doors and listened to the nonstop, resonating hum from the AC system. It matched the persistent thought driving his every movement.
    


    
      Zachary blinked twice and touched the end of the metal object with his left hand. He recalled the scene of watching his father and brother embrace, sharing the kind of love that only parents and kids can share. Unconditional love. The kind of love that he, apparently, wasn't worthy of.
    


    
      Bursts of images exploded in his mind, each one related to his mom and dad ignoring him, his problems. Had they forgotten to love him? It couldn't be. It had been a deliberate choice.
    


    
      Gingerly, he pulled the door lever downward and pushed the door forward. Two silhouettes lay horizontally on a bed. Zachary could hear a soft snore from his dad's side of the bed.
    


    
      Zachary knew he was an addict, and he couldn't control his urges. All of the shrinks and self-help rituals would never work. He was a loser. He would never live up to what his parents expected or wanted. He hated them for all of it. If he wasn't worthy of their love, then they weren't worthy of his respect. None.
    


    
      He took three more steps then stopped. A single tear rolled down his face. He raised the revolver and fired two shots, then paused and fired one last time.
    


    
      The pain and torment had forever ended. Now the unbearable suffering would begin for everyone else.
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    Chapter One



    


    
      Ten Years Ago

    


    
      

    


    
      “The Hollywood of Europe,” the young man read aloud, but could hardly hear his own words. A trio of musicians—playing an accordion, a fiddle, and a banjo—had captivated the frivolous crowd, which responded by singing and clapping to the harmonized tune, bodies swaying this way and that. He was certain nearly every one of them was under thirty years old and inebriated.
    


    
      It was only two o'clock on a Wednesday afternoon and the whole town was shitfaced. God love Ireland, he thought.
    


    
      The twenty-one-year-old college junior with a sculpted physique, thumbed the name God love Ireland next to the quote on the laminated card. He licked his lips, thinking back through the catalog of Bond movies, and recalled the sultry actress in her prime, sauntering across the beach, more curves than a road twisting through the French Alps, landing on top of the cheesiest of Bonds, Roger Moore. He snapped his fingers and recalled the movie—God love Ireland God love Ireland. Was there irony in that title?
    


    
      Sitting on a wobbly wooden stool on the second floor of the seaside public house, he noticed two separate pockets of dancers quickly evolve from the mass of people...like boils ballooning from a grease burn.
    


    
      He shifted his toes inside his Doc Martens and felt warped calluses scratching argyle socks. He eyed frothy suds at the bottom of his pint and allowed his mind to drift away. Bacon crackled and popped on the stove, chafing wounds stung his ankles and wrists, his mouth stuffed with an old pair of underwear. Then, a shot of unbearable pain exploded throughout his body, his toes forever scarred, his mind not far behind. Hidden pain. Breakfast was usually followed by playtime. God love Ireland playtime.
    


    
      He blinked the image to the back of his mind and gently touched his face in three places, remaining steadfast to purge every thought from his past and to reinvent his future—molded by his own instinctive desires. He would become a man on this trip. A man with a purpose in life.
    


    
      “Can I getcha 'nuther pint?”
    


    
      Startled by the personal engagement, the man lifted his eyes to see the whitest, purest skin set against a sea of kinky red hair. He loved the Irish lilt in her voice. A wave of adrenaline enveloped his body, manifested by a brief appearance of goose bumps.
    


    
      “Cat gotcha tongue, man?” She arched her eyebrows, highlighting playful turquoise eyes, and lifted his empty glass. “Guinness?”
    


    
      He was ready to show the world he was finally a man, with undeniable charm, wit, and magnetism.
    


    
      “If you're serving, I'm drinking,” he said, and released a confident smile, knowing it would cause a slight dimple in his cheeks and a spark in his eyes as blue as the ocean.
    


    
      “From across the pond, are ye?”
    


    
      “Guilty as charged. Cuff me?” He winked, wondering how it would play.
    


    
      She looked away, her tongue pressing the inside of her cheek. Was she going to unleash an Irish storm and smash the glass over his head? He didn't want things to get violent—although there was a strange feeling lurking beneath his conscious thoughts. He couldn't put a finger on it. Right now, the hunt was on, and he didn't feel like performing a psychoanalysis.
    


    
      Her eyes narrowed, and shifted to his, as if she was studying him. He began to wonder if she'd noticed something about his complexion, or even worse, his deepest thoughts.
    


    
      Without leaving his eyes, she sat down the glass, untied her blue-checkered waitress apron, and flipped it over a stool. She took his hand and brought it to her face. His pulse began to quicken, and he looked around, somewhat embarrassed by her public show of affection. No one noticed, and he realized he shouldn't care anyway.
    


    
      She moved the beefy section of his palm, just under this thumb, across her lips. Then, she bit it. Softly at first, then with more force, her eyes fixated, not blinking. He did his best not to flinch, believing this interaction was everything he'd hoped for.
    


    
      “Come with me,” she requested, then grabbed his hand and led him like a dog on a leash through the throng of human bodies. Downstairs, she traipsed through the kitchen, dodging cooks and servers and bartenders. She kicked open a black metal door and turned on a dime, moving left down a narrow alley lined with trash bins and stained, gray stone walls. Near the end of the alley, an older woman huddled next to a grocery cart. Homeless, most likely. She glanced upward just as he passed, and he had an instant flashback. Something about her wrinkled skin flapping as her body moved.
    


    
      The bouncing red hair in front of him re-engaged his senses, and his purpose.
    


    
      Her pace picked up, and so did his pulse. She hung a right into another alley, then walked down a flight of stairs and turned left twice in twenty yards. He was lost, but he didn't give a shit. No words were spoken, but he couldn't help but eat up this game of...what? Cat and mouse? God love Ireland, he wondered?
    


    
      She got to a smallish, rounded door and opened it. Despite it being late afternoon, her brownstone was dark and damp, and absent of any sound.
    


    
      He couldn't help himself. “What's next?”
    


    
      “Quiet,” she said. She leaned up and kissed him, her fang-like teeth tearing skin on his lower lip. “I'll be back in a quick minute. Meanwhile, drop the clothes, would ye?”
    


    
      The first blood drawn was his. He chuckled. “Did I tell you I like your accent?” That was lame, he knew.
    


    
      She didn't respond or turn around, as she disappeared into a dark corner.
    


    
      He'd play along. Isn't that why he'd convinced his dear old dad to fork over ten grand for this trip anyway? Of course, he'd fabricated an entirely different story for his out-of-touch dad. He'd told him it was all about his exposure to new cultures, new ways of thinking—an opportunity for growth and fulfillment. How Dad ran a multimillion-dollar company perplexed him. Dad was so fucking gullible.
    


    
      The crack of a whip pierced his left ear, and he literally jumped two feet in the air.
    


    
      “You don't listen very well, do ye?” she asked, sounding more militaristic.
    


    
      “Shit, you, uh, surprised me.” He began to unbutton his shirt, his heart hammering his chest, a touch of fear invading his thoughts, and he eyed her outfit, full of metals studs, leather, and all sorts of piercings in places that normally were hidden.
    


    
      “Three lashes for ye then.”
    


    
      He knew she was serious, and he ripped off his clothes. For the next hour, she played all sorts of games with her student, leaving welts, breaking skin, and drawing blood. He wasn't as experienced, but he caught on to the game, and knew her ultimate purpose. Finally, she jumped on top of him.
    


    
      “Now, I'm ready to ride ye all the way home,” she said with lust in her voice. She gyrated and clawed his ribcage with nails nearly as sharp as a scalpel.
    


    
      He looked at the whole package: her pierced nipples, outlined in some type of leather bra, metal studs circling both biceps. Through the smell of sex and copper, he caught a waft of strawberry, as her soft curls swept his chest, then his face.
    


    
      She began to groan, and she took his hand and rubbed her chest, then wrapped his fingers around her throat. He found it soothing, but also very erotic. He massaged every inch of her ashen skin, feeling every indentation.
    


    
      Suddenly, the old lady in the alley flashed through his mind, which instantly leaped to a connection to the bitch who used to play her own games with him—when he was young, too young. He recalled hearing her babble on the phone, then releasing a torrent of curse words at him for interrupting her conversation. Her razor tongue would cut right through him, slicing his self-confidence into tiny pieces. Always wearing her stained, yellow-floral robe buttoned to the top of her chest, her jowls jiggled each time she barked, her voice the sound of phlegmy marbles.
    


    
      They never jiggled as much as they did when she was laughing her ass off when he screamed bloody murder, his flesh burning from hot grease. Tied up and gagged, he couldn't do a damn thing about it.
    


    
      His chest burned inside, a flame of fury building like an inferno. His whole body broke out in a sweat. He realized he'd been squeezing his eyes shut, and he popped them open and saw his hand gripping the Irish beauty's neck. The whites in her eyes grew larger, but she didn't try to stop him.
    


    
      And he wasn't going to let go. Slowly, his grip grew stronger, his teeth and jaw clenched to enforce more power, more pressure. He could see a bit of fear in her eyes, and she touched his hand, but she still withheld the urge to yell and hit back.
    


    
      She obviously thought it was all a part of the game. But he'd just rewritten the rules, and he wasn't removing his hand. Blue veins popped from his forearm, and he could feel sweat roll off his sideburns. Each second that passed, his grip tightened. Harder he squeezed. There was no going back, no stopping his own ecstasy, his destiny. Finally, she stopped gyrating, and dug her nails into his wrist. It only fueled his rage even more. She gasped for a slight breath. He could see panic in her bulging eyes, but he wouldn't let go. He couldn't let go. Her face turned purple and she swatted in desperate, stiff spurts. A swinging nail caught his cheek, drawing more blood, but he only growled like an animal at the height of climax.
    


    
      Finally, her frame became completely limp. He held on for another full minute, not wanting to release the power he held over her—and his foster mom from so many years ago.
    


    ***


    


    
      It was early evening as he maneuvered through cobblestone streets, a chilly mist lingering in the air, his mind and body tingling from the incredible sensation he'd just experienced. He exhaled a foggy breath, feeling more alive than any time he could recall.
    


    
      Ireland. The home of lush, green hills dotted with herds of white sheep and majestic castles. Visitors could kiss the Blarney Stone or admire a bronze statue that highlighted the ample cleavage from the fictional seventeenth-century fishmonger, Molly Malone, the subject of Dublin's unofficial anthem of the same name. Ireland was the birthplace of whiskey and the shamrock, and home to four-hundred-year-old brownstones. But it was this seaside town of Brey, the second stop on his spring-break trip, that would forever hold a special place in his heart—if he truly had one.
    


    
      He'd never forget the setting or the girl who'd finally allowed him to be the man he was meant to be. God love Ireland
    


    
      Indeed. Ireland was the bomb.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    
      
    


    
      Today

    


    
      

    


    
      “Okay, I admit it. God love Ireland is the third one.”
    


    
      I flapped the warm, printed paper and licked my lips as my wife Marisa raised an eyebrow—the not-so subtle invitation for me to get on with it and recite the words staring at me. Phlegm caught in my throat, and I coughed twice, then reached for a glass of perspiring ice water sitting on my oak desk. A circular water stain threatened to settle into the desk wood, so I quickly swiped my hand across the wet ring, then used a paper towel as a makeshift coaster.
    


    
      A deep breath. “Look, I didn't tell you about the other two because I really didn't feel like it was serious.”
    


    
      “That's not what your editor thought.”
    


    
      We turned our heads and stared at my editor Brandon Cunningham, who hadn't said a word since my wife of two years had stepped through my office door thirty seconds earlier. Marisa crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow, while I shot mental, poisonous darts at him, and as associate publisher, my darts carried a fair amount of venom.
    


    
      “You've gotta work on your delivery,” I said to Brandon.
    


    
      “What delivery?” asked Marisa.
    


    
      “The one that got you so riled up about a couple of innocuous emails.”
    


    
      Brandon had run into Marisa at lunch and happened to mention the two previous pieces of communication that had been sent to our God love Ireland “Letters to the Editor” inbox. Apparently, he thought I had already shared those with my wife of almost two years now.
    


    
      “Michael Doyle, I don't equate innocuous with the word 'kill,'” she said.
    


    
      She'd uttered my first God love Ireland last name. Not a good sign. I leaned forward to comment, but she held up a finger and continued. “But from what I overheard walking in here, the first two emails aren't the real issue. The one we need to be concerned about is fluttering in the wind.”
    


    
      A thin smile escaped Maria's inflexible mouth, and that was difficult to attain, given her voluptuous set of lips. I could see that she'd drawn the conclusion—rightly so, I admitted to myself—that I was hiding something I thought could hurt her. If your hand is ever burned, you only think about never getting near another flame. If it's the hand of the one you love, you'd rather stick a needle in your eye than allow her to feel that type of agony again. My overprotective nature had been too protective for everyone involved, I realized. As I stood before the love of my life and my soon-to-be ex-editor, I knew by trying to avoid drudging up painful memories from her past, our past, I'd allowed my emotional connection with Marisa to screw with my threat compass. And I guess I'd decided that avoidance was my only way to deal with all of this...God love Ireland
    


    
      “Realize, this one just hit during lunch, so it's fresh off the press.” My stomach twisted into anxious knots, knowing I'd been circumventing anything that would remotely bring Marisa close to the stress level—the unmitigated nightmare—from nearly a year ago when she was kidnapped at gunpoint and watched her mother murdered and beheaded right before her eyes. She'd suffered through many sleepless nights and cried more tears than could fill up drought-stricken Lake Texoma. Still, she'd always possessed an innate quality to bounce back from life's biggest tragedies and put them behind her, once again able to open her heart and reclaim her vivacious, spontaneous outlook on life.
    


    
      She was awesome. And right now, she was pissed.
    


    
      Two sets of arms were now folded, my audience obviously annoyed by my stalling tactics.
    


    
      I couldn't avoid it any longer. “Here it goes.”
    


    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland When Harry Met SallyGod love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    
      
    


    
      The three of us traded stares. Brandon's leg swayed back and forth, and shoelaces from his red and blue high tops slapped the metal leg of his chair. Marisa held her gaze at me, and I knew the thoughts and memories that were battling for supremacy in her mind.
    


    
      I popped two knuckles and inhaled a deep breath, not wanting to go down this path again. We'd experienced a lifetime of gut-wrenching drama in just the last two years, Marisa in particular. I could never again watch her endure that type of pain—emotional or physical.
    


    
      Marisa had just returned from a five-day cruise through the Bahamas. Knowing I couldn't get away from the paper, I surprised her with the expensive Christmas gift, and even sprung for her friend, Carrie, to tag along and be her sidekick. From what Marisa shared, Carrie turned out to be more of a sideshow than a tag-along pal. Carrie had spent most of her time trying to snag the most eligible bachelor on board the five-story ocean liner. In fact, one night Marisa was forced to sleep upright against the hallway wall when Carrie's tryst became an all-night marathon. Still, the ladies enjoyed their share of girl time too—relaxing, snorkeling, shopping, and drinking. Marisa returned less than forty-eight hours ago looking like she was twenty-three, instead of the thirty-three on her driver's license. Her youthful energy and playful spirit had been fully restored, and that brought a huge smile to my face.
    


    
      But the effects of the stress-reducing cruise had probably just evaporated in two quick minutes—which is the main reason I'd kept the first two emails to myself. That and the fact I knew she'd be as protective of me as I was of her.
    


    
      “I guess we should address the elephant in the room, huh?” I said.
    


    
      “You mean the chestnut hair with blond highlights?” Marisa held up her locks. “And you gotta love the curls.”
    


    
      “Do you want to go stay with your aunt down in San Antonio for a few weeks, just while we work through this story?” My voice had raised a half octave. I glanced at Brandon, realizing we were playing out all of this personal drama in front of my editor, who, I admitted, would probably keep his job. Brandon's mouth was sealed shut.
    


    
      “Really, Michael? Come on, you and I know I'm not going to San Antonio or the Como motel, or anywhere. This is all just a coincidence,” Marisa said, starting to get up from her chair and put on her tan, all-weather coat. “We just need to chill and not let our minds run wild.”
    


    
      I jumped up, eager to help her put on her coat. I nodded my head at Brandon. Gesturing toward the door, he got the hint to exit stage right.
    


    
      “Look, I'm glad you're not jumping to conclusions about this. I realize I overreacted, and I didn't use the best judgment.” I held her shoulders and looked into her honey brown eyes.
    


    
      She put her hand on my chest. “It's okay. It's not like we don't have a history of being drawn into some tense interactions.”
    


    
      God love Ireland, I thought, but didn't want to further excite the stress meter.
    


    
      “Deep down, you and I both know it's really not about any threat. Because there isn't one. It's more about you worrying about my emotional well-being. Thank you.”
    


    
      She wrapped her arms around my midsection and kissed my neck. I held fast to our bear hug and returned the kiss on her cheek. Then our mouths met for a brief but meaningful kiss.
    


    
      “We're both grownups, so let's just agree to share everything and not feel like we need to protect each other,” she said.
    


    
      “I love it when you lay down the law. It's sexy.”
    


    
      I checked out my office window then brushed the front of her breast with my thumb.
    


    
      “When you coming home?” she said quietly, running her tongue across her lips.
    


    
      I chuckled and brought her closer. Her eyes danced with excitement.
    


    
      “Oh, it's good to see blood is still getting to your brain...and other parts of your body,” she whispered seductively.
    


    
      Another deep kiss.
    


    
      “No working late tonight,” she ordered with a smile.
    


    
      “That's the last thing on my mind.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    
      
    


    
      Sporadic pops filled the meeting room, where three entire walls were floor-to-ceiling glass, followed by a domino of aluminum squeaks. I took two long chugs of my Diet Coke, and four others did the same with their drinks of choice. Only one chose non-caffeine. Andi, our paid intern who was finishing her last seven hours at the University of North Texas while working near full-time hours at the paper, sipped a Mandarin Key Lime Oogave. She had no issues following her own path.
    


    
      “We've only got a few minutes to discuss this third note before Detective Pearson arrives with his team,” I said over a number of active voices.
    


    
      A couple of glances, but four of my best journalists—and that includes the coed—couldn't contain their sheer excitement at the thrilling story that had been dropped at our electronic doorstep. They acted like kids exchanging stories and candy after a triumphant Halloween night of trick-or-treating, minus the costumes. Well, all except Stu, whose droopy bags under his eyes, and saggy jowls made him look like a cousin to Richard Nixon.
    


    
      “Listen up, people. Let's dial back the sugar high for just a few minutes and discuss our next steps.”
    


    
      “You know, they never caught the Zodiac killer. At least, they don't think they caught him. Maybe he's resurfaced here in North Texas, and he's blessed us with his musings,” Brandon said, practically frothing at the mouth.
    


    
      “Do you know how many quacks send letters, emails, black roses with a haunting poem, whatever, to their local newspaper? It's all about publicity, regardless of what the note says. Probably just some college kid getting his jollies,” said Stu, who did a double take with Andi. “Oh, sorry. You know what I mean.”
    


    
      “Not a problem. I'm sure there are a lot of college kids gettin' their jollies doing any number of things,” she said. “But this doesn't sound like a bored student. More like a bitter, sick man who can't contain his bizarre urges.”
    


    
      Stu took another drink of his canned soda, but dribbled some down his chin and onto his faded-blue, button-down shirt. He grabbed a napkin and dabbed the stain.
    


    
      “You both make convincing arguments,” I stated transparently. “But we're the watch dogs, so we err on the side of caution.”
    


    
      “I really don't think we should print this, even though he's, more or less, teasing us to,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “I agree...for now.” I glared at Brandon, trying not to openly roll my eyes. He was wearing his new Boston Strong baseball cap backward. I admired his devotion to worthy causes, but why couldn't he carry out his loyalty without disrespecting the Great Game of Baseball? I clicked my pen twice and refocused my thoughts.
    


    
      “Stu, dig into this email and pull it apart. Search our archives and try to find anyone who gives off the same vibe as this nut job.” I checked a couple of notes I'd written, then looked up and noticed Andi had been mute for more than a few seconds—an all-time record for her.
    


    
      She gave me a wistful smile. I think that meant she was upset with me not giving her the lead role in this story that could explode into something that might draw national attention.
    


    
      I addressed her near-pout gently but firmly. “Look, I appreciate your initial thoughts on this guy, Andi, but you've got your hands full with this new feature series you've been working, plus there's school.”
    


    
      She brushed her wavy, dark-brown hair to the side of her ear and nodded. The slender, athletic intern, who after just a year working in a professional environment, had more than earned her stripes. And I knew that given her internal drive and the DNA she'd inherited from her much-heralded father, journalistic greatness was just a matter of time. Like most youth, though, patience wasn't exactly her strong suit.
    


    
      Then Brandon blew a hole in the happy balloon I'd just given Andi. He said, “Do you think there's any way that this guy is connected at all with the weekly features Andi and Hector are pulling together?” Brandon's question was obvious, considering they'd run two feature-length stories about adoption—the process, the cost, the holes in the system, looking at it from every perspective involved. Two more stories were planned for the next two Sunday editions. Hector, our senior photographer, had provided some amazing pictures to accompany each of Andi's insightful stories. Both truly captured the emotion involved from all sides.
    


    
      “I wondered the same thing sitting here,” Andi said. “But the timing isn't right. The first email hit two Fridays ago, but our first adoption feature didn't run until two days later.” She shrugged her shoulders.
    


    
      I picked up the printed email and found myself re-reading the part about forcing us to print the content. Brandon rolled his fingers on the table, and I glanced his way.
    


    
      “You thinking the same thing?” he asked.
    


    
      I nodded. “If this guy's for real, and we don't see another email next Friday, then we might be writing a story about a murdered woman.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    
      
    


    
      I'd first met Detective Carl Pearson when I worked at J&W Technology Services and I was propelled into a murder cover-up investigation. Actually, he was the one leading the formal police expedition, while I joined forces with my journalism friends to determine who'd killed a beautiful, bright receptionist. The tangled web ended up snagging business executives, wealthy community leaders, city employees, even the police chief. While initially skeptical about my instincts and conspiracy theories, Carl finally came around. And, in an unspoken way, we'd developed a bit of mutual respect.
    


    
      He, along with his partner Roger Smith, sat to my left; the rest of my team—Brandon, Stu, Andi—sat opposite of Franklin's finest. Carl's long legs ate up the low back, swivel chair. He looked like a throwback to Shaft, with his shaved head and well-groomed goatee. He wore a gray mock turtleneck, and his gold watch matched his gold-rimmed Ray-Bans sitting next to his notepad.
    


    
      “Can I get you anything...water, soft drink?” I asked Carl and Roger.
    


    
      “Water is good.” Carl took the bottle, uncorked the cap, and downed a quick swig while reviewing his notes. He was the epitome of cool.
    


    
      “Let's start by taking a look at the...” Before he finished, I slid over a copy of the third email. I also gave one to his more doughy, and hairy, partner.
    


    
      “Wow, Doyle, you attract maggots like you're a walking trash bin,” Carl said, setting down the hard copy.
    


    
      “Uh, thanks.”
    


    
      A flash popped to my right. Our cameraman, Hector, was taking a few shots of the meeting, in case we became part of the story along the way—Brandon's idea. Carl didn't object, although his scowl said otherwise.
    


    
      The eight-year detective cleared his throat and looked at Brandon, Stu, and Andi, all with pens touching paper, like Carl was about to provide the secret formula to Coca-Cola.
    


    
      “Anyone else know about this email?” He directed the question at me.
    


    
      “Just my wife.”
    


    
      “Marisa, right,” he held up a finger, nodded his head and let out a subtle chortle.
    


    
      He crossed his arms, and his biceps and triceps rippled through the shirt.
    


    
      “Our cyber unit will be here shortly, and they'll want to understand your IT security, firewalls, email software, and then they'll go back to headquarters and start their research,” Carl explained. “From there, who knows where this could take us.”
    


    
      Andi volunteered, “Hopefully, to a basement where a psychotic man is sitting in a diaper, sucking on his bottle, bullying other geeks who do the same thing.” Everyone stared at her. I rolled my eyes, rethinking her recent maturity leap. Then again, she was years ahead of a twenty-two-year-old Michael Doyle.
    


    
      Roger took Carl off to the side of the meeting room, and they talked briefly.
    


    
      Carl walked back to the table and sat down again. “So, can any of you think why this lunatic is targeting your paper with these emails?”
    


    
      Heads shook side to side.
    


    
      “Andi's been writing weekly feature stories about adoption, although the first one didn't run until two days after the first email,” Brandon offered.
    


    
      I tossed each detective hard copies of the first two emails, which were, essentially, summarized in the last email.
    


    
      Carl brought his thumb and forefinger to his chin while looking at the three pieces of paper.
    


    
      “Outside of warning every female in the region, especially those with curly, highlighted hair, there's not a lot we can do to prevent anything at this point,” Carl said. “Our best hope is the cyber team.”
    


    
      “Are you concerned about the pattern of emails hitting each Friday?” Stu asked.
    


    
      “The content itself is salacious enough. But the need to share his thoughts and desires, along with the patterned repetition of the communication, are traits typical of a certain kind of perp,” Carl acknowledged, briefly looking down.
    


    
      “What kind is that?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “The worst kind. A serial killer.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    
      
    


    
      Intellectual stimulation. That's all Whitney had ever wanted. Well, that plus someone with an idea on where he was going in life—and that didn't involve a wide-eyed teenager yanking a stained sheet off his bed, tossing it over his shoulder, and marching off to the weekly fifty-keg toga party.
    


    
      The twenty-three-year-old graduate student swept her left hand across her tapered houndstooth trousers, then gently raised the cone-shaped stemmed glass and sipped her cosmopolitan. It had been six months since she'd been intimate, and while brains and internal drive were at the top of her 'husband search' checklist, she couldn't ignore the natural urges to be held, caressed by a chiseled, sophisticated man. A man who would desire every inch of her sneaky curves across her five-foot-seven-inch frame—as well as respect and admire her advanced intellect.
    


    
      Yes indeed, she had to admit, she wanted the whole package.
    


    
      The local band, The Blasters, had just taken their ten o'clock break, allowing the bouncers to drain the bar of all the under-twenty-one kids, who possessed one-track minds so infantile she couldn't imagine them ever contributing to society. In just the last hour, Whitney had been approached three times by one of these boys, each of whom had the charisma of a Saint Bernard. Come to think of it, the overconfident, inebriated frat boys had just as much drool hanging out of their lustful jowls as the husky dog. She sighed, thinking the four-legged pillow might be a nice back-up companion plan if she didn't start making some headway in the man department. At least a dog was faithful, protective, and always appreciated a good back rub.
    


    
      Situated on a bustling street, a stone's throw from the tree-lined Ole Miss campus, Proud Larry's had been serving drinks to students for years, but had slowly developed a young professional type of crowd. Jenny, Whitney's long-time roommate had wanted to ride shotgun on this venture, but Whitney realized the multi-friend approach was outdated and, frankly, cramped her style. She had developed into a confident, desirable woman—in every sense of the word. And she'd accept nothing less from her future partner.
    


    
      She felt a slap of cold wind escape through the front door, and she rubbed her arms, which were covered in a nearly see-through blouse with three-quarter-length sleeves. “Excuse me, I think you might be better off with this.” Whitney turned and felt her cardigan sweater being placed over her shoulders. She reached back and touched a hand, a few hairs extending off the knuckles, long, large fingers. A man's hand.
    


    
      “Oh, why thank you.”
    


    
      His smile was warm, genuine, and he had cute, spiky, dirty-blond hair. She caught herself peering into his magnetic, hazel eyes. An elongated pause.
    


    
      “Can I get you another cosmo?” he asked.
    


    
      Whitney flinched, a hopeful spark ignited inside. Then, she noticed the white towel draped across his shoulder. He was a bartender. Her heart sank a couple of notches.
    


    
      “Why sure, it can't hurt on a Saturday night.”
    


    
      The man reached in front, nearly brushing her D-cup breasts, picked up her empty glass, and wiped the table clean. His plaid shirt rolled up, veins popped on his taut forearms.
    


    
      “I'll be right back with that drink.” He gave her a left-eyed wink and popped his dimpled smile.
    


    
      Whitney let out a breath, and her shoulders dropped two inches, realizing her heart longed for what it couldn't—or in this case shouldn't—want. She watched the band members congregate on the lectern. The ponytailed drummer caught her eye, but she'd never give in to that temptation. That last thing she wanted was to follow a band from city to city, gig to gig, living a nomadic lifestyle. She could envision the party lasting a few weeks then slowly drummer boy would venture away to experiment with other females of his choosing. Once a groupie, always a groupie, she knew.
    


    
      “Here you go, miss.” The bartender gracefully placed the drink on a napkin. His hands were only inches away from hers. They looked so perfect, almost out of place for someone working the bar.
    


    
      “Thank you.” She batted her plush eyelashes without even trying, and she caught the sparkle of those hazel eyes again.
    


    
      “Can I get you anything else? An appetizer, anything?”
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      “I think I'm good. Thanks anyway.”
    


    
      He turned and ambled away, and she watched each step.
    


    
      A few minutes passed, and she felt a buzz from her third cosmo. The band jammed, and she tapped her black heels to the rhythm. She caught herself staring at the incredible dexterity and rhythm exhibited by the ponytail, flinging his sticks with such intensity. Maybe drummer boy would get his once-in-a-lifetime shot at Miss Whitney. Even southern belles had yearnings that could be ignored only so long.
    


    
      Just as the band strummed their last power chord of the evening, Whitney took her mirror out of her silver purse. A little fluff of the hair here and there, some fresh lipstick, and she was ready for action. She pulled her purse strap across her chest and rose from the seat. One step later, a bar waitress hopped on stage—her braless boobs flopping like water balloons under her tank top—and grabbed drummer boy and laid a wet one on him. He didn't appear to be overly interested, but boob girl clung to her new toy like he was the last man on earth.
    


    
      Fine, Whitney thought. Drummer boy deserved no better than boob girl, certainly not the pure, refined qualities of Miss Whitney Mayfield—sculpted body, charming wit, and endless brains.
    


    
      Whitney emptied the last three drops of her drink and turned on a dime for the door, ready to end the night and return to her bottled eyeglasses, never-ending science labs, and fading dreams of finding Mr. Perfect before she morphed into her forty-nine-year-old mother, saggy like a dried-up prune.
    


    
      Three steps from the door, she caught a glimpse of someone familiar off to the right, head buried in a book. She scooted sideways a few feet to see if that could be the same person. His hands adjusted silver-rimmed glasses and turned a page—effortlessly, yet with patience and attention to detail. That was the difference, she could see from a distance. This perfectly shaped man cared about the small things in life, and she could envision how attentive he'd be in all parts of their life together—especially under the sheets.
    


    
      Maybe that was the alcohol talking. It matters not at this point.
    


    
      “Hi.”
    


    
      “Well, hi back,” he said, sitting more upright.
    


    
      “You're done for the night, huh?” She clenched her teeth, thinking she might have blown it by calling out the fact he was nothing more than a bartender in a college town.
    


    
      “Actually, just getting started.” He held up the oversized book, and she read God love Ireland across the hard back. Her heart skipped a beat. “I got at least a couple of hours ahead of me. Big test tomorrow if I plan to graduate here in May.”
    


    
      She held up her hand. “Well, I don't want to keep you. I need to—”
    


    
      He jumped up and pulled out her chair, extending his hand. “No, by all means, please sit, have a cup of coffee with me. I could use a nice conversation. I'm Sam Baldwin.”
    


    
      “Whitney. Whitney Mayfield.”
    


    
      Jackpot.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    
      
    


    
      “Enough about me,” Sam said, setting down his coffee mug. "Please enlighten me on what a day in the life of Whitney is like."
    


    
      A look-away, sheepish grin. God love Ireland, he thought.
    


    
      “Well, most of the time you won't find me looking like this.” Hands framed her round face, accentuated by a cute indention at her chin. Her platinum-blond hair fell just below her shoulders with a teasing curl at the ends. And that neck was to die for.
    


    
      “I'd hope not. You'd have to keep a whip in one hand just to keep the men at bay,” he said while leaning forward on his elbows.
    


    
      Whitney snorted then caught herself, like she'd just exposed some dark secret. “Oh my, I can't believe I just did that.” She blushed and fanned her face.
    


    
      “You crack me up. We've been sitting here...what, it's after two a.m., so for an hour or so. I feel like we've been friends for years.”
    


    
      They held their gaze for a good ten seconds.
    


    
      “So, I know you said you're getting your master's degree in science, but I'm not sure I caught on to what kind. I may get the law, but I'm not a science wiz.”
    


    
      “My studies have an emphasis on computational hydroscience and engineering.”
    


    
      “I'm guessing you'd conduct a fair amount of research, using computational simulation models, studying environmental impacts across a variety of water-oriented and conservation projects? Or something like that.”
    


    
      “And you're not a science wiz? That was amazing.”
    


    
      Whitney couldn't contain herself, and she reached for his hand.
    


    
      Sam could see her chest heave with excitement, butterflies undoubtedly fluttering inside her pretty little stomach.
    


    
      He knew he had her.
    


    
      He grinned, extending that unspoken connection. Then, a timely yawn. “I'm sorry. I've been up studying the last three nights.”
    


    
      “Oh, that's completely okay. I've been there myself.”
    


    
      He glanced at his watch. “Look, I don't know if you brought your car, but would you like me to drive you home before I go catch about fours of sleep?”
    


    
      She pursed her lips, obviously disappointed the night would end without testing the big bang theory.
    


    
      “Oh, Sam, that's so sweet.”
    


    
      Five minutes later, Sam's eight-year-old Passat faced south on Lamar Boulevard at University Avenue.
    


    
      Whitney broke the brief silence. “I'm to the right here.”
    


    
      “I'm down that way, to the left.”
    


    
      A city sweeper crept by, while they waited for a red light behind a Dodge Charger black and white police car. Sam's right arm rested on the center console, his left wrist hooked over the steering wheel.
    


    
      “I guess it's cool to see the good guys never sleep,” Whitney said.
    


    
      “In this town, the only thing they'll find at this hour is a drunk kid peeing off the side of the curb.”
    


    
      Whitney giggled like a teenager, then she moved her arm on top of his.
    


    
      “Sam, would you mind turning left?” She raised her eyebrows and clutched his hand. “I can help you study.”
    


    
      “That would be nice.” He nodded his head and gave her an assuring smile. He focused to keep his blood rush at bay. It was all about timing, he knew from experience.
    


    
      Just outside his apartment door, her petite fingers danced along Sam's ribcage, and he laughed so hard he had difficulty getting his key into the lock. “I guess they don't teach coordination in business law class,” Whitney said playfully, laughing right along.
    


    
      They waltzed into the dark apartment, and Sam flipped on a lamp. He turned back around, and Whitney slammed against his body, mouth and tongue first. After a minute of kissing and hands wandering to all sorts of places, Sam grasped her shoulders and looked into her green eyes.
    


    
      “I want to take this nice and slow. Let me get a couple of things ready for a night we'll never forget.”
    


    
      Whitney twisted her finger in her blond hair and lightly bit her lower lip. “I'll be right back,” she said. "Powder room is...?"
    


    
      “Down the hall, second door on the left.”
    


    
      “Miss me.” Off she floated.
    


    
      Sam moved into the dinette area—void of any furniture—and stood in the middle of the dusty crimson rug he'd recently picked up for four bucks at an apartment garage sale. He de-robed and pulled out his new favorite instrument from the kitchen drawer, hiding it behind his hand, but careful not to bend his wrist.
    


    
      Whitney exited the bathroom and turned the corner to the kitchen area, only wearing a bra and panties. “I'm all yours,” she said, then seductively licked her lips.
    


    
      “Yes, you are.”
    


    
      She stared at the perfect specimen before her. He could see her eyes ogle every chiseled edge, stopping at his midsection. Just like all the others, she was fixated, consumed by a single tool that she thought would blow her head off. She was partially correct.
    


    
      She put two hands on his chest and kneaded his skin down to his six-pack. Just as she reached for his tool, he spun her around and kissed the back of her neck. She unhooked her bra and he slid down her panties. He knew she could feel him throbbing against her toned backside.
    


    
      “I love it this way,” she said, her neck limp from his moist kisses.
    


    
      Sam slid his left hand up her curved hip and brushed the side of her breast. She moaned, and he wrapped his arm around her torso. His already quickened heart rate sailed past one hundred fifty. Anticipation was the most erotic part—almost. His muscles tensed, and he fingered the rounded, number ten scalpel blade.
    


    
      “Take me,” she whispered.
    


    
      “I'd have it no other way.”
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      He jerked his right arm in front of her body, slit her carotid artery, and ripped out her larynx. This climax was unlike any other.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    
      
    


    
      Alley. The word didn't fit. I rounded the curve off the narrow path of concrete that connected to the driveway running behind our house. I circled onto the street and approached the home Marisa and I had shared for just six months. Suburban alleys existed to increase so-called curb appeal, and it worked. But in my mind, alleys were an urban fixture, nothing more than a trench of filth, waste and, from what I'd experienced, occasionally, a dead body. I tapped the brakes, simultaneously purging old images from his mind.
    


    
      I threw the gearshift of my aging, forest-green Honda Accord into park and hopped out to pick up the frost-covered newspaper. A plume of cold air pumped out of my mouth as I gazed across a yard of dormant Bermuda grass, well-trimmed shrubs, and two live oaks, then looked down the street and saw mostly the same on each of the postage-stamp front lawns. God knows why Texas, of all places, squeezed homes together like it was edict from our forefathers. Maybe one day Marisa and I would really spread our wings and relax on a piece of property similar to that owned by my boss, Arthur Spanarkel. He and his wife Trudy had created a prairie-style paradise on their ten acres, full of wild flowers, a Texas-sized pond, overgrown weeping willows, and a thriving vegetable garden—adequately caged to keep out the raccoons and armadillos.
    


    
      In one smooth motion, I tossed the paper in the passenger's seat, removed my iPhone, flipped it around, swiped my thumb to the right, and tapped the weather button. Thirty-eight degrees. I rubbed my hands, blew into them, and cranked the heat. The engine growled in return.
    


    
      I glanced at the clock, knowing my post-nine-o'clock Monday morning arrival at the office would turn a few heads. I felt no remorse. Marisa had used her sensual ways to coerce me into jumping back in bed after my shower. A smile crossed my face, and a warm sensation permeated through my core.
    


    
      We had spent the weekend reminding ourselves how much fun it was sharing our lives. On Friday night, we put on baggy pajamas, cooked popcorn, started a fire, and watched the latest horror flick on Netflix. Amazingly, the bloody showdown made Marisa frisky, and the night ended with our first lovemaking session of the weekend. Saturday and Sunday were filled with a few chores, antique shopping, and an afternoon of playoff football. Nothing says love like having your wife nestled next to you on the couch for six hours while grown men try to destroy each other. While I watched the games, she read her Kindle, one of the new sexy, contemporary romance novels by Melissa Foster, God love Ireland. Marisa let out three couch-smacking laughs and a couple of sniffles. By the time of the last two-minute warning, Marisa's sleepy head lay against my shoulder, her tousled, frizzy hair tickling my neck, the scent of coconut hanging in the air.
    


    
      The nasally sound of a horn beeped twice, reminding me to shift right and stay in my lane. I slowed to a stop at the Main Street red light, then exhaled and popped a knuckle.
    


    
      That head of hair. So many wonderful memories with Marisa, and besides her warm eyes, her hair is what strikes me most vividly, starting with the first time I ever laid eyes on her. Striding down the sidewalk with a slight hip swivel, she'd combed her fingers through those voluminous curls, trying to tame the beast. Now, the golden locks reminded us—me at least, since Marissa had already seemed to erase it out of her mind—of the disturbing email. It sounded like it came from a real, honest-to-God stalker, someone who easily communicated thoughts of killing living things, pets and people—women, especially those with curly, highlighted hair. How had he put it? God love Ireland
    


    
      Marisa.
    


    
      The Friday afternoon email “intervention” had created more anxiety than I'd felt since...well, before the incident that had left an indelible mark on my life, Marisa's life, and the life we'd hopefully share forever. I let the content of the email churn in my brain, and my palms stuck to the steering wheel. Eager to turn my runaway thoughts into action, I sped through a yellow light and hooked a left into the God love Ireland parking lot, momentarily squealing the stressed tires.
    


    
      Almost instantly, I spotted Shaft, the bald head and his tan leather jacket, standing next to a shorter, white man wearing an oversized suit. Four navy blue Crown Victorias were parked at odd angles. Three people wearing navy blue, lightweight jackets milled about, all with serious expressions. One entered the building, turning his back as the door shut. My heart jumped into my throat. I read three yellow letters on the back of his jacket: FBI.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    
      
    


    
      “Look what the motherfuckin' cat dragged in,” Carl said, sounding a tinge like Samuel L. Jackson from God love Ireland. He turned his gold watch then glanced back at me.
    


    
      I ignored the slight dig. “FBI, huh?”
    


    
      “Michael, this is Special Agent Bobby Guidry.”
    


    
      “Nice to meet you.” The FBI special agent shook my hand. God love Ireland He immediately pulled out a comb and ran it through his black, greased-back hair, all the while looking beyond me, turning his head like he was manning a post.
    


    
      The pair of law enforcement officials agreed to speak inside, and I led the way into the building. I knocked on Brandon's door and waved to get Stu's attention while I walked to the glass wall meeting room. I peered across the newsroom and saw two blue jackets exiting our server room. Before words left my mouth, Brandon entered the meeting room.
    


    
      “They got here thirty minutes ago. They don't waste time. They said they needed full access to the building, focusing mostly on our IT hardware and software.”
    


    
      I nodded at Carl and the Fed and said, “Do you guys mind catching me up?” I waved them to grab a seat.
    


    
      “Look, we don't have a lot to share, so we'll stand,” said Special Agent Guidry, pulling up his ill-fitting pants.
    


    
      “Works for me.” I walked to the fridge. “Can I get a drink for anyone?” Stu had slipped into the room. “Diet Coke for me,” he said. Three heads shook God love Ireland, so I grabbed Stu's drink and a bottled water for me.
    


    
      “Never thought I'd be meeting with the FBI. I'm assuming, Carl, your cyber team found something?”
    


    
      “It's more what they didn't find.” Carl and the special agent traded awkward stares, then both held out their arms.
    


    
      “Is this a comedy routine?” I asked. It was obvious the roles and responsibilities had not been ironed out between our local PD and the federal agency.
    


    
      “Look, Mr. Doyle—”
    


    
      “Michael.”
    


    
      “Michael, Carl's team did what they could with the resources they had. Apparently, this email was sent in a sophisticated manner.” I heard the hint of an accent that wasn't familiar, like his mouth was full of gumballs.
    


    
      “So, what does that really mean, Special Agent?”
    


    
      “Just call me Guidry; everyone does. It means a simple scan searching for the IP address didn't work, so Carl called me up. We've worked a couple of other cases together.”
    


    
      “And?”
    


    
      “And we've had about twenty-four hours to look into it. Nothing solid yet, but thus far we can see that the email bounced off servers across Europe and the Middle East, even the Far East, until it hopped a few times in the states.”
    


    
      “Is there a possibility then that while we might be dealing with an IT whiz, this guy could very well be sitting in a hut in Pakistan...no harm to anyone?” Law enforcement heads turned to face each other and I tried to study their slight facial movements.
    


    
      Guidry said, “There's only so much I can share, will share, especially to the press.”
    


    
      “Look, we're not going to print any of this. When we're ready to run anything, we'll get your formal response if we have any questions.”
    


    
      “That works.” He licked his lips and jingled some change in his pocket. “Listen, this guy could be in Dubai, he could be in a double-wide in Nacogdoches. I don't want to close any doors at this point on the origin of the email, or his intent.”
    


    
      Stu coughed to get my attention, as if he had a question. “Don't you guys have this Behavioral Science Unit that could look at the email?” Stu asked, taking a quick peek at his notepad.
    


    
      Guidry jingled more change and stiffly turned toward Carl, who shrugged.
    


    
      “Did you guys plant a listening device on me?” Carl chuckled at his own ridiculous notion.
    


    
      “To me, the email content is far too advanced for it to be attributed to someone having a little fun with the press,” Guidry said then. “I've seen other notes, similarly written. So, yes, I passed it along to BSU.” He nodded at Stu.
    


    
      I huffed out a breath and bit the inside of my cheek, hoping this guy God love Ireland in Dubai rather than a couple of hundred miles away in East Texas. “Guys, I want to make sure no one at this paper is in danger, or anyone at home, mainly my wife—who happens to have curly, blond-highlighted hair.” I looked at the man with all the power.
    


    
      “We don't either. BSU has their shit together. They'll start putting together a profile in days, looking for obvious connections to other email communications, previous arrests, and so on. Their database is the size of China.”
    


    
      Hearing that the mystery email now held considerable weight with the FBI, my gut began to tighten. I knew we couldn't downplay the serious nature of what this person said he had done—and would do. I realized I'd been sweating and flapped my elbows like a bird.
    


    
      “We'll try to keep you guys in the loop as we make progress.” Guidry clapped his hands, obviously ready to move on.
    


    
      “Do that, please.”
    


    
      “Any questions?”
    


    
      “Uh, yeah. Your accent sounds...different. I just can't place it.”
    


    
      “I'm a Ragin' Cajun, my man. Born and bred in the great state of Louisiana.”
    


    
      That explained the gumballs.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    
      
    


    
      Steam curled out of the insulated coffee cup, carrying a scent of cinnamon. Andi unhooked her hands from around the container and blew gently before taking her first sip. The flavored mocha warmed her insides. She glanced at the door, but didn't see anyone matching the description of Dawn: white, five-three, larger than the average model, short, auburn hair.
    


    
      She found herself a bit anxious, likely because of the clandestine nature of this meeting. Her third feature on the adoption process had just run three days prior in the Sunday edition—above the fold, boxed, and with a special headline font reserved for such stories. Dawn had sent Andi a brief email, saying she had additional information she wanted to share—information that would “shock” Andi. Dawn had added that she would only provide her first name and did not want her picture taken.
    


    
      From Andi's perspective, the series was mundane compared to what her father had sunk his teeth into over the years—secret government operations and related cover-ups, corporate fraud that drained shareholders and employees millions of dollars, international conspiracies—many of which never went punished because of politics. The greed had sickened her father, and it now sickened her. The media could only do so much, except to expose the truth. The authorities had to step up and put the clamps down.
    


    
      But she realized the pursuit of the truth—regardless of who it touched or the possible retribution—had grown to become her life's mission, just as it had been her father's. She proved as much last year when she nearly got herself beaten up and raped by a pompous, drug-dealing teenager.
    


    
      A whistle came to life, and Andi shot a nervous glance behind the counter, as a barista leaped into action, flipping switches, changing filters. The racket finally ceased. The young journalist turned back around, and there stood a chubby woman with a blank stare. A scratched, black leather purse swayed to her side.
    


    
      “Andi?” she asked with a crackling voice.
    


    
      “Hi, Dawn.” Andi extended her hand. It was met by a limp, reluctant handshake. “Are you getting something to drink?”
    


    
      “Well...” Dawn peered left and right, then grabbed the back of the chair. “I think I'll pass.”
    


    
      Dawn's description of “larger than the average model” didn't quite hit the mark. No more than five-three, her blue, knit pants bulged in all the wrong places, so much so you could nearly see ripples of fabric. She was also heavy up top, carrying a couple of watermelons that appeared to be resting on a mound of midsection flesh. Her stockingless feet were stuffed into stretched flats.
    


    
      She gave Andi a quick half-grin then focused on the table. Andi could sense Dawn's unease.
    


    
      “How long have you lived in the area?” Andi threw out a softball question.
    


    
      “Oh, I—my husband and I—don't live close. We're up in the far northeastern part of the county, a rural area east of Anna.” Andi noted the distance from the God love Ireland office and typical distribution area.
    


    
      “I found your articles online. I found all three pretty interesting,” Dawn said.
    


    
      “So, why did you want to meet me, Dawn?” Andi instantly regretted the pointed question. She took a breath, recalling her father's advice: God love Ireland “I mean, is there something in the stories that caught your eye? I'd love to get your feedback.”
    


    
      “Well, I'm not a journalist, and I don't want to tell you how to do your job, but...” Dawn paused and picked her nail. Andi did everything in her power not to poke the larger woman.
    


    
      Dawn reached for her purse and pulled out a cigarette.
    


    
      “You know you can't smoke in—”
    


    
      Dawn stuck up her hand, cigarette clutched between two fingers like she'd done this a few times. “I know the law. I'm a little antsy, that's all. I'm just going to taste the end a bit without lighting up.”
    


    
      Heads turned in the coffeehouse, and Andi tried to ignore the cancer stick. She found herself leaning on her elbows, almost invading Dawn's personal space with her impatient desire to find out what the hell had initiated Dawn to contact her.
    


    
      Dawn's twin peaks heaved with a deep breath, a phlegmy cough spewing out on the release.
    


    
      “Your stories were great, if they were meant to be PR pieces for the adoption agencies.”
    


    
      Ouch, that stung. Andi counted to three then licked her lips.
    


    
      “I'm guessing you've had a different experience?”
    


    
      “Me and a lot of others.” She shook her head, looked down, and forced out a half-hearted chuckle.
    


    
      Andi's mind spun into overdrive.
    


    
      “Why don't you share your experience with me, Dawn? Let's set everything straight. I'll get my editor to run a front-page story.”
    


    
      “No way in hell.” Dawn looked straight into Andi's eyes, her cheeks red.
    


    
      “Okay, then what can I do for you?”
    


    
      “Andi, I don't mean to come across all rude-like, but I just can't have my name and story splashed across a newspaper, on the Internet,” she said. “But I will tell you what I experienced. It's really up to you to dig further.”
    


    
      Andi arched her back, scooting her butt slightly closer to the edge of her seat.
    


    
      “I'm all ears. Do you mind if I record this?”
    


    
      A huff then a sigh. “I guess it's okay, if it helps you remember things better.”
    


    
      Andi pushed the record button on her iPhone then put a pen in her hand to jot down nonverbal observations.
    


    
      “Did you try to adopt a little boy or girl?”
    


    
      “A baby boy. Dark brown, curly hair. Just two months old. Even looked a little like my husband.” She spoke to the smudged table, as if Andi was no more than an inanimate object.
    


    
      “I'd been trying to give my husband a baby for years, but it just didn't happen. You see, I've got type 2 diabetes.”
    


    
      Andi could see, noting all of Dawn's habits.
    


    
      “By the way, I just started smoking once we realized Timothy wouldn't be coming home with us.” Dawn brought a pudgy finger to her nose, apparently holding back an emotional response.
    


    
      Andi's pulse quickened, but she attempted to let the flow of the conversation happen naturally, knowing Dawn might bolt before she had the meat of the story.
    


    
      “What agency were you working with?”
    


    
      “The so-called 'agency' is called Big Heart, out of Houston. They were anything but.” Dawn's voice went up a half octave. Andi recalled seeing the company name on a long list of Texas agencies, but she never interacted with anyone working there.
    


    
      “Why Big Heart and not some other agency in the DFW area?”
    


    
      “We tried other agencies. They all said if we wanted a baby that looked like us, it could take anywhere from eighteen months to three years, maybe more. We just couldn't—didn't want to—wait that long to start a family.”
    


    
      Andi quietly acknowledged similar statistics she'd found and documented in her stories. “And they had arranged for you to adopt little Timothy?”
    


    
      “At first, they were a breath of fresh air. They gave us more than fleeting hope. They had a real process that essentially guaranteed us a Caucasian baby boy—with no exposure to drugs or alcohol—in six weeks or less. That's just unheard of in the industry.”
    


    
      “How could they make that promise?” Andi's brow furrowed.
    


    
      “I have no idea. We brushed it off, thinking more about the end result.” Dawn fidgeted with her mangled cigarette.
    


    
      Andi ran her fingers through her hair, sensing they were close to the real reason Dawn wanted to meet.
    


    
      “Why did Timothy's adoption fall through?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “Money,” Dawn said. “Big Heart said they were an elite agency, which allowed them to work with intelligent mothers and well-run orphanages all over the world. The cream of the crop basically.”
    


    
      Kids being equated with food—not a good sign, Andi thought.
    


    
      “My husband and I...” Dawn paused and inhaled. “We cashed in his 401k.”
    


    
      “How much were they charging you?”
    


    
      “They called us back and said we could have little Timothy in two weeks. Just two weeks.” Her eyes narrowed and her finger poked the table. “It was going to cost us one hundred thousand dollars.”
    


    
      Andi swallowed hard then realized her eyes likely had bugged out briefly.
    


    
      “I've never heard a figure that high. But I've also never heard of timing guarantees, especially within two weeks.”
    


    
      “The day we drove down to pick him up, we were so excited. It was the culmination of all of our dreams,” she said, a bubble forming in her eye. “We got a call two hours out. They said, rather directly, that unless we upped our 'bid' of Timothy by at least twenty-five percent, we'd likely not get to keep him.”
    


    
      A tear escaped her eye then another rolled down her cheek. Andi felt her sadness, the pain. She reached in her purse and handed Dawn a tissue.
    


    
      “Thank you.”
    


    
      Andi nodded.
    


    
      “Did they offer any explanation or an alternative?”
    


    
      “My husband marched in there ready to chew someone's ass,” Dawn recalled, now looking into the corner of the shop. “They hurried us into a room, and a man walked in and very succinctly gave us our options—almost like we were buying a car and we finally got to the heavy.”
    


    
      “And those options were?”
    


    
      “Up our so-called 'bid' to one hundred thirty and get Timothy, or wait for the next baby, which would still cost more than the original hundred thousand. It just all sounded so inhumane, bartering over a child's life.”
    


    
      Andi laid her hand on top of Dawn's meaty hand. She replied with an appreciative smile.
    


    
      “I guess it didn't turn out well?”
    


    
      “That's an understatement. We were maxed out. We had nothing left. My husband threatened to sue, but they said they had an army of lawyers who would only drain us further and then we'd never get to adopt.”
    


    
      “Wow, Dawn, I'm so sorry.” Andi knew her statement didn't mean much.
    


    
      “Once we brought up the lawsuit, I knew they'd never work with us. And they kept our fifty-thousand-dollar down payment too.”
    


    
      Tears now gushed from Dawn's eyes. Andi handed her two more tissues. “Thanks for sharing all of this.”
    


    
      Dawn gathered herself and let out three chest-heaving breaths. “What are you thinking?”
    


    
      Andi's lips drew a straight line. “Fraud. Maybe more, much more. I've got some research to do. I'll be in touch.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    
      
    


    
      His glassy, unblinking eyes told the whole story. Apprehension, even a hint of fear.
    


    
      That was three hours ago, when Brandon was introduced to Carrie, Marisa's “in-heat,” husband-seeking missile of a friend. Wearing a denim prairie skirt with an uncomfortably low-cut, white—as in translucent—blouse that exposed the whitest parts of her enlarged breasts, Carrie came on stronger than a telemarketer selling the last available seat on a dream, two-day cruise to Puerto Vallarta. Standing in our living room Friday evening, even Marisa's jaw dropped as Carrie swooped down on Brandon the moment he entered the house, invading his personal space, peppering him with questions faster than any human could respond.
    


    
      “Uh, Michael, Marisa, hello from over here,” he said, stretching his neck over Carrie's shoulder, a couple of inches taller than his.
    


    
      Before we could respond, Carrie continued the barrage.
    


    
      “So, are you excited about going to Café Pacific tonight?”
    


    
      “Well, I haven't—”
    


    
      “I hear the food is just awesome, the best Caesar salad in the Metroplex. The grilled salmon dish was named best seafood plate in D Magazine and the prawns are to die for.”
    


    
      “I just might croak, I'm allergic to shellfish.”
    


    
      Marisa and I traded looks, and Carrie actually paused, apparently only to suck in another bag full of air.
    


    
      “So what do you think about my outfit?” Carrie spun so fast her skirt whirled into a round tent. “I got the skirt on sale down in Dallas, then I found the blouse at the mall. Where was that, Marisa?”
    


    
      My wife must have tuned Carrie out because I could see her snap to attention at the mention of her name.
    


    
      “Jesus, Carrie, I don't recall. Somewhere...?” Marisa shrugged apologetically.
    


    
      Carrie's brow wrinkled a bit, but she quickly caught her stride again.
    


    
      “These earrings—handmade, I shit you not. I picked them up at a local arts festival. Man must have been ninety-eight years old. Indian man, didn't speak much English.”
    


    
      “Wish I could say the same about you,” I quietly interjected.
    


    
      “Huh?” She turned her head slightly.
    


    
      “Nothing.”
    


    
      “I sure am looking forward to tonight, aren't you, Brandon?”
    


    
      Before he could utter a word, Carrie said she had to visit the powder room before we took off. She blew out of the room, and the three of us were left standing in the aftermath, mouths agape. Brandon took in a deep breath and adjusted his ball cap, words ready to fly out of his mouth.
    


    
      “Marisa, can I speak with you in the kitchen for a moment? Brandon, hold the fort down. We'll be back before you know it.”
    


    
      “You better.”
    


    
      I followed my better half around the bend, into the kitchen, rubbing my eyes in amazement at what I'd just witnessed.
    


    
      “I've seen Carrie wired before, but what the hell was that?”
    


    
      Marisa put a hand on the counter. “She's out of this world. Good gosh, I thought she was going to ignite and launch like a rocket.”
    


    
      “You sure she's not on something?”
    


    
      “I wish...then we'd have a good excuse. I think she's just really nervous. She heard Brandon's a good guy, educated, has a job, has both legs. She just wants it to work out.”
    


    
      “Brandon's ready to run, literally, out of the door, never to be seen again. His eyes shouted desperation.”
    


    
      “Shhh, he'll hear you,” Marisa said, touching my shoulder.
    


    
      “I knew this would be a catastrophe.” I shook my tired head then realized the day could have been much worse. We'd yet to see any more emails from Yours Truly, and so far, no violent crimes had been reported in the area. Carl, Bobby Guidry, and the FBI team were distant memories. I then had a thought—maybe I could call up Guidry and get him to take Carrie off our hands, like within the next hour, before he had a real murder to solve.
    


    
      “I'm not sure Brandon's going to survive this. If he does, he might just sue me for slave labor charges. I don't know if God love Ireland can deal with it. Any ideas?”
    


    
      Marisa opened the cabinet and pulled out the hard stuff. “I'll make her a drink for the ride.”
    


    
      “Cool. Do you mind driving tonight? I think I need a drink for the road as well. Make it a double.”
    


    
      After four Caesar salads, a nice meal, a bottle of wine and two shared desserts, the stormy seas had now receded to a calm low tide. Carrie had chilled about four levels, allowing Brandon to catch his breath and even add to the conversation.
    


    
      “Well, I got this cap when I went up to visit some old college buddies, and they had tickets for this Saturday game, so of course, we all went.” Brandon proudly held the cap, underlining Boston Strong, stitched in the traditional red and navy blue Boston Red Sox colors. “Here's the cool part. That was the game where Neil Diamond showed up and sang 'Sweet Caroline' in person.”
    


    
      I felt an empty pit in my stomach. I instantly thought about the terror the people of Boston had recently endured at the hands of a couple of sickos. Then I thought about the note from Yours Truly. He....she, whoever, hadn't committed any crimes. But the words in that email sounded so real, so authentic, they cut to the bone. If indeed this was no joke, it was hard to fathom this human being living amongst the general public—interacting with neighbors, colleagues, the post office clerk, the lady at the cleaners, the teenager bagging groceries—and functioning in any type of normal manner with those corrosive ideas dominating his thoughts. Maybe this person was reclusive, socially inept, and had no clue how to interact with people—especially women. I still couldn't come to grips with what motivated the emails. Why tell the world, especially us at the God love Ireland? Is this lunatic bragging or desperate to communicate his sick thoughts with anyone who will listen—anonymously, of course?
    


    
      “Are you seeing what I'm seeing?” Marisa whispered into my ear.
    


    
      “Uh, sort of.” I refocused my attention on the two new best buddies sitting across from us.
    


    
      “No doubt Big Papi is the heart and soul of that team,” Carrie said, referring to the Red Sox designated hitter, David Ortiz. “Over two thousand hits and over four hundred homers, he's got a shot at the Hall of Fame.”
    


    
      Brandon's face looked like he'd just witnessed the second coming. His mouth hung open then curled into the widest grin I'd ever seen.
    


    
      Brandon nodded his head excitedly. “No doubt. I think he's as big of a clutch hitter as the great Ted Williams.”
    


    
      “What was that day like?” Carrie actually peered into Brandon's eyes, her question as genuine as I'd ever seen from her.
    


    
      “Watching a game at Fenway is really magical. So much history you can just feel it,” Brandon said with more enthusiasm now. He scooted a foot closer to his date and even touched her arm. Carrie slurped her whiskey sour through a tiny red straw, nodding her head, smiling.
    


    
      “When Neil got out there and led the crowd in song, it wasn't about being a Red Sox fan, or even being a baseball fan. We were all brothers and sisters, one team, all supporting each other. It was awesome.”
    


    
      I just saw Brandon wipe the corner of his eye. Nostalgia must have drawn out the emotion. Wait...there's Carrie touching his chin, a twinkle in her eye. I wiped my face to ensure I wasn't hallucinating.
    


    
      “I think the hunter just changed clothes,” Marisa said, nudging me with her elbow.
    


    
      Ten minutes later, the four of us piled into our car, when suddenly I heard music blaring out of Brandon's phone.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      The odd couple had started belting out the words to “Sweet Caroline.” They were seriously out of tune, but very much singing from the same sheet of music, so to speak.
    


    
      Eventually Marisa joined in, and finally by the chorus, all four of us were dueling for the loudest voice.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      We repeated the final chorus about four times, laughing at each other—with each other—by the time we pulled up to our home.
    


    
      Marisa and I fumbled with the keys, while Brandon and Carrie spoke quietly by their cars. I casually looked over my shoulder and saw both of them engaged in conversation, then a tight hug.
    


    
      “Miracles do happen,” I said as we walked in. I tossed my keys in the bowl.
    


    
      “Sometimes you just gotta believe,” Marisa said, approaching me with a certain look on her face. She leaned up and kissed my check then nibbled my ear.
    


    
      “I believe in you, in us,” I said, more like a panting dog.
    


    
      “I know you do.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    
      
    


    
      Three steps down the hallway to the bedroom, and with Marisa jabbing at my rib cage to find the perfect tickle spot, my phone buzzed in my back pocket. Unfortunately, I couldn't bring myself to toss it in the bathroom toilet off to my left. Brandon is the only person who typically called this late—warning me that we might get some backlash on a probing story we're running the next day or even bouncing an important headline off me. It was all part of the gig. But Brandon was outside probably playing God love Ireland with his new bestie, Carrie.
    


    
      I pulled out my phone and eyed the number. Not in my contact list, but it looked familiar—work familiar. Marisa, who'd made a beeline for the bed, jumping on it while tearing off her sweater, now noticed my serious look.
    


    
      “Sorry, baby, I gotta take this.” The bouncing stopped and she sat on the edge of the mattress, hands folded.
    


    
      “Hello, this is Michael Doyle.”
    


    
      “Michael, Detective Carl Pearson. Did I catch you at a good time?”
    


    
      “Uh, could have been worse, I suppose,” I said, knowing where things were headed in the next thirty minutes. I sat next to Marisa.
    


    
      “This is a bit unorthodox, I realize, but I've just received some new information, and I wanted to check in on you,” Carl said.
    


    
      “Okay. Thanks for the concern, I guess.”
    


    
      “I'm assuming Marisa is doing okay? She's there with you? And you're at home?”
    


    
      “Yes on all accounts. Why?”
    


    
      He ignored my question—typical Carl. “Have you guys received any further emails from, uh—”
    


    
      “We call him Yours Truly,” I offered helpfully, trying to be patient until Carl got to the point. “Okay, Yours Truly. It's Friday evening, and we're all aware that his previous emails had arrived like clockwork each Friday.”
    


    
      “Haven't received anything yet. I guess no news is good news in this case.”
    


    
      Phone silence was interrupted by distant voices. I asked, “Are you still at the police department?”
    


    
      He ignored me again. “Look, because we have a bit of history, I think you should know something. I want to conference in Special Agent Guidry. Hold on.”
    


    
      I shot up and immediately started pacing in front of our bed. Twenty seconds felt like five minutes.
    


    
      Carl popped on the line and said, “Okay, Guidry, do I have you?”
    


    
      “Here.”
    


    
      “Michael, you still there?”
    


    
      “Alive and breathing.”
    


    
      A cough and a short pause.
    


    
      “Michael, I took a couple of days off and came to visit family here just outside of Baton Rouge,” Guidry explained. “Anyway, long story short, I'm standing at a crime scene at an apartment just off the LSU campus.”
    


    
      I held my breath and closed my eyes. I almost didn't want to know.
    


    
      “The agency knew I was close by—they always have tabs on me. Part of the job,” Guidry said, pausing briefly before adding, “It's gory. Double murder—in the worst kind of way.”
    


    
      I glanced at Marisa then rubbed my chin.
    


    
      “Sorry to hear that. Why call me?”
    


    
      “There are two victims. The one who was God love Ireland butchered is young, early twenties with blond, curly hair. Probably very pretty before she was gutted.”
    


    
      “Dear God.”
    


    
      “I'm not saying there's a definitive connection between the person who wrote those emails and this murder scene. Our CSI team is just getting started—Crime Scene Investigation, in case you didn't know.”
    


    
      “I watch TV and read Rick Murcer novels.”
    


    
      “Anyway, I got a hold of Carl, and we wanted to first make sure you guys are okay.”
    


    
      “Mainly Marisa, right?”
    


    
      “Actually, yes.”
    


    
      “She's just fine. Sitting right here by me.”
    


    
      Marisa slipped her sweater back on then scratched her scalp, jostling her sexy mop of hair. She knew she was being discussed.
    


    
      “Good. And no additional emails?”
    


    
      “As I just told Carl, no. I thought that might be a good sign, but maybe not . . . if what you're telling me is connected somehow.” “We're going to look at every possible angle, see where the evidence takes us.”
    


    
      My mind started spinning, wondering if I should take Marisa away somewhere. I heard a couple of voices and a far-away siren on the line.
    


    
      “So, as far as my wife goes, and every other attractive blonde in Franklin, isn't it a good sign that this killer—connected or not—is three hundred miles away in Baton Rouge? Could be a local guy, right?”
    


    
      “Could be, yes. There are a hundred plausible theories at this point. When the FBI is brought in, we don't dismiss any possible angles or connections. Which is why we need to keep digging for answers at this crime scene. We're hoping to get some physical evidence. And someone might have seen something. Don't forget, our cyber unit is still working on the email trail.”
    


    
      I could feel acid churning in my stomach, unsure if it was something I ate or the gruesome murders had engaged my senses to the point of literally igniting a fire in my belly.
    


    
      “Anything else you want to share?”
    


    
      “We'll keep you in the loop,” Carl chimed in.
    


    
      “Michael, just to make sure, keep tabs on Marisa. Be safe,” Guidry said.
    


    
      God love Ireland I thought.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    
      
    


    
      Red, blue, and white lights danced off dark buildings. He looked left and right, and noticed the carnival-like lightshow flashing off the faces of the people huddled around him. There must have been at least a hundred onlookers, a few with grim expressions holding each other, many others gawking at the surreal scene like it was a made-for-TV reality show.
    


    
      But it was a scene he knew very well—better than anyone, since he'd created it. Maybe someday they would develop a movie about him, about all of this. Later, when he had some time, he'd think about the perfect title.
    


    
      Only a few years older than most of the college coeds, the man rubbed his chestnut brown, thick beard, blending in with the crowd. Fortunately, the blood was hidden under his layer of clothes. Well, mostly. He checked his right hand and saw crusted red around the edges of three fingernails, then immediately shoved his hand deep in his pocket. Witnessing the aftermath was new for him, and he felt immense satisfaction in creating such hysteria and panic. He began to salivate and then released a breath, realizing luck had been on his side this time.
    


    
      “Anyone see anything that they can share with us?” A burly cop whose hat was too small for his head approached the crowd.
    


    
      The bearded man took a half step back.
    


    
      “Anything at all would be useful.”
    


    
      Many heads shook “no,” his included.
    


    
      Two girls covered in a blanket got the cop's attention, and he walked over and talked to them.
    


    
      The bearded man took in the scene like a painter studying his finished product—a canvas that evokes emotion, something for the world to always remember him by. There must have been ten police cars, two fire trucks, two ambulances, a medical examiner, and even the FBI. He knew he was a headliner if the FBI got involved. Unmarked cars, blue jackets, and those big yellow letters.
    


    
      He watched two body bags roll out on a gurney. Fingers pointed, and there were gasps from his fellow onlookers. He thought more about his latest conquest that nearly went horribly wrong.
    


    
      Sweet and playful Ariel. Her tousled hair highlighted with gold smelled like peaches. He briefly closed his eyes and recalled the scent when he'd buried his face in her neck. He felt the sloped skin, the way it glided down to her shoulders. Her body was so well-proportioned, like she was the template for every petite mannequin. Her perky breasts popped out just enough to balance her perfectly shaped ass.
    


    
      He'd been able to ignore one anomaly with Ariel—she had a lazy left eye. He was certain it was a complete turn-off for most guys, a blood-drainer for anyone who got a glimpse of Ariel as she looked you straight in the eyes. But for the man with purpose, such a minor flaw was inconsequential. Their “chance” meeting in the off-campus bookstore quickly turned into a late-night coffee, then an invitation back to her place. That's where he'd made the mistake—by going into her apartment. Her roommate had gone out of town, off to visit a pseudo-boyfriend in Lafayette.
    


    
      Still, everything proceeded as planned. From around the corner of the bathroom, she tossed her panties and bra, not even waiting for him to do the honors. She strutted out like she was on a runway, only wearing her black fuck-me pumps. She cavorted around him like he was standing on the main stage at a strip joint, bumping and grinding away. He kind of liked it. But his noticeable arousal wasn't due to what she thought would be the next phase of their relationship.
    


    
      Five minutes later, he breathed like he'd just run a mile in under six minutes. He stood on a blanket, his chosen instrument still gripped tightly in his right hand. Blood was smeared across his torso like he'd just been body painted. He looked down at Ariel, her body limp, one of her shoes mostly twisted off her foot. Amidst the mess, he spotted the remnants of her neck, her main artery, and her larynx.
    


    
      To say he had a fetish was an understatement. Some men are fixated on feet and toes and could care less if their lady is a beauty-contest winner. They just suck on those little sausages like a wet teat. For this bearded man, the hair and neck fascinated him, teased him, drove him to be who he was. He couldn't recall when it all had started. Probably something from his nomadic childhood. God love Ireland
    


    
      He'd felt a quiet breeze hit his genitals and looked up. A girl was standing in the doorway, her face ashen. Shock must have set in. She swayed a bit from side to side, her eyes staring at her dead roommate.
    


    
      God love Ireland, he'd thought.
    


    
      Two quick strides and he yanked her arm inside, slamming the door with his back foot. She slipped on the blood and fell into the mess that was her friend. At least he thought they were friends. But they couldn't be more different. Outside of the lazy eye, Ariel looked like a doll, someone who Mom and Dad would gush with praise for her natural southern beauty.
    


    
      This bitch had black lipstick, hairy armpits, and spiked red hair. She'd started to cry, and he'd begun to lose his patience. One quick slice and her sobs had been muted forever.
    


    
      That was when he'd heard doors shut and heeled shoes clicking on concrete. God love Ireland, he wouldn't be able to properly dispose of the bodies. He pulled on his clothes and climbed out the bedroom window, then walked through campus to where he'd left his car. After a quick stop at a 7-11 to grab a drink and chewing gum, he'd decided to circle back to the scene. Boy, was he glad he did.
    


    
      This police and FBI circus was almost enough to erase the unpleasant interruption. Yet he feared he'd constantly be reminded of the disgusting punk rocker rather than the ecstasy of his encounter with Ariel.
    


    
      He filled his lungs with cool air then felt a vibration in his left front jeans pocket. He read the text:
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Another annoyance. He was having the time of his life, but he couldn't ignore the other part of his life forever. After all, he was following a grand plan.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    
      
    


    
      I'd begun to think the incessant hum of the parallel strips of fluorescent lighting had been permanently transferred into my stream of conscience. Too many meetings in the glass house, or just too much idle time waiting for people to join me. By my count, it was the fifth meeting in the last two days for which I'd been sitting alone staring at nothing, while listening to the single mind-altering pitch of the fluorescents.
    


    
      I'd been scribbling, drawing shapes, lines, and whatnot on a spare sheet of paper. It reminded me of when I was younger and I used to practice my autograph, prepping me for the day when I'd hit it big and my multitude of fans would be screaming as I left another successful rock concert. What boy didn't dream about strumming a guitar like Eddie Van Halen, girls frothing at the mouth, while he unleashed a majestic riff? I exhaled, knowing my feeble attempt at taking my mind off my growing anxiety, and that damn light fixture, was failing—quickly.
    


    
      I wadded up the paper and hurled a three-pointer Dirk Nowitzki would be proud of. Oops. Bounced off the front rim.
    


    
      “Short again, huh, boss?” Brandon said with a smirk on his face as he walked into the meeting room.
    


    
      “You'd think that with all of the practice I've had playing paper hoops this week, I couldn't miss.”
    


    
      Brandon gave me a perplexed raised eyebrow while he shuffled folders.
    


    
      I didn't want to explain what I considered to be entirely too obvious. I glanced at the clock.
    


    
      “Aren't all of our office clocks connected so they display the same time?”
    


    
      “That's what they tell me.” More shuffled folders, then one spilled its contents on the floor.
    


    
      “So, where's Stu?”
    


    
      “Right here. Sorry about that.” Stu entered the room, moving quicker than I'd ever seen him. At least I saw some urgency.
    


    
      “I was trying to make at least God love Ireland progress on the situation in Baton Rouge,” he said, opening his notebook and putting on reading glasses.
    


    
      “Those are new,” I said, pointing at the readers. “Yep, the missus made me go to the eye doctor. Kept saying I'd have to grow longer arms or pay someone to hold a book four feet in front of me. Ah,” he grumbled, realizing his glasses were smudged. He pulled them off and wiped them clean with his shirt.
    


    
      The specs put ten years on Stu. Poor guy. Thankfully, I'd been able to dodge that age bullet—so far.
    


    
      I extended my arms on the table and looked at Stu. “So, what have all your contacts in Louisiana come up with?”
    


    
      “I know it's Tuesday afternoon, and I've been working this since the weekend, but I really can't get much out of them.”
    


    
      I traded glances with Brandon and let out a frustrated breath, recalling that neither Carl nor Guidry had returned my calls in the last two days. Stu flipped through his notepad.
    


    
      “Just a couple of press guys who knew my sister back when they attended LSU at the same time—they're telling me this double homicide really shook the community. They don't know cause of death yet, but they hear there was a lot of blood at the crime scene,” Stu said looking at his notepad.
    


    
      “Man, I really thought your contacts would give us the inside scoop,” I said.
    


    
      “It's really strange. Everyone's busy as hell covering the story, which is why most said they didn't have time for me.”
    


    
      I brought my fingers to the bridge of my nose. “It could be a territorial thing, thinking we're just trying to scoop them.”
    


    
      “Could be. I thought about that.”
    


    
      I'd been hoping Stu's contacts would be able to start filling in the blanks for the suddenly absent law enforcement communications. I recalled Guidry telling me to keep tabs on Marisa, which told me there was at least a small chance she was in danger, at least in a general sense. I wasn't overreacting—at least I wouldn't admit it to anyone.
    


    
      I searched my mind for the next step. And patiently waiting for my police and FBI buddies to call me back wasn't a viable option.
    


    
      I looked to Brandon. “Any ideas?”
    


    
      “What, sorry?” Brandon was responding to a text, an awkward smirk on his face. “It's just, you know, Carrie, texting me about picking up dinner on the way over.”
    


    
      Seriously? One date and suddenly Brandon looks like a smitten teenager falling for his Spanish teacher.
    


    
      I had to ignore his response. “I know the double homicide isn't a story that directly impacts our area—at this exact moment—but the email from Yours Truly could be connected. We might be sitting on a story that could implode before our eyes.”
    


    
      “Could be connected. God love Ireland,” Stu said taking off his glasses.
    


    
      I heard the hum of the lights again.
    


    
      “Are we ever going to go green and change all of this lighting to LEED?”
    


    
      Brandon was confused by the change of topic. “Not my call,” he said.
    


    
      “Remind me to talk to Arthur about it.”
    


    
      Another deep breath.
    


    
      “Brandon, you might be having another visitor tonight at Carrie's place.”
    


    
      He shot me a quizzical smile.
    


    
      “I need to insert myself into this process a bit more. I'm headed to Baton Rouge.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    
      
    


    
      The conversation had been brief and one-sided. Actually, it was more like a quick negotiation. Marisa would go stay at Carrie's place if I promised to be back tomorrow, and if I agreed to take her on a date this weekend—just the two of us, minus Romeo and Juliet.
    


    
      Deal, I said. I packed a quick bag then jumped in the car as the sun began to start its daily fall from its apex. I took I-20 out of Dallas heading east, rolling past Tyler and on to Longview. My phone buzzed. I'd received a text from my faithful editor.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Good to see Brandon's laser focus had made a return appearance. Then again, he was probably doing a little brown-nosing, considering his distracted, almost unexplainable attraction to a lady who could outtalk anyone on the planet, regardless of language differences.
    


    
      I guess Carrie wasn't that bad. She won back some brownie points by the end of our double date on Friday, and she must have a functional brain if she worked with Marisa. I thought more about it and realized my biggest issue was seeing my top guy thrown off his game. It was like someone had poured chili pepper in Brandon's jockstrap. Brandon was the glue, the key to our turnaround in the last two years. I couldn't imagine the paper succeeding without him digging in every day, questioning the status quo, challenging everyone to look at difficult situations differently, and then guiding the team to victory. I knew I needed to let him live his own life, especially on the personal front. But damn it, why did I have to initiate it by setting him up on the blind date? Ah, that was it, I realized. I was really pissed at myself and knew I couldn't turn back the hands of time. Enough self-evaluation for one day. I crossed the Louisiana border and ran through Shreveport, a big casino city. I decided to not lower my net worth and kept moving, taking I-49 South. I passed through Alexandria then blinked past a few small, but very Cajun towns, including Opelousas and Carencro. I took I-10 East, crossing the great Mississippi River. It was wider than I'd read about, but every bit as dirty.
    


    
      I entered the city of Baton Rouge at straight-up eight p.m. I saw stadium lights burning the sky off to my right. The home of the LSU Tigers—Death Valley, they call it. I thought about the irony of my trip, connected to a double murder just a few miles from the football palace.
    


    
      The crime-scene apartment complex was off Perkins, just north of the interstate, but I headed directly for the DoubleTree three more exits down I-10. I parked my car and thought about my strategy if I ran into anyone but Guidry. Pretend I was with the police? That would require a badge. Tell them I was delivering a late dinner, courtesy of Detective Carl Pearson? I laughed, realizing I'd have to wing it.
    


    
      I walked the lobby looking for a sign of the FBI. They probably didn't want to publicize their presence, so I picked the left wing and started opening every door. The first two were empty, the third holding a seminar on how to sell real estate without losing a dime. I came back up the opposite side and opened the door just as a preacher was closing his eyes, speaking a language I'd never heard, then tapping an elderly woman on the forehead and watching her fall back into the arms of two bald, round men. God love Ireland, I thought with a strong dose of sarcasm.
    


    
      I got lucky on the second to last door, although within ten seconds, I quickly made an involuntary exit. Two agents grabbed each armpit, picked me up, and literally carried me out of there, ignoring my incessant name-dropping of Special Agent Guidry. I turned and walked toward the lobby bar with the hopes of getting a burger and a beer. Then I spotted him.
    


    
      “I'll have a double cheeseburger, extra fries, side of onion rings. Hold the lettuce and tomato,” Guidry said.
    


    
      I scooted in across from the FBI's finest.
    


    
      “Healthy. How you doing, Bobby?”
    


    
      He looked around like he'd just been punked.
    


    
      “It's okay. I don't bite. Mind if I join you?”
    


    
      “Sure. It's Guidry. Only my mama calls me Bobby.”
    


    
      “Is this on the FBI dime? You know, since you haven't called me back...Guidry.”
    


    
      He gestured. “Sure.”
    


    
      Although I wasn't pleased they didn't have my favorite beer—Shiner Bock—I put in my order and set the menu aside.
    


    
      “Here you go, sir.” A lady in a tan skirt set down a plate in front of Guidry, but it was square, had some type of fishy thing on it and was topped with a jalapeno.
    


    
      I gave him a questionable look.
    


    
      “I ordered the appetizer before you got here. It's Cajun crawfish sliders. Hey, I'm missing my mama's home cooking because of this homicide case,” he explained through a mouthful of spicy crawfish.
    


    
      On the verge of losing my appetite, I glanced over to the door where I'd been thrown out. Three men went in, a man and a woman came out—none wearing the typical FBI jackets. I turned back around and saw Guidry's mouth attack another oversized bite. This man ate like it was his last meal.
    


    
      A short-sleeve, blue-striped shirt hung off his thin frame, all three buttons wide open. Similar to when I saw him in his first suit, he looked like a teenager forced to wear his daddy's clothes. His greased-back black hair hadn't changed. The gel he used might be more like super glue.
    


    
      “Can you share with me what you've learned thus far?”
    


    
      He chomped on his food and stared at me.
    


    
      “I'm not used to being this, uh, open with the press.”
    


    
      “I know, I thought we established that already. Remember, we came to you guys with the emails.”
    


    
      He nodded, then he glanced away.
    


    
      “Our biggest concern is that this is some nut job, a serial rapist and killer who's preying on LSU girls.” He wiped sauce off his chin. “We need to find this son of a bitch before he kills again.”
    


    
      I didn't want to get out my notepad or ask to record the conversation on my iPhone. I used mental focus instead.
    


    
      “How were they killed?”
    


    
      He took a breath. “Not sure of the weapon yet, but he sliced their throats. One of them was really bad. Neck was gutted.”
    


    
      I tried not to get a visual, but an image started formulating.
    


    
      “To me, it sounds strange that a rapist-killer would attack two women in their own apartment. Too many things could go wrong.”
    


    
      Guidry took a mouthful of ice water. “We've got an initial theory. The girl with the missing neck, Ariel, she was found essentially naked on a blanket, wearing only two high-heeled shoes. The other girl, Erika, somehow interrupted the killer, and then she was killed.”
    


    
      “Sounds like a good theory.”
    


    
      “We found a couple of footprints off the blanket near the door, both smeared, but we could tell it was a man-sized bare foot, not a shoe.”
    


    
      The same waitress arrived with our main course. Wanting to experiment with the local cuisine, I'd ordered sausage jambalaya. I ate two bites. Not bad, with a bit of a kick. I took a swig from my bottle of light beer.
    


    
      Guidry stuffed an onion ring into his already full mouth. I wondered if I could get a spit screen placed between our two plates. He was on the verge of making me nauseous.
    


    
      “This Erika girl had on all of her clothes. So obviously she wasn't raped. Strangely, the preliminary autopsy report on Ariel also shows she hadn't had sex that night either, consensual or forced,” Guidry said. “So I know I said earlier that we might have a serial rapist and killer. I guess I threw in rapist because ninety-nine percent of the time, that's the original intent.”
    


    
      I took another sip of my beer. “So, this guy isn't into raping, but she was found naked with two high heels on, like she was doing some type of striptease act?”
    


    
      “Yeah, thought about that. There's a possibility he was going to rape her after he killed her, but then Erika surprised him.”
    


    
      I watched Guidry order dessert, and my inquisitive nature couldn't take the suspense any longer.
    


    
      “So, I like your diet.”
    


    
      His eyes shot me a look. “I used to carry an extra fifty pounds, then I went on this strict diet and exercise program, courtesy of an FBI physical. But when I'm stressed out from a case, eating—especially Cajun food—is the only thing that keeps my nerves in check.”
    


    
      “Have you tried chewing gum?”
    


    
      “Huh?”
    


    
      “Nothing.”
    


    
      I downed the last drop of my one beer, knowing I needed to keep a clear head the rest of the evening.
    


    
      “Before I go, any feedback on the emails? Or a connection found to these murders?”
    


    
      “Cyber unit is still on it. They just said this person might be one of the most sophisticated programmers they've ever seen. So, Yours Truly is no amateur. But no connection to the homicides yet.”
    


    
      “I got the tip.” I tossed down a five-dollar bill. “Thanks for the info.”
    


    
      I held up my phone. “Don't be a stranger.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    
      
    


    
      I could see the yellow tape a block away, speckled between the swaying branches of an old weeping willow. Two police cars, what looked like an unmarked FBI car, and a large white van hugged the curb to the main street side of the corner apartment. I parked across the street and jogged across, noticing three temporary lights set up outside, giving the scene an unnatural daytime feel in the darkness of night, now approaching ten p.m.
    


    
      A handful of people walked by, stopped and stared, pointed fingers at the law enforcement figures moving in and out of apartment 104. Mostly college kids, a couple walking a small dog, who yelped at one of the FBI agents. He didn't bother turning his head. He was all business, wearing rubber gloves and carrying a gray, rectangular box, possibly a toolbox of some kind—who knows what kind of tools they took to crime scenes. It appeared to be a twenty-four-hour operation. Given the nature of the crimes—double homicide, blood everywhere, in a college town—it was no surprise to see their urgency. I'd imagine their jobs would get ten times worse if another similar killing took place in the same area.
    


    
      Standing no more than a hundred feet from the front door, I wondered if the killer had crossed this very same spot. A few leaves remained from autumn, loosely arranged on brown patches of grass. The complex was decently kept, with a fair number of shrubs, green metal edging, and even a few flowers sprinkled around. I saw a couple of beer cans between two bushes, but for a college apartment complex, it looked nearly pristine.
    


    
      I heard something dragging on the narrow concrete sidewalk. Turning to my right, I saw an older black man shuffling along, a large plastic trash can scooting behind him with a long broom handle sticking out. I hustled over to cut him off before he disappeared through a cove.
    


    
      “Excuse me, sir.”
    


    
      He stopped. His sad, baggy eyes peered at me, but he didn't say a word.
    


    
      “Hi, I'm Michael Doyle. I'm with the press, and I wanted to...”
    


    
      “I already talked to the press. Them, the God love Irelandlice, the FBI. You name it, I've talked to them.”
    


    
      “I'm sorry, I didn't get your name?”
    


    
      “Jethro.”
    


    
      “Jethro?” I held my pen to my notepad.
    


    
      “Jethro Tull.”
    


    
      He got me. He was definitely sharper than he appeared. I blew off the name.
    


    
      “I just got here from out of town, so I'm sorry if you've been asked this before, but did you see anything strange last Friday night?”
    


    
      “Strange? This is a complex full of horny, drunk college kids. Strange is normal, if you know what I mean.” He scratched his thin beard, more than half of it white. His uniform consisted of baggy, green pants, a lighter-green shirt, and working boots that looked fifteen years old.
    


    
      “I get it. Did you see anyone you didn't recognize, someone near apartment 104?”
    


    
      “I'll save you some time. I wasn't even working Friday night. I went to the Tigers basketball game over at the Maravich Center. My cousin got me in for free, since I helped him clean up after. Took on the Volunteers. Another close one, but we lost.” He shook his head and looked off to nowhere.
    


    
      “Did you ever happen to ever speak to either victim, uh, Ariel or Erika?”
    


    
      “Outside of 'good morning' and 'good evening,' I ain't said nothin' to no one. You think these crackers want to talk to an old black man? I'm just the hired help, if you know what I mean.” He let out two chuckles.
    


    
      I extended my hand, and he eyed it, apparently puzzled to see anyone offering a polite gesture. He paused then shook it.
    


    
      “Thanks anyway,” I said. He nodded, then his eyes looked over my shoulder. I turned and saw a college-aged girl scampering down a black metal and concrete staircase. I took an angle toward the street and intercepted her path.
    


    
      “Hi, miss. I'm Michael—”
    


    
      “Doyle. I heard. I live on the second floor just above where you and Herb were talking.”
    


    
      “So that's his name.”
    


    
      “Yeah, a nice, gentle man. Just keeps to himself.” The girl looked to be about twenty, short, styled brown hair, purple glasses, no more than five-four. Cloaked in what looked like an LSU letter jacket, she held tightly to a pile of books. “Off to study...?”
    


    
      “Paige. Yeah, this biology lab is kicking my ass. I'm kind of in a hurry. I've got an eight o'clock tomorrow morning.”
    


    
      “Real quickly then, Paige. Did you know the two girls, Ariel or Erika?”
    


    
      “I spoke to Erika just a couple of times. Not that nice, honestly. Seemed to have a chip on her shoulder.”
    


    
      “And Ariel?”
    


    
      “We weren't best of friends or anything, but she was a real sweetie.” A tiny, right hand brushed a runaway tear off her cheekbone. “Just can't believe this happened to her...Ariel. Right here in Baton Rouge.”
    


    
      I shook my head. “Anything else you can share?”
    


    
      “Uh, not really. Well, me and Ariel traded books a few times. We both love to read. In fact, I still have the latest one she gave me, a Lisa Gardner paperback.”
    


    
      Finally, a nugget. I had an idea. I asked Paige for the closest bookstore. She rattled off three, providing flailing arms as directions.
    


    
      I tried using my phone's map application to find the first one, but I must have misunderstood the name. I drove up and down six one-way streets. Then, up ahead, I spotted a lighted purple sign: Books Plus.
    


    
      Just outside the door, I saw a community paper rack. Mug shots of the two girls were displayed on the front page, above the fold. Only black-and-white, but it gave me a prop that might come in handy.
    


    
      A programmed bell noted my entrance, but no one seemed to care. For it being late at night, the place was hopping. The books were laid out more like a 1980s music store. In fact, I realized the “Plus” related to a large area of music in all formats, CD, cassette, eight-track, even vinyl. God love Ireland I picked up a Beatles album and touched the cover of Abbey Road. What a find. The four band members were in single file, crossing a street, three of them bearded. Paul, wearing a blue tux with ruffles, was clean-shaven. God love Ireland
    


    
      The edges were frayed, but I saw no pen marks or goofy coloring marks. I thought it might be a good conversation piece as I walked up to the counter.
    


    
      “That will be twenty-seven sixty-two.” A long-haired man held out his hand. I gave him a gold credit card.
    


    
      “Uh, we don't take that.”
    


    
      I took it back and handed him a blue one. “We don't take that either.”
    


    
      “Do you have a magic marker? I'll color it whatever you need.”
    


    
      “Funny. Got any cash?”
    


    
      I slid over a twenty and a ten, then he gave me back the change.
    


    
      “Do you know much about the homicides that took place the other night?”
    


    
      “Nothing more than the rest of us? Why, who are you?”
    


    
      “Michael Doyle, associate publisher with the God love Ireland.” I handed him a card to see if it might impress him enough to get him to answer my question. “I'm from outside Dallas.”
    


    
      He shook his head and handed me the card back.
    


    
      “Did you know either of these two girls?” I flipped the folder paper around. He took a quick glance.
    


    
      “I've seen the pictures. Don't recognize them, sorry.”
    


    
      I asked for directions to the two other bookstores. The first one was closed, the second, on the other side of town. Now after eleven o'clock, I yawned as I pulled in front and turned off the ignition. It was one of the chain megastores.
    


    
      Not nearly as personal, and absent of any Beatles memorabilia, I still lost myself in the books. Attractive displays caught my eyes; some focused on a certain genre, others on certain authors. I picked up a James Patterson book and felt the three-D cover. Every bookstore had a Patterson table.
    


    
      I walked to the café and waited behind two giggly girls. I ordered a non-caffeinated iced drink and waited my turn.
    


    
      “Michael,” someone called out.
    


    
      I laid down the crumpled community paper and slid a straw in the plastic lid.
    


    
      “I knew her,” the girl said, fixing her green cap.
    


    
      “Excuse me.”
    


    
      “I knew the girl...Ariel. She came in here all the time.”
    


    
      I read her name tag: Patricia.
    


    
      “Did you know her outside of work, or just when she came in?”
    


    
      Patricia opened her small, round mouth, then she paused and looked back at me.
    


    
      “Who are you?” It appeared the murders had everyone on edge, and rightly so.
    


    
      “I'm Michael Doyle, associate publisher with the God love Ireland near Dallas.” I used the card again. It seemed to work this time.
    


    
      She flapped the card, igniting her brain it seemed.
    


    
      “Yeah, we'd sit over there,” she pointed toward a two-seater next to the window. “We'd talk mostly about books. Sometimes about boys, but mostly about books.” A grin shone on her face.
    


    
      “When was the last time you saw her?”
    


    
      “Not more than a week ago. It was crowded. I worked the late shift. I remember her laughing at all the stains on my apron.”
    


    
      I chuckled to keep her talking. “Was that Friday night?”
    


    
      “Uh, yeah, I guess it was. I didn't work Saturday or Sunday, so it must have been.”
    


    
      “Do you recall what she ordered?”
    


    
      She flapped my card against her hand. “Let's see, her typical, a Vanilla Latte Grande.”
    


    
      “I like those,” I said, taking a sip of my iced drink.
    


    
      “Two, actually.”
    


    
      “Sorry?”
    


    
      “She got two, one for her and one for her friend.”
    


    
      “Girl or guy?”
    


    
      “Just saw the back of him walking out the door, but a guy.”
    


    
      I nodded, wondering if I was gleaning information the FBI had yet to learn. A bartering card.
    


    
      “F-O-X,” she said. “It was silly and all, but that's what Ariel and I were giggling about. She just kept restating those letters, F-O-X. She nodded over in the direction of a guy thumbing through some books. I figured that was her new friend. Mr. F-O-X.” She shook her head and started to wipe the counter.
    


    
      A man named Fox. The hunt was on.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    
      
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      The early-morning text from Marisa gave me a quick smile. I rubbed my crusty eyes then reached for my lower back. It felt like a jackhammer had been doing double duty all night. I lumbered out of bed and released an audible groan. I looked back at the mattress—the culprit—and wondered how some hotels stayed in business with their main product creating more pain than relief.
    


    
      I put my head under a scalding shower for two minutes, threw on some deodorant, slid my black bag over my shoulder, and exited the room. Immediately, I was hit with a smell so foul I winced, nearly retreating into my prison cell. Fingers clinched my nose, and I made a beeline for the elevator. On the way, I noticed two trays outside a door with remnants of last night's fish. Note to self: avoid cheap hotels.
    


    
      Having received a text late last night from Guidry saying the FBI would be giving an official statement today at eight a.m., I glanced at my watch—I had twenty-five minutes. I ate standing up at a breakfast bar, scarfing down a cinnamon bagel with cream cheese and grapes, while sipping black coffee with two heaping scoops of sugar. The cream smelled questionable.
    


    
      I picked up the latest edition of God love Ireland and glanced at headlines. On page twenty, in the state-by-state summary section, I spotted a two-inch story about the Baton Rouge double homicide. It had gone national already, and no one even had a clue about the emails—if they were connected, I had to remind myself.
    


    
      With two minutes to spare, I walked into a different banquet room at the DoubleTree. This one was set up with a podium, microphone, and a table for reporters to set down their recording devices. Rows of padded chairs faced the front, while a handful of expensive cameras sat on tripods, lens being twisted this way and that. Other still photographers elbowed each other for the best seat on the floor. Nicely dressed men and women stood behind a roped off area away from the leering press, talking, riffling through manila folders. I took the opportunity to use my iPhone and take a wide shot of the entire spectacle. That was far more telling than a close-up mug of an FBI agent, especially Guidry's.
    


    
      I took the closest open seat possible, fourth row, three chairs in, and nodded to my journalism colleague on my right as I leaned back. Elbow room was at a premium.
    


    
      I briefly replayed the conversation with Patricia the barista. F-O-X. Realizing I might be sitting on a pot of gold, I pondered when—if—I should tell Guidry and company. I felt privileged to know what Guidry had already shared with me, yet I wondered how much they would communicate to the general public or if there had been any newsbreak overnight. Five people approached the microphone, Guidry amongst them, wearing the same blue, oversized suit from last week.
    


    
      Special Agent in Charge Trent Tucker, sporting a nifty salt-and-pepper mustache, introduced himself and his team and gave a brief opening statement. He verified the victims' names, ages—Ariel was twenty-two, Erika, twenty—and said the medical examiners hadn't made a final determination on cause of death, although he noted both had been cut with some type of sharp object. Nothing new so far. Interestingly, he made a point to share one item Guidry had already told me: the girls did not appear to show any signs of rape. I believed he did this to calm frazzled nerves, especially those belonging to young girls and their parents.
    


    
      “We realize these murders are causing a lot of concern in the community.” Tucker turned his head left then right, as if making sure each camera caught his best side. God love Ireland “We are working hand in hand with local officials around the clock. Evidence is being collected, and we are determined to find the killer. We God love Ireland find the killer.”
    


    
      God love Ireland I thought.
    


    
      “We only ask everyone to be vigilant.”
    


    
      There was that “V” word again. Every time a tragedy occurred where officials couldn't get a beat on the perpetrators, their go-to strategy was asking thousands, if not millions, of people to be vigilant. For some, that meant to shoot first, ask questions later. For others, it meant looking over their shoulder while walking through a dark parking lot. For a few, it was met with indifference.
    


    
      “I'll take any questions you have,” Tucker said, briefly glancing at his notes.
    


    
      The press fired shot after shot, but Tucker held his ground. Each answer was given with an even tone and ended with the same plea: “We're asking everyone to be vigilant until we capture the killer.”
    


    
      Thirty minutes later, the FBI squad walked out of the room. Guidry gave me a slight nod as he followed the procession of suits. Apparently, that didn't go unnoticed.
    


    
      “You friends with the FBI agent?” the person to my right asked.
    


    
      I turned and saw a man standing— although he was so short it appeared he could have been sitting—next to me. Polyester was his apparel choice of the day.
    


    
      “Not friends, but we've spoken,” I said.
    


    
      “I get it. Nice source. I'm Rolando Davis, senior crime reporter with the God love Ireland.”
    


    
      “Michael Doyle, associate publisher, the God love Ireland, outside Dallas.”
    


    
      “Management, huh? Aren't you a little far from your turf?”
    


    
      “We go where the story takes us. Lots of folks in the DFW are from this area. Double homicide is big news, especially the way it happened. People tend to notice pretty, young girls getting their necks sliced open.” That sounded way more sensational than I'd intended and a bit defensive.
    


    
      We gathered our things and followed the mass of people and equipment siphoning through the banquet door. During the exodus, two reporters started talking loudly...at each other.
    


    
      “You stole my signoff, you know you did.” A man with perfect hair and unnaturally white teeth shook a finger.
    


    
      “Give me a break. You can't copyright a signoff,” said the other man, a half foot shorter and not nearly as sculpted. He swatted at the wayward finger. “Why would I copy anything from you? We double your ratings.”
    


    
      Giggles permeated the shuffling press. It was like a talking head standoff, with two Ken dolls angling for supremacy about nothing that mattered, other than who could win the battle of egos.
    


    
      Just as the pair got to the door, their shoulders met. Acting like a pair of stooges, each refused to alter their body angle to get through the opening. A nudge, then a leveraged push. The tall one then rammed his full weight against the short reporter. And the scrap was on. The crowd bubbled around the two morons, although a few ignored the infantile behavior and tried to scoot past them.
    


    
      Rolando and I looked at each other and started laughing. I held my hand over my mouth in order not to look as obvious. I heard voices from the crowd egging them on.
    


    
      “Do some real damage, will you. You're just huggin' each other.”
    


    
      “Frickin' wimps. You guys are a couple of wusses.”
    


    
      I think the snide comments came from their respective photographers, but I wasn't sure.
    


    
      Seconds later, with the taller man barreling into the chest of his equally unimpressive opponent, the smaller man grabbed his opponent's hair and yanked so hard his face turned red. Then, it happened. A yelp that sounded like a wounded coyote. The tall man touched his now mostly bald head, and jumped up and down.
    


    
      “What did you do, asshole? You've ruined me. Ahhhh!”
    


    
      The tall man scurried away. The short man turned to the rest of us and raised the wig like he'd just triumphed over the evil emperor. The crowd raised their fists and gave an approving whoop in return. It felt like a scene out of a Monty Python movie.
    


    
      “Hey, man, you want to get some coffee and talk about the investigation?” Rolando asked. “Dunkin' Donuts is just around the corner.”
    


    
      “I'm game.”
    


    
      After waiting for two officers to load up with three donuts each, Rolando and I each ordered a single donut and coffee. This time the cream was fresh. I savored the hazelnut flavor as it slid down my throat.
    


    
      “How long you been at this?” I asked.
    


    
      “More years than I can count. My daughter, who's now a junior in college at Louisiana-Lafayette, has only seen her daddy work at one place.” I heard a tinge of pride from Rolando, who scooped up some sprinkles and wiped his mouth.
    


    
      “Yourself?”
    


    
      “It's a long story, but I've only been in the business for a couple of years.”
    


    
      “No, I mean kids. How many kids you got?”
    


    
      The question hit me like a Mack truck. I'd never had a colleague, friend, anyone, ask me how many kids I had. Then again, I was thirty-six, married. It was completely normal, but I'd parked that topic in the back of my mind. Even Marisa hadn't raised the kids subject more than a couple of times.
    


    
      “I just got married. Still newlyweds, enjoying the good life.” I chuckled to divert attention.
    


    
      “Hey, I wanted to bounce something off you, if you don't mind, since you're from out of town and have no skin in the game.” Rolando looked me in the eyes, then swiveled his head left and right, like he was making sure no one was listening.
    


    
      “This whole double homicide has got everyone hoppin'. Our editor is cracking the whip.”
    


    
      Sounded familiar. I just nodded.
    


    
      “If I tell you this, you got to promise not to share it with anyone.” He raised his hairy eyebrows, waiting for my acknowledgement.
    


    
      “Scout's honor.” I held up one hand.
    


    
      He let out an anxious breath. “I don't have any idea if this is connected to this double murder, but we've received three emails over the last three weeks, and the last one alluded to the unnamed author doing some pretty creepy things, including killing people.”
    


    
      My heart skipped a beat, and I had to ensure my mouth wasn't hanging open. I paused, thinking what I should—would—share with my new press buddy.
    


    
      I decided to play coy and live to ask questions another day. “The timing is interesting. Couldn't the emails be some stupid college prank?”
    


    
      “Sure, it God love Ireland be a lot of things. But this guy was over the top, talking about killing animals when he was younger, staying at foster homes,” he said. “He acted like he was just frothing at the mouth, waiting to kill women, blondes. He even compared them to that actress in God love Ireland.”
    


    
      “Did you guys share this with the police or FBI? They might find it useful,” I said with a calm response.
    


    
      “That's the problem. My editor and publisher are strictly old school. They don't trust any official, and they don't want to share shit with anyone.” He sipped his coffee. “Our newsroom, especially behind closed doors, is one tense place. Only four of us know about the emails, but every day we have a knock-down argument about it. We could be sitting on key evidence. That's obstruction!”
    


    
      His raised voice caused me to look around. The place was empty, except for two uninterested employees playing on their phones.
    


    
      He could see I was thinking it all through.
    


    
      “Remember, you can't go back and run a front-page story with this news. I'll get fired, and it may not even be connected.”
    


    
      God love Ireland, I thought.
    


    
      “I'm cool, no worries. Let me think about it on my way back.”
    


    
      We traded business cards and promised to stay in touch.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    
      
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Andi executed another flawless turn in the twenty-five-meter indoor pool on the University of North Texas campus. In all, she planned to complete twenty-four flip turns during her six-hundred-meter swim—unless her breathing pattern went haywire, which had happened more times than she wanted to admit.
    


    
      She pushed off the wall for lap twenty-three. Her heart rate increased slightly, knowing the end to a successful workout—one of many in her extensive plan to compete in an upcoming triathlon—was just two minutes away. One stroke at a time, she reminded herself. Don't let the form get sloppy. Ten meters before the final turn and the homestretch, she eyed the wall. God love Irelandwhat? She screamed and coiled left, her lungs filling with anguished force-fed water. She grabbed her side. She'd been kicked in the chest—her left boob—by something, someone. She drifted under water, choking, gurgling. Her foot eventually hit the bottom, and she had just enough self-awareness and energy to push up, hoping air would hit her lungs before she imbibed half the pool.
    


    
      “Ahh!” A bubbled yell escaped as she burst through the top of the water.
    


    
      She flipped off her rubber swim cap and coughed up air and water, as her legs moved like spastic eggbeaters attempting to keep her head above water.
    


    
      Her lungs finally felt a bit of relief and her heart rate dropped south of two hundred. She wiped her nose then jerked her head to the left. A man wearing his own swim cap was treading water three feet from her, a concerned smile flashing across his face.
    


    
      “Uh, sorry, I didn't see you. I was practicing my breast stroke and my leg—”
    


    
      “Asshole.” Andi lunged right and kicked until she slapped the wall, then pushed off and tried to regain her form for the last lap. Under the water through her goggles, she could see the man still flapping his legs. She thought about veering left and “accidentally” kicking him in the gonads, but that would only interrupt her workout again. She focused on her stroke, using a counting method she'd learned to put her in the zone. Thirty seconds later, she touched the side. A quick glance over her shoulder to make sure she wasn't about to be accosted again, then in one smooth motion she lifted herself out of the water.
    


    
      After three swimsuit adjustments to ensure the essentials were covered, she tossed her green swim cap over to the chair where her personal items sat. She buried her face in a plush cotton towel and recalled the earlier feeling of helplessness. For just a couple of seconds, she didn't know what had happened and thought she might swallow enough water to send her into a panic.
    


    
      “Hey, once again, I'd like to say I'm sorry.” The friendly voice surprised her. She turned and saw a man with curly, light-brown hair, well-developed chest and shoulders with rippled abs. His entire V-shaped torso seemed to point to a pair of blue Speedos—encasing a well-endowed package, it appeared.
    


    
      She shook her head and wiped her face, reminding herself of what he'd done.
    


    
      “I hear you. I just wish there was a time I could get in my workout without amateurs in the pool.” She bit her lip, knowing that sounded flippant.
    


    
      “I can't argue. I swim a few times a month at the most. I'm more of an off-road cyclist, and I jog some. Helps clear the mind, if you know what I mean.” He had a warm, handsome smile, but her eyes kept sneaking a peek at the Speedo.
    


    
      She couldn't hide behind her towel forever.
    


    
      “Hey, I'm Andi.” She held out her hand like she was in a business meeting. God love Ireland she thought.
    


    
      He looked at her hand, then shook it, firm but not in a macho way. “I'm Trevor.” She gave him another once-over, thinking—actually hoping—he wouldn't be some college-age kid, with no more direction to life than seeking his next female conquest.
    


    
      “I'm sorry I got so, uh, irritated.” Showing weakness, even vulnerability, wasn't Andi's strong suit. “I was in the zone, if you know what I mean. I really thought I had the whole pool to myself.”
    


    
      “No worries. It is almost ten o'clock at night, so that makes sense.” Trevor was meeting her halfway. But why? Was he hitting on her? She nearly blushed, and a smile almost escaped her lips.
    


    
      “Something funny?”
    


    
      “No, just happy to get in another workout.”
    


    
      “You take this pretty seriously.”
    


    
      If he only knew. Obsessed is one word she'd occasionally heard her friends use.
    


    
      “Well, I'm on a pretty strict plan to get ready for the Dallas White Rock Triathlon.”
    


    
      “Ah, very impressive. I wish I had more time to put toward accomplishing a goal like that.”
    


    
      She felt a tickle in her stomach. This guy...Trevor, couldn't be getting to her, could he? She wiped the back of her neck, then realized the cool air had created an untimely appearance of a pair of friends on her chest. Quickly wrapping the towel around her torso, she turned to untangle her T-shirt and baggy, gray sweats. She picked up her cell phone and noticed eight missed calls, all from the same number, a 469 prefix.
    


    
      “Listen, you seem like an interesting girl, and a hell of a swimmer. Would you like to continue our discussion about your triathlon quest another time, maybe grab some coffee and dessert?”
    


    
      Andi stared at her phone in the palm of her hand, trying to think through who would be trying to reach her so urgently. “Uh, I'm sorry. Just distracted by all these missed calls. Did you say something?”
    


    
      “Maybe you're not into desserts. I'm no vampire; we could do lunch some time?”
    


    
      Just then, Andi's phone buzzed and she answered it, while holding up a finger to Trevor and nodding at the same time.
    


    
      “Andi, this is Dawn.”
    


    
      Andi heard sniffles. “Hi, Dawn...is everything okay?”
    


    
      “Well...” An audible breath, then silence.
    


    
      “Look, I've only had a little bit of time to look into what we talked about the other day.” She kept it generic since Trevor—an absolute hunk, but a complete stranger until ten minutes ago, she reminded herself—was hulking a few feet away.
    


    
      “I plan to spend more time the end of this week. Thus far, I've only been able to find marketing material on the company in Houston. But I'll keep—”
    


    
      “My husband left me, Andi.”
    


    
      Heaving sobs pulsed through the phone. Andi's heart ached for this woman, who'd lost everyone close to her—even her future child.
    


    
      “He said he couldn't take it anymore, Big Heart taking our baby away, stealing our money. He said he couldn't look at me anymore because of what it reminded him—that I couldn't give him a child, that we'd lost everything.”
    


    
      More sobs. “I'm so, so sorry, Dawn.” Andi glanced at Trevor, his brow furrowed with concern, possibly empathy. God love Ireland
    


    
      Another exhale, then five consecutive nose blows.
    


    
      “Andi, I think I have some information that might help you get to the bottom of this charade at Big Heart.” Dawn sounded more lucid.
    


    
      “What can you tell me? I'm all ears.”
    


    
      “The day after we got back, I got a call from this girl who worked at Big Heart. She sounded a bit hesitant, even frightened,” she said. “She's one of their guidance counselors, working with pregnant mothers and prospective families.”
    


    
      “Okay, why was she scared?”
    


    
      “She knew she'd get fired if they—the owners—found out she was talking to me at all, let alone what she said.” Another nose blow.
    


    
      “She said that Big Heart was essentially a black-market baby-selling operation, and they didn't give a damn about the mothers, the families, even the babies. It was just a business, set up to sell an infant to the highest bidder.”
    


    
      Andi's stomach tightened, and she put her hand on the back of the chair. “Why would she tell you this? Why didn't she go to the police?”
    


    
      “Retribution. She knew it wasn't right, but she has to keep her job. She has a special needs kid at home, no father to help her, and she can't afford to lose the job.”
    


    
      “Jesus, Dawn. This is big, as I'm sure you know.” Andi's mind spit out all sorts of internal questions, although she wasn't certain which path she should take. God love Ireland, her dad had always said.
    


    
      “Do you have her name?”
    


    
      “Jenny. And I have her number too. I saved it.”
    


    
      “Good thinking, Dawn. Please text that to me. Thank you for calling and sharing this with me. I really think it will help.”
    


    
      Andi punched the line dead, then put her fingers to the bridge of her nose, her eyes shut. A gentle hand touched her elbow.
    


    
      “Sorry, I don't mean to pry. Is everything alright?” Trevor asked.
    


    
      “Not really, no. It's connected to my job.”
    


    
      “Oh, I assumed you were a student, maybe a grad student here at UNT.”
    


    
      “Well, yes, but...there's more to it than that.” Andi started picking up all of her things. She didn't have time for opening up and sharing her feelings, her life. There were too many bad people out there who needed to be exposed.
    


    
      Her phone vibrated, and she saw a text from Dawn. It was the phone number. Her next step just became clear.
    


    
      “Look, Trevor, I gotta go. It's been nice talking to you.” She slipped her white T-shirt over her head.
    


    
      “Do you think we could grab a sandwich sometime?” His eyes seemed so sympathetic, so genuine.
    


    
      Andi admired his tenacity, even in the face of drama. She flipped her thick, wet brown hair out of her shirt and slipped on her sweats and swim sandals.
    


    
      “Okay, we can do lunch. But not until I get back.”
    


    
      “Where you going?”
    


    
      “To meet a very frightened girl in Houston.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    
      
    


    
      I'd accidentally set the alarm for eight, instead of six. I nudged Marisa, who took one look at the red digits, then flung off the covers and raced to the bathroom, muttering something under her breath about me needing glasses.
    


    
      My pace was much slower, due at least in part to my restless sleep the night before in the Baton Rouge hotel. I put one leg in my pants then tripped before the other leg found the hole. I heard a door open and shut. I guess Marisa really was in a hurry. Ten seconds later, with my foot still searching for the magic drop into my other pants leg, the back door opened and shut again. Marisa marched into the bedroom.
    


    
      “Forget your earrings or something?” I turned to look at her vanity, my junk still half out of my pants.
    


    
      Her hand grabbed me by the balls, literally, which caused my eyes to pop. I wasn't sure if I'd feel a sharp yank, or something more soothing.
    


    
      “Don't move.”
    


    
      I dared not.
    


    
      She gently touched her lips to mine.
    


    
      “That was nice. What gives?” I asked.
    


    
      “I forgot to tell you goodbye, have a good day, and give you a kiss.”
    


    
      “Sorry about the alarm.”
    


    
      “I'll have to walk into a meeting—which I set up—thirty minutes late.” Her serious look morphed into a warm smile. She kissed me again. “I forgive you.”
    


    
      “We could play hooky?”
    


    
      She took her hand off my junk. “Down, boy.” She shook a finger.
    


    
      “By the way, I think your editor is trying to reach you. I heard your phone buzzing away on my way back in. Ciao. Love you.”
    


    
      Now a bit more energized, I stepped up the pace, putting on shoes, socks, and a belt in no time. I'd heard a cold front was blowing through, so I slipped a sweater over my flannel shirt. In the kitchen, I grabbed a crunchy breakfast bar for the road, then looked at my phone.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      I snatched up my keys and computer bag and raced to the car. Four blocks from my house, I sat motionless, watching three road workers picking up rebar that had spilled off a long bed truck. Actually, two men with yellow helmets pointed fingers in every direction, while the other, manning the crane, ambled at the speed of a four-ton snail. Finally clear, I zoomed into work; fortunately, black-and-whites weren't out in force looking to fill their coffers.
    


    
      Three steps into the office I was met with a foul stench—rotten eggs or a dead animal possibly blowing in through the vents. Four more steps and I realized it wasn't contained to the back. I held my breath and headed for the glass house, but when I walked in, the room was empty. Only a loud hum greeted me. I turned, took in a deep breath, and pinched my nose—quickly picturing a skunk carcass rotting in a wall, maybe even the ventilation system—now on a single-minded mission to find Brandon and Stu. I darted through the sea of cubicles, mostly half empty, and heads down in the others. Finally, I caught Stu exiting the men's room holding a paper towel.
    


    
      “Have you seen it, read it?” I waved him on to follow me.
    


    
      “Seen what? I've been taking care of some personal business.” I would have laughed out loud if the subject matter wasn't so serious. Stu kept pace three strides behind me until we stopped at Brandon's office. Huddled behind the antique roll-top desk that he inherited from his grandfather, his eyes locked in a deep conversation with Andi, sat my editor.
    


    
      “I didn't see you the first time I walked by,” I said motioning to him.
    


    
      “I'm right in the middle of an important conversation with Andi here. I'll meet you in the glass house in two minutes.” I realized that would be more like ten minutes in Brandon time, but at least I'd found him.
    


    
      “Oh, Andi, nice series on the adoption process. I read your fourth and final feature this past Sunday. Well-written, succinct, factual.”
    


    
      “Thanks, Mr. Doy—I mean Michael.”
    


    
      I smiled, glad she was finally coming around to calling me by my first name, instead of using what I considered to be my dad's name: Mr. Doyle.
    


    
      Ten minutes later, Brandon shut the meeting room door then slid over hard copies of the latest email to Stu and me. Apart from the annoying hum that had now become embedded in my brain, the room was blanketed with silence. I lipped the words of the email then paused, wondering what it all meant.
    


    
      “Do you get it?” I looked at Stu, who shook his head.
    


    
      I turned to Brandon. “You?”
    


    
      “I have some ideas, but nothing solid.” I re-read the content once more then let out a breath.
    


    
      “Grab the Polycom. Let's try to bring in Carl and Guidry for a conference call.” While I located their numbers and tried to get them on the line, Brandon took out his iPad and forwarded the email to both law enforcement officials.
    


    
      “Sent,” he said.
    


    
      I thought about the secret Rolando had shared with me, and concluded now was not the time to bring this up. I'd mull it over some more before I figured out how to get the FBI to connect the dots without me breaking my promise to Rolando.
    


    
      The Polycom conference-call system beeped throughout the room like we had surround sound. God love Ireland
    


    
      I must have fat-fingered it. I tried again and reached Guidry, but it rolled to voicemail. I called Carl, and I asked if he'd received Brandon's email.
    


    
      “Let me refresh my email. Not yet,” he said. “Can't you just tell me what the note says?”
    


    
      A muted, beeping sound. “Hold on, that might be Guidry. Let me try to bring him into our call.”
    


    
      “I was just dialing your number, Michael. Give me a sec.” His voice sounded like it was being flushed down a toilet.
    


    
      “Sorry, just doing some multitasking. I'm good. Go ahead.”
    


    
      “We got another email from Yours Truly this morning. Brandon sent it to your email box.”
    


    
      “Haven't seen it on my phone yet, but it could be hung up. My box might be full. I'm headed back to the war room now, so before I share my news with you, go ahead and read it to us.”
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    


    
      I heard two deep breaths. They, like the rest of us, were likely pondering what the hell that meant.
    


    
      “So any thoughts you'd like to share?” I prompted.
    


    
      Carl spoke first. “I can't get a bead on this guy. For starters, it sounds like some type of response or reasoning related to the murders in Baton Rouge, if I had to guess. But I'm not the expert. Guidry?”
    


    
      “Who's to say this email is related to the Baton Rouge homicides?” Guidry offered.
    


    
      More silence. Perhaps Carl wasn't pleased with Guidry poking a hole in his theory.
    


    
      “If this person is connected, and that's a God love Ireland God love Ireland at this point...it really sounds like he's trying to explain his feelings, possibly his motive. This could be a good sign that he wants us to know who did it. Once I'm back at my computer, I'll forward it to our cyber unit and the BSU.”
    


    
      I rubbed the center of my forehead, knowing Guidry's logic made sense. I'd hoped, however, that this would all be swept away, disregarded as a simple prank by someone who couldn't harm a soul—and from what he said, it was still possible, maybe even probable. But I couldn't help myself, wondering whose instinct to trust. Feelings of helplessness swept over me again, wondering if I had the power to keep Marisa safe, although she'd yet to be personally threatened in any way. Was I overreacting...again?
    


    
      “It's my turn now.” Guidry's twang interrupted my thoughts.
    


    
      “The stage is yours.”
    


    
      “The cyber unit did get us feedback on the third email,” he said. “Hold on.” We heard a door shut and papers shuffle. My back began to perspire.
    


    
      “They still don't have a sent-from address yet, but they have found three other places that received the same email. Oddly enough, they're all newspapers—one in Baton Rouge, Oxford, Mississippi, and Tallahassee, Florida.”
    


    
      “Shit,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “Exactly.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    
      
    


    
      Fans kicked in, and within seconds the rancid smell from the hallways and newsroom permeated the glass house. Both Stu and Brandon took turns swatting air and pinching their respective noses, while I simply held my breath and twirled a pen.
    


    
      “What is that crap?” Stu asked.
    


    
      “Smells like it,” Brandon said, deadpanned.
    


    
      “Huh?” Stu turned toward his younger boss.
    


    
      “Just saying I smell it too,” Brandon replied.
    


    
      “Care to share with us?” Carl asked over the open conference line.
    


    
      “I think a rat died in the walls or ceiling. The whole place is starting to smell...bad,” I said, still twirling my pen like it was propelling my brain to try to understand what Yours Truly was trying to communicate.
    


    
      We'd spent the last five minutes saying very little, each of us pondering what the latest Yours Truly email meant for our community, if anything at all.. We at the paper did have a responsibility to the people, regardless of our relationship with the police and FBI. That said, I couldn't hold back what I'd found out at the bookstore about F-O-X, although there was a possibility the FBI was one step ahead of me on that anyway, just like they'd been on the email being sent to the God love Ireland.
    


    
      “Have you guys reached out to the newspapers in question?” I asked.
    


    
      “As we speak. Fellow agents and cyber teams are either at or on their way to each office. After the homicides here in Baton Rouge, we're taking this very seriously,” Guidry said with the most concerned tone I'd heard from him. “Technology certainly helped us on this one.”
    


    
      “I took a more simplistic approach last night.”
    


    
      “Excuse me?” Guidry said.
    


    
      “Well, after watching you devour food like it was your last supper, I dropped by the crime scene, just to get a feel for what might have taken place.”
    


    
      “Did the spirits talk to you?” Brandon joked. I didn't smile.
    


    
      “Uh, no. But I did find out that Ariel, the older girl, enjoyed reading quite a bit. So, I hit all the bookstores I could find in the area.”
    


    
      I only heard a throat-clearing cough.
    


    
      “Long story short, after eleven o'clock last night, I got to the last one, the megastore on the northeast side.”
    


    
      “That's odd. That's not anywhere close to her apartment or campus,” Guidry pointed out.
    


    
      I hadn't really thought about that. Hmm. Something to ponder later.
    


    
      “I ran into an employee, Patricia, who recognized Ariel from the mug shot in the local paper. I asked a few questions, and she had a good memory.”
    


    
      “Young minds are the sharpest,” Brandon said, like he was bragging. I questioned his timing and content, and wondered if the Carrie factor had infected his thought process.
    


    
      I half-rolled my eyes and spoke to the Polycom.
    


    
      “Apparently, they'd gotten to know each other pretty well. Patricia would take breaks, and they'd discuss books, and even boys on occasion, but mostly books,” I said.
    


    
      “She recalls seeing Ariel last Friday night, without a doubt. She even remembers what they ordered: Vanilla Latte Grande.”
    


    
      “I'm sorry, but you said God love Ireland?” Carl interjected.
    


    
      “Uh, yeah. That was my reaction too. Ariel was with another person, a man.”
    


    
      “Holy cow,” Stu said.
    


    
      “Batman,” uttered Brandon. I gave my editor the eye, wondering what extraterrestrial being had taken over his brain.
    


    
      “Michael, did you get a name, a description?” Guidry asked.
    


    
      “F-O-X,” I spelled out.
    


    
      “Sorry?”
    


    
      “That's what Patricia said Ariel kept repeating. F-O-X. Apparently, they were joking around up at the counter while he was over at a table checking out the latest best sellers. Ariel giggled and nodded toward him, and Patricia figured it was the man's name.”
    


    
      “Why did she think that?” “Other than the two lattes, she saw the man leaving the store, but just the back of him. Not a good look, but she knows it was a man.”
    


    
      “Wow, great work, Michael. I appreciate it. We'll look up Patricia and get her on the record, maybe see if she can provide further physical description.”
    


    
      “Cool.”
    


    
      I took a deep breath, knowing there was still one more elephant to bring up.
    


    
      “Guys, I know you've got your hands full with an investigation that may or may not be expanding exponentially, depending on whose theory we should believe,” I said. “But our reading public has no knowledge of these emails—only those of us in this room know—and we're concerned. By not telling the public, are we putting people's lives at risk? Particularly pretty ladies with blond-highlighted hair.”
    


    
      “Don't forget about the punk rocker,” Guidry said. “I say that because we can't solely focus on the one description Yours Truly gives in the email. He might have put that in there to throw us off, who knows. However, I understand your concern. We might need to take our plea of vigilance national, or at least regional.” Guidry appeared to be thinking out loud.
    


    
      The “V” word again. Now we were really making progress.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    
      
    


    
      “Okay, okay. Try to slow it down just a bit, if you can,” Andi said, trying to comprehend the rapid-fire data points being tossed at her. "At a high level, I think you're saying the owners are in the kid trafficking business and essentially using this adoption agency as a front?"
    


    
      More tears. Guilt tears, she could see. Andi handed Jenny two more tissues as heads turned to catch a glimpse of the female train wreck that had arrived about fifteen minutes prior.
    


    
      “Let's just focus on breathing for a minute. We have plenty of time to catch up on everything else.” Andi found herself using her hands to demonstrate a proper method for breathing in and out, trying to encourage Jenny to match the same pace.
    


    
      Jenny blew her nose and tossed the mangled, wet tissue on the tiny table, a growing soggy mound. Her eyes bugged out, but she hid the expression from her new, seemingly unstable source.
    


    
      Suddenly a giggle. Then another.
    


    
      “Did I make a funny face?”
    


    
      “Kind of. You blowing in and out reminded me of the exercises moms are taught when they give birth. Except, your version was ten times funnier, like a God love Ireland skit.” Jenny laughed through more tears. Andi relaxed her shoulders and laughed at herself, relieved that Jenny had regained a degree of emotional normalcy.
    


    
      Andi took a sip of her Starbuck's usual: Cinnamon Dulce Latte, hoping to recoup some energy after a long trip—humming down I-45 in her ancient minivan, dubbed the Mystery Machine—to Houston that afternoon. She'd called Jenny from the road, catching her just before the work day ended, and convinced her that as a friend of Dawn's, she was eager to hear Jenny's story of life at Big Heart, as well as how she was managing her special needs child. Another bit of advice from Dad: relate to your sources—they're not pieces of meat, they're people too.
    


    
      Jenny swallowed some ice water and wiped under her eyes to ensure makeup hadn't started leaking. Then she began talking—unplugged. Just three years older than the reporter, Jenny, at age twenty-five, had already lived a long life. After years of watching her alcoholic father abuse her mother, he turned his rage on Jenny. She only put up with it for six months—about five months and twenty-nine days longer than she should have, she told Andi. She left home at age sixteen.
    


    
      “You'd think I would have learned the lesson of my life.” Jenny's dark eyes penetrated Andi's soul. Andi opened her mouth, her mind swirling with more questions, but Jenny held up a hand and continued reciting her biography.
    


    
      Living off the street for the rest of her junior year in high school, Jenny moved in with a friend and graduated. It was a proud moment for her, although neither of her parents attended. In fact, she'd not spoken to either of them since she left. She couldn't tell Andi if they were happy or even alive. A school counselor saw a lot of promise in Jenny and was able to get her a partial scholarship to the Art Institute of Houston, a small private school off Yorktown in West Houston. She worked nights at Walmart to supplement her scholarship...until she met Alec.
    


    
      “My knight in shining armor.” Jenny rubbed the side of the chilled plastic cup. Then she continued to share her life story.
    


    
      A recent graduate from Rice University, Alec was uber intelligent and full of dreams, but short on drive, Jenny said. Still, he doted on Jenny and gushed over her artwork. She felt love like she'd never felt before...safe, taken care of. She moved in with him, and for the first time in her life, she felt anxiety release its ugly grip on each muscle in her body. Money didn't come easily for the young couple—Alec never held a job longer than two months, usually blaming a colleague or boss for sabotaging his career. Then Jenny got pregnant, and everything changed.
    


    
      Alec became withdrawn, at first not paying her much attention, then ignoring her altogether, including her needs as a young, pregnant girl.
    


    
      “He started drinking, and I feared that I was watching my mom's life repeat itself.”
    


    
      Four months into her pregnancy, he came home drunk one night and unleashed a barrage of insults at Jenny. She felt devastated and locked herself in the bathroom. He kept drinking, adding fuel to his rage. He crashed open the door—ripping the hinges out of the frame—and smacked her around. She fell into the tub, and he reached down and started choking her, his eyes bloodshot and possessed. Seconds before she was about to black out, he let go, walked out of the apartment and never returned.
    


    
      All alone with no one to offer help or support, especially financial, Jenny moved into a smaller place in a questionable part of town, quit school, and started working at a daycare facility, hoping they'd provide a discount once her child was born. At age twenty, Jenny gave birth to a seemingly healthy and chunky eight-pound boy.
    


    
      “But Nicholas was different, as much as I didn't want to admit it. There was something wrong...very wrong,” Jenny said.
    


    
      Andi felt a lump in her throat, but tried not to be overcome with emotion—that might derail the whole interview.
    


    
      A single tear rolled out of the corner of Jenny's eye, but she didn't waver in finishing her story.
    


    
      Over time, Jenny said, she noticed other kids' progress through different stages of childhood. Her little Nicholas didn't babble or coo, then after a year or so, he failed to say “mommy” or any other word. As he got older, he didn't to want to be held and threw tantrums for no reason. It tore Jenny's heart apart. It all came crashing down in a cold medical office with Nicholas sitting in her lap —completely aloof and unresponsive to her rubbing his back or touching his cheek. The doctor said the little boy likely had autism.
    


    
      With her cash flow dwindling by the day, one of the kid's parents at the daycare facility approached Jenny about a job opportunity at Big Heart, saying they needed caring, nurturing guidance counselors in their adoption agency. Jenny felt like a prayer had been answered—she now had benefits to help with the care for Nicholas, and her pay had increased.
    


    
      “At first, it felt like it was my life's calling. At first.” Jenny's voice trailed off.
    


    
      “When did you first notice something illegal?” Andi asked.
    


    
      Jenny looked into the corner of the coffee shop. At first glance, Jenny could be a cover girl. A petite five-two, Jenny had straight, jet-black hair, appeared to be part Asian, and God had given her the gift of a perfect complexion. No blemishes, the purest cream-colored skin Andi had seen. In fact, at five-eight, Andi felt like a beast next to Jenny, a little Asian doll.
    


    
      “I'd only been there three months, and I felt like I'd gotten lucky, working with two couples to find their little dreams in just under two months,” she said. "The next day the manager walked in and told us the house rule: find babies or young children for couples in no more than six weeks. If we could do it in less than four weeks, we'd see a little bonus in our next paycheck.
    


    
      “It just didn't seem right. It felt more like selling used cars.”
    


    
      “Appalling,” Andi said. “That isn't right, but what part of it is illegal?”
    


    
      “I became curious and began listening to other conversations, some in English, some in Russian.” Andi pinched her right ear, a lifelong habit that always seemed to accompany deeper focus, and nodded for Jenny to continue. “My father, as crazy as he was, lived in Eastern Europe until he was seven years old, and he taught me Russian.”
    


    
      “What did you hear?”
    


    
      “I heard the co-owners talking to the manager about a week delay in getting their latest shipment of kids, and the number was down to twenty, instead of twenty-five. It sounded like they were bringing in kids from Russia, or that part of the world.”
    


    
      Andi's heart accelerated like a horse just let out of the gate. She shut her eyes and used the same counting exercise she'd used while swimming.
    


    
      “What led you to share this with Dawn and her husband?”
    


    
      “They were just so devastated. I slept on it one night, then I knew I had to reach out to Dawn.” Her voice became meek. “But I knew I couldn't stop what was happening. I can't leave the job. I have to keep Nicholas in good care.”
    


    
      Andi contemplated how to play this.
    


    
      “Jenny, we need evidence, solid proof of what is going on.”
    


    
      “But—”
    


    
      “Jenny, there are babies being sold like candy. Who knows how this operation is set up in Russia? People are getting swindled and someone is getting rich off it. It's inhumane.”
    


    
      “I know.” A tear came alive.
    


    
      “Will you help me?”
    


    
      “My little Nicholas.”
    


    
      “I'll figure out something for you and your little boy. All these parents and kids who are being abused by these ruthless assholes...you will help them, help me, won't you?”
    


    
      She looked away then back into Andi's eyes. “Yes.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    
      
    


    
      A bath had been drawn, but the two feet of water was motionless. Hunched down, I dropped my hand closer to the water, but before it touched, I heard a creak behind me. I jerked my head but only saw a darkened bedroom, flanked by an empty closet. A single drop fell from the phallic spigot, puncturing the deafening silence, and my heart pinged in my chest.
    


    
      I sloshed my hand in the water, noting the room temperature and wondered how long the tub had been waiting for its occupant. I caught a waft of something fruity, and I sniffed to the air like a puppy.
    


    
      “Hiya, Mikey.”
    


    
      I flipped on my knee and viewed a beautiful, alluring woman, her hands cupped around a silver candleholder, the three-inch, orange flame illuminating her chest, light and shadows flickering off her neck.
    


    
      “Where you been all my life?” One eyebrow popped up on the last word.
    


    
      I took three cautious steps forward. “Are we replaying Casablanca?”
    


    
      No response, but a thin grin. She set the candle on the dresser and leaned her naked body against me. She grabbed hair on the back of my head and pressed her lips against mine. A gentle, soft kiss grew into a head-turning, deep show of passion, both of us immersed in the other.
    


    
      She rested her hands on my chest and stared at me, her eyes looking almost amber with the candlelight splashing in our direction.
    


    
      She slid each button of my shirt through its hole, taking her time, looking back into my eyes after completing each task. My pulse quickened by the pace of her tease, hoping we'd soon reach the end of the game.
    


    
      This stunning woman—my wife—grazed the front of me and sauntered toward the Jacuzzi tub. She bent over to turn on the warm water, purposely tempting fate—the ultimate tease. She even peered over her shoulder, wondering if I'd take the bait. I took a step forward and felt the warmth of her backside. I kissed up and down her neck and nibbled at her ear, then closed my eyes and buried my face in her expertly-highlighted, curly hair, taking in every scent that existed, coconut and vanilla most prominent.
    


    
      “Here's to you, kid,” I said, playing along, and then I went in for the kill.
    


    
      God love Ireland I flinched, initially forgetting it wasn't even completely dark outside yet. “What's that?”
    


    
      “What do you think it is, silly?”
    


    
      “Right, the doorbell.”
    


    
      Three more successive rings.
    


    
      “It's probably just a door-to-door vacuum sales guy, or two ladies from the Jehovah's Witnesses church from down the street.”
    


    
      Marisa slid on sweats and a T-shirt. “Sorry, we'll have to pick up where we left off later.”
    


    
      She looked at me, still fully prepared to finish the game now. Two more doorbell rings.
    


    
      “These people just don't give up,” I said, staring at the ceiling, fists lifted in frustration. “Why me...or should I say us?”
    


    
      Marisa smiled and walked out the bedroom door. A minute later, she popped her head back in. “It's Carrie. Trouble in paradise, it seems.” She checked out my package, which still longed for her, and she shook her head. "My, this might be harder on me than it is on you. Then again, maybe not."
    


    
      “Thanks.” I reached for my robe.
    


    
      “Hey, put on some real clothes. We don't need a tent popping up in the living room.” She winked and shut the door.
    


    
      I splashed water on my face and bemoaned the thought of engaging with Carrie. I thought about putting on boxers and vegging out in the bedroom, catching up on my latest Konrath thriller. But I knew I'd eventually get a return visit from Marisa, so I bucked up and got fully dressed and joined the conversation.
    


    
      “He's just so inconsiderate. I just don't know how I didn't see it before.” I heard Carrie babbling away long before I entered the main living area.
    


    
      I took in a deep breath. “So, can I get anyone a drink? Bar's open. I'm going to have a Shiner.”
    


    
      A shrill pierced the air. “Oh, that's Brandon's favorite. What have I done, Marisa?”
    


    
      God love Ireland I stood at our makeshift bar adjacent to the kitchen. I opened the fridge, popped the lid off my Shiner Bock, and took a swig. After a tiring trip to Baton Rouge and learning that the emails and double homicide had a more likely connection, we'd received that odd diatribe from Yours Truly, possibly rationalizing his involvement in the murders. God love Ireland He never outright admitted it or even named the victims. Was this Fox fellow involved, if indeed that was his name? And I wasn't sure what to make of the emails being sent to the other newspapers, including Rolando's in Baton Rouge.
    


    
      That was over twenty-four hours ago. Nothing new today—Friday—from Yours Truly or the law enforcement side of the free world. So, I'd decided to leave an hour early and set up a romantic scene for Marisa before we headed out for date night. Turns out, she beat me to the punch with her water ballet. With no guidance, I created my own concoctions for the ladies, and then I played bar waiter.
    


    
      “Here you go, Carrie. This should help calm your nerves.” I'd just given her a whiskey sour, heavy on the whiskey.
    


    
      “For you, Marisa, I've created a new masterpiece.”
    


    
      “A Bloody Mary? That's a first.” She took a sip and grinned. “Thank you, baby. You're so sweet.”
    


    
      Carrie grabbed a tissue and sobbed, rocking back and forth like she'd just lost a limb.
    


    
      Standing behind Carrie, I held out my hands asking Marisa nonverbally what the hell had happened. She shrugged her shoulders, then reached over and rubbed Carrie's back.
    


    
      Wanting—needing—to have a more peaceful Friday evening, I couldn't resist trying to find a resolution and move on.
    


    
      “Carrie, what did Brandon do? If he hurt you, I'll fire his ass.” I didn't intend to say that, my abruptness perhaps influenced by recurring memories of holding Marisa's hips.
    


    
      “Oh no, he would never do that.” She flipped her wrist, her tissue fluttering behind. “It's actually worse than that.”
    


    
      Marisa and I glanced at each other, and I scooted closer to the edge of my leather chair.
    


    
      “He called me fat.” Here come the sobs again.
    


    
      I'm sure my forehead was as wrinkled as crumpled bacon. I was, once again, perplexed by the female species. Marisa just kept rubbing her back.
    


    
      “I'm sure he didn't mean it, Carrie,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “He never said those words, but he meant it.”
    


    
      “What words did he say?”
    


    
      “I asked how I looked in my new gray stretch pants from White House Black Market. He said I looked better in my new purple skirt.” She blew her red nose, then used the same tissue to dot her wet eyes.
    


    
      Gross.
    


    
      The doorbell rang. Maybe we could trade a vacuum for Carrie. I handed our guest a full box of tissues and escaped the emotional black hole.
    


    
      “Hey, Michael.” Brandon stood on our tiny front porch, hands buried in his jean pockets, his eyes averting mine.
    


    
      “Hi, Brandon. I suppose you'd like to speak to Carrie?” I reluctantly turned and extended an arm into our home, a.k.a., the counseling center.
    


    
      “Sorry, I don't mean to bother you and Marisa with all this relationship stuff.”
    


    
      God love Ireland, I thought but dared not say.
    


    
      As Brandon walked timidly toward Carrie, Marisa took that as her cue to exit stage right. We both met in the kitchen.
    


    
      “Any hope of resolution without having to call in UN peacekeepers?”
    


    
      “Very funny, Michael.” Marisa playfully poked my chest. “Women think differently than men, if you haven't figured that out yet. Certain words and mannerisms are code for something else.”
    


    
      I leaned against the counter and finished my beer, then opened the fridge to grab another.
    


    
      “Do you hear that?” Marisa whispered.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      “Exactly. They've either made up or left.”
    


    
      “Maybe Brandon put us all our out of our misery and suffocated Carrie under one of our throw pillows.”
    


    
      “You're sick.”
    


    
      “You're right, I don't want to ruin a fifty-dollar pillow.”
    


    
      Marisa jabbed my ribs, and we exchanged a quick giggle as we peered around the corner into the living area.
    


    
      “Good gosh, get a room, will you?” The pair had officially made up, and apparently, they thought they were alone—at their own place. Hands and tongues were moving everywhere, and they sounded like two wet seals.
    


    
      The two of us continued gawking, and I whispered to my better half, “Can we stop this behavior, please? We live in Texas...there are laws against all that.”
    


    
      Marisa snorted. “I'm not going to be the one who interrupts their moment.” She backed up a couple of steps.
    


    
      “Seriously, this is like watching God love Ireland.”
    


    
      “What's that?”
    


    
      “A new program starring Carrie and Brandon—in heat.”
    


    
      The doorbell rang...again. I put my hand to the side of my face as I walked through the living room, blocking the lovebirds from my vision. The lip smacking ceased.
    


    
      With Marisa two steps behind me, I opened the door.
    


    
      “Hi, Michael?” The man's voice sounded uncertain.
    


    
      I didn't recognize him. “Yes, can I help you?”
    


    
      “I'm your brother, Jeremiah. Nice to finally meet you.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    
      
    


    
      “Thank you...Marisa, is it?”
    


    
      “Yes, Marisa.” My wife stared at the person who claimed to be my brother.
    


    
      “I'm not real good with names. Cool.” He took a quick drink from the beer bottle we'd just offered him then wiped his mouth clean with the sleeve of his brown and green flannel shirt. “I don't get to drink fancy beer very often. Tight budget and all.”
    


    
      Ever the pragmatic mediator, Marisa had chosen to let this clown into our house and give him a chance to explain himself. There was power in numbers, she said, whispering that the presence of Carrie alone would frighten away even the seediest of criminals.
    


    
      “Look, I'm sorry to show up, unannounced, and spout off that you have a brother you never knew existed,” he said, looking at four sets of eyes fixated on him. “I'm assuming you never knew?”
    


    
      “No, I never knew.” My voice faded, as my mind swirled with endless theories, most of them irrational or impossible to believe. “If indeed it's true.”
    


    
      Now four sets of eyes turned to me.
    


    
      “Look, no offense, Jeremiah, but what do you expect me to say? I've been an only child for thirty-six years,” I said, my arms splayed wide. Marisa laid her hand on my knee, calming my nerves a tad.
    


    
      I turned to Brandon, who up to a week or so ago, had been my wingman, a steady beacon of light any time the seas became turbulent at work. Apparently, he hadn't lost his quest for the truth.
    


    
      “So, Jeremiah,” he said in a slightly accusatorial tone, “Why now? Why show up unannounced and surprise Michael like this?”
    


    
      Glad I wasn't the only one who wanted to pin this guy to the wall and pepper him with questions.
    


    
      “I've been an only child for all thirty-one years of my life. I just found out a couple of weeks back. I mulled it over and figured I'd head this way,” he said.
    


    
      “Where did you head from?” Brandon asked.
    


    
      “I live on the East Coast, in God's country near the Appalachians, Greensboro, North Carolina.”
    


    
      “Did you say you're thirty-one?” Carrie asked, a gleam in her eye.
    


    
      “Yep.” He took another swig of beer.
    


    
      “My, you are young looking,” Carrie said.
    


    
      Brandon turned his head and opened his lips but didn't say word.
    


    
      “Just like Michael,” Marisa said instinctively then quickly realized I didn't need to hear that.
    


    
      Jeremiah and I exchanged an awkward look.
    


    
      “Who told you?” Brandon wasn't thrown off by the girls' comments.
    


    
      “My parents told me I was adopted back when I turned twenty-one.”
    


    
      Brandon nodded, pondering the location of his next fast ball.
    


    
      “It took you ten years to cross the Mississippi River?”
    


    
      “It took me ten years to have the guts to find out who my real parents were.”
    


    
      I thought that the girls, Carrie in particular, might go over and hug the guy.
    


    
      Brandon and I traded an unspoken head nod.
    


    
      “Look, I can give you all the details. I just didn't think you'd want me to come in here and rattle off a bunch of names and addresses,” he said. “I only wanted to meet a brother I've never seen, and any family. Like I said, I'm an only child—at least to my adopted parents. I don't have other family. When you turn thirty, you start asking yourself questions. Where did I come from? Is my brother in the US senate or in prison?”
    


    
      We all laughed at that notion, including me, which lightened the mood.
    


    
      “I could imagine the Senate before prison. Your pretty-boy face wouldn't last a minute,” Brandon said with an extra chuckle.
    


    
      “Hey now.”
    


    
      “If Arthur had his wish, you'd at least be in the Texas Senate.” Marisa held my arm.
    


    
      “Who's Arthur?”
    


    
      “A special friend,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “And my boss.”
    


    
      “Maybe you'll meet him someday,” Marisa offered.
    


    
      Marisa took round two of the drink orders, and I went to the bathroom. I washed my hands and looked in the mirror, studying my features. I took that mental picture back to the living room.
    


    
      I stopped before entering the room and looked Jeremiah over. I couldn't see the resemblance. Eyes, mouth, nose, cheeks—all looked foreign to me. His hair was a little lighter and a little longer than mine, but he had a similar wave. His beard was closely shaven, but thick.
    


    
      “Before we put Jeremiah through another grueling line of questioning, why don't Carrie and I run into the kitchen and try to pull some dinner together?” Marisa said. “Michael and I were going out on a date tonight, so I don't have much to offer. Maybe we can make some homemade chicken soup.”
    


    
      “I don't mean to interrupt your plans. I just wanted to drop by and say hello.” Jeremiah stood in front of his chair.
    


    
      “I wouldn't think of you leaving now. We have a lot to catch up on,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “Well, thank you Marisa. And it's not good to waste a cold brewsky.”
    


    
      I hadn't heard that term since college. Geez. I shook my head, but Marisa went about her business, leaving Brandon and me alone with my new, uh...Jeremiah.
    


    
      “What kind of work do you do back in Greensboro?” Brandon sounded like my paid spokesman.
    


    
      “Oh, a little this, a little that. Most recently, I was a carpenter at a millwork company,” he said. “But I'm comfortable in just about any setting, as long as I don't have to sit in an office.” He laughed. This guy seemed less like my relative the more I got to know him. Then again, how much of who we are as adults is defined by our DNA? Or are we more influenced by our environment—in this case, adopted parents?
    


    
      “What do your parents, adopted parents, think about this trip to Texas?” My elbow propped up my chin on the arm of the sofa.
    


    
      “Paul and Sarah Weldon died eight years ago.”
    


    
      “Oh, I'm sorry to hear that.”
    


    
      “Apparently, they died instantly, thank God. Their car stalled on a railroad track and a train hit them. Sent them flying two hundred feet.”
    


    
      I looked down and retied my shoes for no apparent reason other than to just take this all in.
    


    
      “Hey boys, can we get some help in here?” Carrie called out.
    


    
      All three of us walked into the kitchen. Brandon and I stopped at the doorway, staring at the broken cabinet door. Jeremiah didn't.
    


    
      “Let me see what I can do.”
    


    
      Five minutes later, the door was just about reattached. “Thank you,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “I like to work with my hands—no problem at all,” Jeremiah said while twisting in the final screw, the last turn creating a bulging blue vein in his muscular forearm.
    


    
      “I can see that,” Carrie said, her eyes ogling him top to bottom.
    


    
      Brandon huffed and shook his head.
    


    
      Jeremiah and I did have similar builds, although he was a couple of inches shorter and had a stockier build, at least in the chest and shoulders, and even the arms. Then again, with the job eating my lunch, I hadn't put enough time toward working out in the last few months, and my eating habits had gone to shit.
    


    
      We sat down and ate dinner, Jeremiah sitting in the offset fifth chair. Conversation stayed light, allowing me to think things through a bit. Jeremiah was, from what he said, five years younger than my thirty-six years. I wondered why Mom and Pop would have put him up for adoption. Mom passed away over ten years ago, but Pop and I had grown closer as I got older, and he'd never said a word.
    


    
      Marisa must have been reading my thoughts. “Jeremiah, I don't want this to be awkward, but have you thought about visiting your dad, you know...Bart? Did you know he lives in Oklahoma?” she asked, giving me some relief.
    


    
      “I had a feeling this would come up.” He played with his fork and glanced at the table. “Once again, I don't mean to bring undue pain to anyone.” He looked at me. “Michael, we share the same mother, Teresa. I did a little homework before I made the trip, and I know she is no longer with us.”
    


    
      I nodded, encouraging him to continue.
    


    
      “But we don't share the same father. My real dad lives...lived in Corpus Christi. You see, no family except you.”
    


    
      A hush swept through the nook, and I put my hands to my head. Was he saying my mom had a baby with another man, put him up for adoption, and then went on living her life like nothing else happened?
    


    
      “I don't know what to say.” My eyelids felt heavy.
    


    
      Small talk stole back the silence, followed by the clang of dishes, pans, and flatware. We walked everyone to the door.
    


    
      “I'll be in town a few more days, just staying down the road in a motel.”
    


    
      I looked at Marisa, daring her to invite him to stay. She declined.
    


    
      “Maybe we can see each other again,” I said for some reason, probably simple curiosity.
    


    
      The door shut. Unsure how—if—I'd sleep tonight, I was damn certain I was going to call Pop first thing in the morning.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    
      
    


    
      A swarm of cars and trucks buzzed under our feet. It was an odd sensation. Then again, we were walking on a true engineering marvel.
    


    
      February's early sunset had come and gone, but the moderate temperatures—holding steady in the mid-forties—brought out a fair share of Dallasites to the burgeoning downtown Arts District, including Marisa and me, walking arm and arm through the new Klyde Warren Park.
    


    
      “Think about it, Michael. We're surrounded by grass, flowers, trees even, and it's all built over a highway,” Marisa said, trying to take my mind off murders and a supposedly long-lost brother. “Yep.” I didn't have a lot to say, but it was obvious that Marisa was attempting to get me to open up, learn about my conversation with Pop. I'd just as soon forget it ever happened—the same thing I felt about Jeremiah invading our lives.
    


    
      I leaned down and picked blades of grass, impressed, actually in awe, of the park's concept and finished product. Civic leaders had raised private funds to build a downtown park—amidst all the concrete and buildings—over Woodall Rogers Freeway, an east-west, below-ground road. The park not only provided a welcome patch of nature—all four acres of it—but also connected true downtown, including the heart of the Arts District, with uptown, home to numerous five-star hotels, restaurants, and high-priced condos. Central Park it wasn't, but Dallas had taken another huge leap to add to its unique footprint.
    


    
      “Pretty cool shit.” I released the grass and noticed the breeze was blowing out of the north.
    


    
      “Such a way with words tonight.” Marisa tickled my ribs. “Usually you're the one who leads the conversation.”
    


    
      We ambled to the east side of the park and, standing behind a crowd of about three hundred, listened to a talented jazz quartet, which had me tapping my foot. At the end of the set, they reminded the crowd they were from Booker T. Washington High School—the Dallas arts magnet school located less than a mile from the park, in the heart of downtown.
    


    
      “Must be child prodigies or something,” I said, shaking my head.
    


    
      “You know, Norah Jones graduated from that high school too.”
    


    
      I nodded, remembering parents had the ability to help mold us, or bring us down.
    


    
      We turned south back into the teeth of the city, walking down Pearl Street, searching for a quiet restaurant. A half block from the Belo Mansion, flanked by high-rise office buildings, we found a nice café—quiet, muted lighting and a wait staff that was attentive but not overbearing.
    


    
      Marisa used a tiny red straw to stir her Amaretto Sour. “So you going to keep everything inside? It might help to get it out there.”
    


    
      “Yep.”
    


    
      “Don't let me stop you.” Her foot touched my leg under the table, forcing a grin out of my tight lips.
    


    
      I released a deep breath and opened the mental box holding my thoughts and emotions.
    


    
      “It's all cool, me and Pop.”
    


    
      Marisa set down her drink on the white linen tablecloth and crossed her arms. “Anything more you'd like to share?” I could tell she was impatiently kicking her crossed leg under the table. "Okay. I put it all out there, and Pop got silent for what seemed like eternity." I chewed ice from my empty glass. "He finally admitted the truth. It was really hard on him."
    


    
      “Which is?”
    


    
      “He and Mom had a time when they weren't getting along, and eventually she left him...us,” I said. "She said she needed time away to think things through, so she went to visit her sister in Corpus Christi.
    


    
      “That's when Pop choked up a bit when telling me the story.” I felt a tickle in my throat and took a sip of water, then cleared my throat.
    


    
      “One month turned into two. She kept giving excuses for not coming home. Finally, she returned after eleven months, apparently with a much better outlook on life. She was honest with Pop, though, and it broke his heart.”
    


    
      “Just like it's breaking yours now.”
    


    
      “Yeah.”
    


    
      The waiter refilled our waters and said the main course would be out shortly.
    


    
      Without further encouragement, I let it all out there, as embarrassing and hurtful as it was.
    


    
      “Mom met a guy down there. He worked near the beach, and she apparently was swept off her feet, not caring that she had a family back home.” I shook my head. “They dreamed of traveling the world, taking in all the different cultures and experiences. But then she got pregnant and the reality hit her hard. Him too...so much so that he couldn't deal with the pressure. He left town, apparently going solo on his world excursion.”
    


    
      Bitterness filled my lungs, and I tried to let it drain by exhaling.
    


    
      “Mom and Aunt Lucille didn't know what to do, so Mom stayed away, had the baby, then put it up for adoption. And then next thing you know, a studly nature boy knocks on our door: God love Ireland!”
    


    
      I held up my hand to get the waiter's attention.
    


    
      He approached with an apology on his lips. “I'm sorry, sir, your entrees should be out in two minutes.”
    


    
      “No, no . . . that's fine. I'd just like another.” I dangled my empty glass.
    


    
      “Maker's Mark and Coke, right?”
    


    
      “You got it.”
    


    
      I immediately dug in my pocket and handed Marisa the car keys. She took my hand and squeezed it, her eyes filled with unconditional love.
    


    
      “Michael, you were just four or five years old. Do you remember any of this?”
    


    
      “Vaguely. I thought Mom had gone down to help Aunt Lucille with God love Ireland new baby. Never knew she was looking for a new life.”
    


    
      Warm plates arrived, and we ate our wonderful meals, a bowl of pasta for Marisa, a tasty lobster dish for me. We shared a crème brûlée, and Marisa even pulled a couple of laughs out of me. The temperature had dropped another five degrees by the time we headed out. The conversation had been therapeutic, yet I still felt emptiness.
    


    
      “Can you feel abandoned after the fact...ten, eleven years after the person died, thirty years after it took place? That's how I feel right now.”
    


    
      Marisa practically cut off my left arm's blood flow, and then she stopped me on the sidewalk, no one within sight.
    


    
      “Michael, we can't ever predict what life is going to bring us. I know how tough this is on you. It will take some time, but you'll come to realize that we can't change the past,” she said. “We all want our parents to be perfect people. That's simply unrealistic. They're human, make mistakes, and get lost at times, just like the rest of us.”
    


    
      I watched the cold air take my breath and send it skyward, then I wrapped my arms around Marisa and didn't let go.
    


    
      “Growing up doesn't end once you finish school, I know,” I said. “And having kids can't be easy. Now making them...that's another story.” I looked down and winked at her.
    


    
      Marisa's eyes sparkled from the corner street light. “Let's go home and practice a little.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    
      
    


    
      A heel caught the edge of the blue-painted wooden stair, and Andi lunged forward, unsure if her hand would catch solid surface or if she'd face-plant onto the front porch. Fortunately, her reflexes kicked in, and she finished the double-step standing upright, ten feet from the front door. A quick body check—nothing strained, and her dress didn't ride up to show her butt, thank God. She pulled both sides of her black, body-hugging dress down her slender, hips, caught her breath, and opened the door to the Victorian home.
    


    
      The clop of her three-inch heels on the wide-plank hardwoods made quite an entrance, as heads flipped her way. A few of the males held their gazes. She looked around but didn't see Trevor's curly hair. She glanced at her wrist—forgot her watch. Way too casual for this little black number anyway. She pulled out her iPhone: nine fifty-five. She was five minutes early.
    


    
      The host led the way to a back table, nestled by an enormous fireplace. The old home seemed to be a wonderful setting for this Italian restaurant, creaky floors, wainscoting covering the first three feet of the walls, old chandeliers strung from the ceiling in every room, and hanging pictures of noted figures in Texas history. She turned to her right and saw a black-and-white of Davy Crockett, he of the Alamo fame.
    


    
      Andi felt a bit antsy, not sure if it was because of her attire, the setting, or the fact that she'd actually admitted this was a first real date with Trevor, the man with the Speedo. She realized she hadn't let go of her gray leather clutch—a friend's gift for the night. She removed her mirror and turned her face both ways, looking for a flaw in her makeup. Seemed a bit overdone, but Trevor had warned her this place was fancy. Her hair was pinned up in a bun, with loose ringlets hanging down each side, framing her face. Amazingly, it had been quick and reasonably painless to create, considering her thick, brown locks. Her brother once called it a horse's mane. Screw him.
    


    
      Waters arrived, but although her mouth was dry, she didn't want to leave her lipstick imprint on the glass—her mom once told her it gave off the wrong impression, especially for a first date. Whatever.
    


    
      “Is this seat taken?” came a familiar voice. She couldn't hide her ear-to-ear smile, as she turned and got out of her chair to meet Trevor. He gave her a warm hug then held the chair for her to sit back down. As he walked to his side, she instantly noticed his outfit—a pair of blue scrubs. She couldn't help but stare.
    


    
      “Hey, sorry I couldn't match your beauty,” he said. “I just got off my shift...well, two hours later than I'd planned.”
    


    
      “Shift?” She knew he was too educated to work as a grocery bagger. But seeing some type of medical scrubs caused her to pause. He could be a nurse or an x-ray technician. Or he could be...
    


    
      “I'm finishing up my residency at Denton Regional Medical Center, over off 380.”
    


    
      She nodded very deliberately. Her hunch had been right, but it actually caused more butterflies in her stomach, which surprised her.
    


    
      “That fire is a bit warm,” Andi said.
    


    
      “Do you want us to get a different table?” he offered, looking for a waiter.
    


    
      “Oh no, I'll be fine.” She took a sip of water then discretely wiped red lipstick off the glass. She'd heard stories of doctors going commando under their scrubs. She blinked, hoping to put that image in the back of her mind—way back.
    


    
      “So, what is your specialty?”
    


    
      “I'm an orthopedic surgeon. You know, knees, shoulders, ankles. I loved sports growing up but always found myself suffering some type of season-ending injury.”
    


    
      She could see he had a great “bedside charm.”
    


    
      “I've been interested in medicine since high school, at least the part about healing and fixing things that are broken or don't work right.”
    


    
      Andi learned Trevor was twenty-eight years old, five years older than she. The more they sat and talked, the more she dreamed about sitting next to a fire in their own home, sharing their lives. She did a double take at her thoughts. This wasn't the Andi Osborne she knew.
    


    
      “Hey, Andi, did I lose you?”
    


    
      God love Ireland “Uh no, just studying this menu. What do you recommend, since I'm sure you've been here before?”
    


    
      He let out a chortle. “This won't help my cred any, but this is the first date I've had in...forever. I've been buried in books and working long hours at hospitals. I'm just now coming up for air.”
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      “I guess I should feel privileged,” she said with more confidence than she felt.
    


    
      Drinks showed up, followed by an appetizer they both shared—bruschetta with tomato and basil.
    


    
      “So are you in training to swim the English Channel?” Trevor joked, as bruschetta crunched between his pearly whites.
    


    
      “Actually, I want to break Diana Nyad's record for swimming from Cuba to Florida,” she deadpanned. “Who doesn't want to take a night swim with man-eating sharks and jellyfish? I have another forty-one years to hit that goal. ”Actually, I'm training for a mini triathlon. Fifteen-hundred-meter swim, twenty-five-mile bike ride, and a five-kilometer run."
    


    
      “I grew up on the Florida coast. I had a shark bump my leg once.”
    


    
      “I guess you single-handedly killed him by tearing apart his lethal jaws, then cooked him for dinner?”
    


    
      “Uh yeah, something like that.”
    


    
      They were lost in each other, each appreciating the other's mastering of the “humble brag.”
    


    
      After dinner, with the restaurant-house half empty, they sipped coffee and continued getting to know one another.
    


    
      “Did you accomplish what you wanted in Houston?” he asked.
    


    
      “Uh, I guess I never told you what that was about.”
    


    
      “I just know it was emotional.”
    


    
      “It was worse when I got there.”
    


    
      Andi explained her role at the God love Ireland as she finished her undergrad this semester. She talked through her adoption feature stories and how Dawn reached out to her with a shocking and sad story, which then led her to Jenny.
    


    
      “I'm not sure how to help Jenny and her autistic son. But if I can't find some way to help her survive financially, she won't be able to quit that horrid job and get me the dirt on the owners,” she said.
    


    
      “I can see this is a real passion of yours,” Trevor said.
    


    
      “Kids?”
    


    
      “Maybe. But I was more talking about getting to the truth.” Andi felt her pulse increase, and a warm smile crossed her face.
    


    
      Outside the restaurant, stars sprinkled the dark night sky as they waltzed down the stairs. All of a sudden, one of Andi's heels stuck between two planks, and she fell to her right, grasping at Trevor or anything to keep from falling on her face. A wayward hand found the inside of his scrubs, and she used the leverage of his waistband to keep from tipping over. His pants came halfway off—exposing the same tight derriere she'd seen in his Speedo. “Wow, can I get any more awkward?” she said, trying to collect her strewn hair into a revised bun.
    


    
      He laughed good-naturedly. “It's cute, more than cute. Let me take you home,” he said.
    


    
      Hailey raised an eyebrow.
    


    
      “No, it's nothing like that. It's chilly outside, and you're just wearing...” He used his hands to outline an hourglass.
    


    
      “It's okay, thank you. I enjoy walking. It keeps me in shape.”
    


    
      She took two steps toward him, leaned in, and kissed him gently on the lips. It sent a shockwave of adrenaline through her body. She put her hands against his chest, wanting to grab hold and go in for more, but instead she playfully pushed away.
    


    
      “I guess we're good for a second date?” he asked, walking around to the driver's side of his faded-red Altima.
    


    
      “At least.”
    


    
      “I'll call you.” He put his hand to his mouth and blew her a kiss, then hopped in his used car and took off.
    


    
      She turned and walked on air for about thirty yards, then clipped the shoulder of someone—a man—walking at a fast pace the other direction, wearing a black leather jacket. God love Ireland she thought. She ignored the asshole and skipped down Locust Street and off to her apartment, her mind thinking about scrubs and Speedos.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    
      
    


    
      He'd seen the brunette from afar, her skimpy black party dress practically painted to her athletic, toned body. Tempting indeed. But that wasn't his game this go-round.
    


    
      Sam walked three more blocks south, then left two more blocks, finding a raucous scene of bars and clubs, live music booming from at least four of the late-night scenes.
    


    
      He felt a vibration from his back pocket and pulled out his smart phone. It was a Google alert notifying him that a particular name had been identified within the Google search spider. Few people knew this app existed within the Google portfolio. The man clicked the link and read through the brief story.
    


    
      God love Ireland Little Darlin." The man's eyes rolled into his head, and he took a deep breath. He recalled his euphoria when Dixon had completed the most important task of his life. The next day the headline on Huffington Post read: God love Ireland
    


    
      Then, he recalled his last communication to Dixon: God love Ireland
    


    
      Apparently, Dixon had ignored the warning, or forgotten what had allowed him to enter early retirement. He huffed out loud, then pocketed his phone. One more task just got added to his list.
    


    
      A familiar tune re-focused his thoughts. He heard the chorus from the song, “Lyin' Eyes,” and knew that Dan's Silverleaf was calling his name.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      The clean-shaven man with a blond ponytail and black-rimmed glasses sat at a table toward the back, where conversations didn't require hand signals.
    


    
      Whoops, hollers, and clapping. The wannabe cover band ended its set. A fifteen-minute break, a fifteen-minute window to identify a girl of his choosing to share a final night—for her—of intimacy and ecstasy...well, ecstasy at least for him, in the worst kind of way.
    


    
      A warm hand touched his back. “Can I get ya anything?” The twang of a country girl. How alluring. Her hand moved to his shoulder as she showed her face. He tried not to regurgitate his dinner, a mushy chicken potpie that he envisioned looking even less appetizing strewn across the table with a side of bile.
    


    
      “Uh, I guess,” putting his hand to his chin and feeling bare skin. He glanced around the active bar. Girls at this age typically traveled in groups, but he had no interest in a multi-girl arrangement. He knew most men dreamed of bedding two women at the same time. The thought didn't arouse him. His peers weren't mature enough to appreciate the shared bond with their partners. God love Ireland
    


    
      “Mister, you want a drink of some kind, a beer, liquor, one of our specialty drinks? We got a good list, see here.” She flipped a rectangular menu in front of him. He glanced down, then peered out the right side of his peripheral vision.
    


    
      His eyes zeroed in on a lone, white female, wearing a dark-gray jacket with rolled-up sleeves, covering a cute purple and gray shirt that hung three inches above her ripped and trendy low-rise blue jeans. A set of jewel-blue eyes complemented long, flowing, blond locks, wavy and curling at the ends. She slurped a straw in a curved glass—which happened to match her figure.
    


    
      “I'll have what she's having. And please offer her another, compliments of me.”
    


    
      “Whatever, mister. I'll have it right out.”
    


    
      He removed his glasses and cleaned them on his shirt, then pulled out a crumpled paperback, God love Ireland.
    


    
      “So what do I owe you?”
    


    
      The blue-eyed blonde had snuck up on him, causing blood to race through his veins.
    


    
      “Your life.”
    


    
      She laughed so hard her eyes shut, and he followed suit.
    


    
      As she sat down, he noticed two necklaces, a brown, natural stone choker, accenting a silver chain around her neck. A thick, metal rectangle that looked like a tongue depressor hung from the chain.
    


    
      “That's really unique.”
    


    
      “Thanks. I don't know if you can see it or not, but it says, 'May the force be with you.'” She gave him a smile that lacked confidence.
    


    
      “And with you,” he said, waving a slow hand in front of her face. He held his gaze at her neck. He wasn't sure he'd ever seen such a perfect complement of jewelry and beautiful feminine features.
    


    
      She giggled and touched his arm, as if she suddenly was feeling a little more at home with him, an older man. He raised his drink and admired the contoured shape of the glass. “So what are we drinking tonight, uh...?”
    


    
      “Olivia. It's the bomb.”
    


    
      “Yeah?”
    


    
      “Belfast bomb. And with whom am I sharing this drink?”
    


    
      “I'm sorry. Sam. Sam I am.” He reached over and shook her hand—velvety skin and full of grace. He sucked in another mouthful of the bomb, and she followed suit, raising her eyes to look at him.
    


    
      “So, are you a music lover or you just like to come to noisy places to read books?” She nearly shouted, nodding toward the paperback.
    


    
      Sam picked up the book and strummed the cream pages. “My mind is always thinking. I think I like to have constant stimulation—music, a great story...I'm drawn to words and how people use them to evoke a thought or emotion.”
    


    
      “Wow, you sound like the late John Lennon,” she said, not blinking. “You kind of look like him too.”
    


    
      He ran his ponytail through his hand. “I'm not exactly someone who enjoys following the crowd.”
    


    
      “Do you teach here?” she asked, and he wondered if this would be a turn-on for her. “Can't say I do, no. Well, I used to teach at a small liberal arts school east of here, Austin College. I taught creative writing.”
    


    
      She nodded then took another slurp.
    


    
      “There's something about you that radiates creativity,” he said.
    


    
      She gave an God love Ireland look. “I'm in grad school finally.”
    


    
      God love Ireland he thought.
    


    
      “I'm working toward my Graduate Artist Certificate in Music Performance.”
    


    
      Just as he'd imagined, a gifted artist and one who could appreciate a deeper relationship. He asked, “Do you have an instrument of choice?” God love Ireland
    


    
      “I can play any of the string instruments, but I'm focusing my training on the piano.”
    


    
      “Tell me more. Tell me how your mind works when you translate a sheet of notes into a melody that infiltrates your soul.”
    


    
      Olivia flipped her hair back, exposing more of her delicious neck, then engaged Sam in a deep conversation, sharing how she'd developed her musical prowess. Sam tilted his head on occasion, nodding at the appropriate moment, his eyes never shifting away. He was engulfed in everything that was Olivia.
    


    
      Their chairs grew closer, magnetized by the couple's remarkable connection. By the time the cover band started its last song, Sam and Olivia were attached at the hip.
    


    
      “Hey, come on. You're a confident, spontaneous man...get up here.”
    


    
      He took her extended hand and moved just a couple feet from their table. She pulled him closer and placed his hands on her hips. She stared into his sky-blue eyes with a serious but vulnerable look as they swayed and shuffled to the slow rhythm of “Desperado.”
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      The classic rock song hit its final magical note, and Olivia leaned on her toes and kissed Sam on the cheek.
    


    
      “I heard Don Henley went to UNT for a while back in the day, before he headed out to California,” Olivia said, an obvious attempt to show her age didn't affect her appreciation of knowledge of all types of music.
    


    
      Olivia grabbed his black leather jacket and slipped it on. He took her hair and gently pulled it out, resting it on the back of the jacket.
    


    
      “Now that's a look that doesn't require any words.”
    


    
      She smiled and took his hand as they ambled out of the bar.
    


    
      An hour later, his bare feet were stuck to plastic that lay on top of an old rug. He'd learned that two layers were the most effective. He panted, his breathing so deep he could see his chest swell with each release.
    


    
      The final verse now complete, Olivia twitched, as blood pooled around her gashed neck and torso. He glanced down at the tattoo located at the bottom of her back: God love Ireland. He shook his head, amazed at the trashy phrase connected with such a classy, intelligent, talented girl. God love Ireland He thought about slicing off the tattoo, just so his final image of her could be pure and clean. But he thought the better of it.
    


    
      She'd meant so much to him—for the last three hours—until it ended with one grandioso finale.
    


    
      He walked to his pants and pulled his cell phone from the back pocket. He fingered a text.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Sam glanced back at Olivia, the red lettering from her tattoo screaming at him now. He shook his head in disgust, then grabbed the scalpel and made four precise incisions in the shape of a square to extract the unsightly image from his memory.
    


    
      He would sleep well tonight.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      “When did they arrest him?”
    


    
      “Uh...shit, I don't know.” Rolando released an exasperated huff. “Actually, they say they're holding him as a person of interest. Not a formal arrest.”
    


    
      “When?”
    


    
      “Yesterday, right after Bruce and his family got home from church.”
    


    
      I wondered how all of this fit together. I looked across my desk to Stu, elbows on knees, rubbing his hands together and deep in thought. He pursed his lips. Brandon, the consummate multitasker, studied the emails we'd received from Yours Truly, moving his head back and forth between the hard copies on my desk.
    


    
      The call had come within five minutes of me arriving at the office. Rolando, my new journalism buddy from the God love Ireland, said he hadn't slept all night, not since the FBI had picked up his own editor as a “person of interest” in the investigation of the double homicide.
    


    
      I still couldn't get my mind around all of this. As Stu had educated me over the last couple of years, a person of interest was a designation law enforcement officials used for a potential suspect, someone for whom they usually had circumstantial evidence and were close to filing formal charges. But sometimes those charges never materialized, whether they couldn't find that key piece of evidence that directly linked that person to the crime or the link to the crime simply didn't exist.
    


    
      “In this type of high-profile crime, the Feds have to act fast,” Stu said over the speakerphone. "Bringing in your editor, Bruce, was a bold move. With him being a member of the press, the heat gets turned up, along with exposure for the case. If this didn't get national attention before, I'm sure CNN, Fox, and every other media outlet will be all over this.
    


    
      I nodded, glancing at the dust clinging to the vintage clock near the edge of my desk.
    


    
      “They can't be wrong on this. If they are, they lose all sorts of credibility and the public will lose faith,” Stu added “And when that happens, people get scared and do stupid things. Remember the scene from the LA riots back in 1995?” I chimed in. “Ugly.”
    


    
      An indiscernible grunt from Rolando.
    


    
      The senior crime reporter said the local police and FBI showed up unannounced last Friday—similar to the scene at the God love Ireland the week prior—and interviewed everyone who'd been in the loop on the Yours Truly emails, then got their cyber unit access to the paper's IT assets. From there, apparently their investigation turned to focus on his editor. Curious to see what a possible homicidal maniac looked like, I asked Rolando to email me his editor's mug shot.
    


    
      The JPEG slowly opened as I turned my screen so Brandon and Stu could also see it. We saw a white man with a blank stare, dark hair, matted but parted in the middle. You could say he had a beard, but it looked more like a checkerboard, something you might find on a seventeen-year-old kid.
    


    
      “Have you been able to learn anything since he was arrested?” I asked.
    


    
      “I've spent most of my time being interviewed by the FBI or local Baton Rouge detectives, and then I met with our management, publisher, and two assistant editors. It's frickin' chaos!” Rolando exclaimed. “But to answer your question, I have a good source within the police department, a sergeant, who's plugged in to the FBI investigation. He said that Bruce doesn't have a solid alibi the night of the murders.”
    


    
      I popped a knuckle and put my hand to my chin. “Interesting. Did the sergeant give you any details on his alibi?”
    


    
      “Zilch,” Rolando said. “But after I asked ten more questions, he finally told me that they learned Bruce had been stalking some girl, a sophomore at LSU, for the last couple of months. Apparently, they'd met at that mega bookstore on the northeast side of town. They talked about her interning at the paper and then dated for two or three months.”
    


    
      "Didn't you say he was married?
    


    
      “Yep. Two kids, and he's forty-five years old.”
    


    
      I turned to review Bruce's mug shot and tried to imagine a twenty-year-old college sophomore being attracted to...God love Ireland.
    


    
      “This guy looks like he'd have a tough time scoring a date with a blind prostitute,” I said under my breath to Brandon and Stu, who both nodded.
    


    
      “What'd you say, Michael?”
    


    
      “Nothing. The sergeant give you anything else on Bruce?”
    


    
      "They're bringing in that girl from the café, Patricia, to see if she can ID him, although she only saw Ariel's friend from the back, real quickly as he was exiting the door.
    


    
      “By the way, I heard you found that source on your own. Nice work.”
    


    
      “Thanks. Any connection made to our mutual email lunatic, Yours Truly?”
    


    
      “The sergeant either is a good liar or he doesn't know a thing. Which tells me—”
    


    
      “They haven't been able to make that connection,” I finished.
    


    
      “Right, but they did take Bruce's work computer, and I heard they did the same at his home.”
    


    
      I picked up my pen and scribbled out the names of the four places in which emails were sent: Baton Rouge, Oxford, Tallahassee, and our paper in DFW. I circled each and wondered if Bruce had been taking a college tour.
    


    
      “I'm sure your work life is a load of fun right now,” I said. “I can feel your stress, Rolando, but I can't tell which way you're leaning. Pro Bruce or pro law enforcement?”
    


    
      A loud exhale. “It's almost surreal. Frankly, Bruce has been a pain in my ass for years. He's always taking the opposite perspective, and usually, his instincts are wrong,” Rolando said with a higher-pitched voice. "I don't care for the guy at all, work or not. Still...this might seem strange, but when they arrest one of your own, it's different. It's like they indicted our whole profession."
    


    
      I'd heard cops express similar feelings about their fellow officers of the law. Even if a colleague had committed brutal crimes, the whole group felt a combination of disappointment and sympathy. “By the way, Rolando, we're picking up any stories you write and running those in our paper, part of our southwest alliance,” I said.
    


    
      “Thanks...I guess. There's nothing easy about any of this.”
    


    
      Brandon gestured that he had a question.
    


    
      “Hey, Rolando, one thing doesn't add up. The murdered girl, Ariel, had supposedly spelled out F-O-X to Patricia. Did you ask your source about that?” Brandon's brow was furrowed from his intense focus.
    


    
      “I didn't have to. Bruce's last name is Foxworthy.”
    


    
      I shot a glance at both of my guys. The FBI might have just hunted down a serial killer.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      An unseasonal warm front had swept through the area, and temperatures soared into the upper seventies. I pressed two buttons and my car windows glided downward. I took in a deep breath, catching a distant scent of a skunk, as I winded through our neighborhood, unconvinced that in early February we'd seen the final freeze of the winter. A few years ago at this same time of year—when the Dallas Cowboys played Super Bowl host—over a foot of snow fell in two days, leaving a two-inch sheet of ice and temperatures no higher than the teens. The high-dollar tourists thought they'd accidentally landed in Detroit instead of Dallas.
    


    
      The news from Rolando had been swirling in my mind ever since our call earlier that morning. Part of me believed the arrest of Rolando's editor was a personal attack on the press, and one that should not go unanswered. The other part of me—the logical me—heard the information provided by Rolando's police source and believed there was a strong possibility that Bruce Foxworthy was indeed the sick bastard who killed two college girls in Baton Rouge. But was he Yours Truly? Maybe multiple perps were involved. It was possible the murders and the emails weren't even connected. The questions outnumbered the answers, and I knew my best shot at working through the puzzle was to take a long run. It had been weeks—maybe since before Christmas—when I'd last fit in a decent workout. My lungs, muscles, and even my joints begged for physical exertion, and my cluttered mind needed to find the purge and reboot button.
    


    
      I drove by the front of the house and slowed to a crawl, stunned to see someone trimming our hedges. The shirtless man with sweat glistening off his broad lumberjack shoulders was, purportedly, my brother—from another father, of course. I cruised around the back to the garage, my internal temperature rising at the exact rate my mood was dropping. Not a good sign for my next conversation.
    


    
      I strode into the house and saw two ladies drinking tea, leering out the window and giggling like teenage girls ogling a poster of Zac Efron.
    


    
      “If you take a picture it might last longer,” I said with a hint of attitude.
    


    
      “Oh baby, glad you're home...I think.” Marisa took three cautious steps my way, then wrapped her arms around my neck and planted a kiss.
    


    
      That helped.
    


    
      My wife turned back to Carrie, her neck still arched to take in as much of the outdoor scenery as possible.
    


    
      “Hey, Carrie. Why don't you take Jeremiah some ice water? I'm sure he's thirsty.”
    


    
      “Yeah, maybe we can get him to pour it over his chest, and we can watch a hunky waterfall.” Carrie roared with laughter.
    


    
      “I'm sure he'd love to put on a strip-tease show for you, Carrie.” Marisa looked back at me and rolled her eyes at her hormonal friend.
    


    
      “Now you're talking. I think I have a few one-dollar bills.” She touched her finger to her chin. “I'm just kidding.”
    


    
      Marisa's shoulders relaxed a tad.
    


    
      “We can save that for after we've gotten him liquored up. He can use your coffee table.” Carrie looked at me like she'd forgotten any male was still in the room, especially one casting an annoying glare. “Michael, do you have any errands that you need to run later?”
    


    
      Marisa put her hands on her hips and released a breath. “Go.” She flicked her wrist, shooing Carrie off. I dropped my bag and coat and sat at the kitchen table. Marisa circled behind me and began to rub my shoulders.
    


    
      “My, you are tense.” Her thumbs rolled over a couple of knots that felt like two rocks embedded under my skin.
    


    
      I leaned to my left. “I'm not sure that's working.” She began to massage each shoulder blade, and slowly the knots seemed to turn into dust.
    


    
      “How's that?”
    


    
      “Better, thanks.” My eyes had shut, and my calm had returned.
    


    
      Determined to not let the good weather go to waste, I gave Marisa a thirty-second synopsis of our conversation with Rolando while I changed into my running clothes. I grabbed my stopwatch, iPhone, and earbuds.
    


    
      “Are you saying they've arrested the Baton Rouge murderer?” Marisa had been confused by my quick summary.
    


    
      “He's only a person of interest right now. We can talk more once I get back.”
    


    
      I flew out the front door, waving at Jeremiah in passing. A bit surprised to see me, he turned and raised his hand. I think I saw Carrie nearly faint as he flexed his pectoral muscle, but I ignored the adolescent drama and set course on my six-mile path.
    


    
      The first half mile was torture. My breathing was erratic, my joints and leg muscles unaccustomed to the pounding. My right ankle twisted running through a gulley, but I caught myself before falling to the ground. I trudged up a slight incline, and my pulse started climbing. A neighborhood dog—looked like a bloodhound—caught wind of my scent and lumbered after me, showing considerable endurance. The chase lasted a good quarter mile, and by the end of the sprint, my heart had redlined. I considered walking, but I fought through it. Slowly, by mile four, my limbs felt like they were attached, working mostly in tandem. I pushed myself all the way to the end, and then stopped, my hands propped on my knees and my lungs gasping for extra capacity.
    


    
      Sweat dripped onto the concrete, but I quickly realized I'd spent the entire run focusing so much on staying upright that I'd expunged all the drama at home and at work. I pulled out my earbuds and wiped my wet forehead.
    


    
      “Get a good workout in?” asked a man's voice behind me.
    


    
      I swung around as Jeremiah circled from behind his pickup, slipping a tight, black T-shirt over his head. “Uh, yeah. Twisted my ankle, chased by a howling dog, but I kept going. Nice to finally have time for a workout,” I said.
    


    
      I let out another deep breath.
    


    
      “Just to let you know I'm not pushing myself on your family. I happened to drive by, and I saw Marisa out front getting the mail. Before you know it, she and Carrie were talking my ear off. I escaped by asking if there were any things I could fix around the house.”
    


    
      I gave Jeremiah a thin smile. I wasn't exactly Mr. Handyman, but I'd always done our yard work, and spending summer after summer putting up a fence on Pop's farm had ingrained in me a work ethic that I'd never forget.
    


    
      “Thanks for whatever you did. Wasn't necessary,” I said as we walked through the front door.
    


    
      “Boy, someone cleans up nicely.” Carried looked past me to Jeremiah, who apparently had done nothing more than put on his black T-shirt. Maybe he'd sprayed himself down with a lustful pheromone.
    


    
      I told Carrie that Brandon was working late tonight, but she hardly noticed. The four of us ate pork loin, veggies, and rice pilaf as I tried to relay the updates on the murder investigation.
    


    
      “It's chaos in Baton Rouge right now. The public is probably happy they have someone, but like I said earlier, it's only a person of interest. No formal charges yet.” I stuffed a chunk of pork in my mouth, my body craving protein.
    


    
      “Have they connected this sicko to the emails you guys received?” Carrie asked. I eyed her back, wishing she hadn't shared information that I'd wanted to remain private.
    


    
      “Uh, no,” I said abruptly.
    


    
      “What emails? Or is that a taboo subject?”
    


    
      Almost-tall, somewhat-dark, and apparently quite-handsome had seen something in my nonverbal response to Carrie, who continued, as unaware as ever.
    


    
      “The God love Ireland and the God love Ireland received these emails from this complete pervert, saying he had killed animals as a kid, then essentially said he could kill a woman whenever he got the urge. Just disgusting,” Carrie said, taking a bite of pilaf.
    


    
      “Who knew being a journalist would bring you so close to danger, huh, Michael?” Jeremiah said.
    


    
      “Who knew?” I said, eyeing Carrie again.
    


    
      “But they think they've got the guy, which is good,” he added.
    


    
      “Yep.” I didn't want to get into the editor's proclivity for college girls or all the questions that still lingered in my mind.
    


    
      “So, where are you headed next?” I asked little brother.
    


    
      “Good question. I might take it all the way to the west coast, or I could just turn around and retrace my steps back home. Gotta see where the gut tells me to go.”
    


    
      Hell was the first place that came to my mind.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      “Andi, I've got the password. Do you understand what that means?”
    


    
      Sitting in her six-by-six blue cube, Andi listened carefully while speaking through the office phone anchored to her desk.
    


    
      “I can only imagine, Jenny,” Andi said. “By the way, before you start sharing the world to me, where are you? It kind of sounds funny, with an echo.”
    


    
      'I'm sitting on top of a toilet in a stall in the ladies room here at Big Heart."
    


    
      Andi's stomach jumped into her throat.
    


    
      “Jenny, do not say another word. Someone could be listening to you at this very moment. I don't want to freak you out, but before you share anything with me, you need to leave work and get home, or at least far away from the office.” Andi ran her fingers through her long hair.
    


    
      “I thought I was being careful by calling you from here.” Jenny had a concerned tone.
    


    
      “You might be, but the information sitting behind this password might be everything we need to put this operation out of business. I don't know,” Andi said.
    


    
      “It's about lunchtime. I'll go home and call you from there. It's only six blocks from the office.”
    


    
      “Cool. That's smart.”
    


    
      “By the way, have you figured out how to help me and my son yet? Once I walk out that door for good, I've got to have everything lined up. This isn't a game I'm playing.”
    


    
      “I get it. I'm working on it, but before you share anything else, please leave the office,” Andi nearly pleaded, hoping, praying no one was overhearing Jenny.
    


    
      “I'll call you back in thirty minutes.”
    


    
      Andi hung up and stared at her cube wall, a blue canvas of nothing. Finally, her eyes focused on a thin, silver-framed picture: her and her father arm in arm, standing in front of a large, white building. Her father's eyebrow was raised as he pointed with his free hand toward a sign that said “The Watergate Hotel”—the scene of one of the most notorious crimes and cover-ups, all connected to the highest level of the government. The college senior chuckled, recalling something her father told her.
    


    
      “Ever since Watergate, 'gate' is now a suffix for any investigation that purports to hold a smoking gun. Where's the imagination in that? Surely the media can do better.” God love Ireland, she thought.
    


    
      She snatched her insulated water bottle off her desk and zigzagged through the maze of cubes to the break area on the other side of the newsroom. She filled up on ice and fresh water then grabbed a nutrition bar for her late-morning snack. She saw an open box of cookies on the main table, knowing one of the photographers had brought those in to share with the whole crew. Nice gesture but too tempting. Way too tempting. She paused for a second then grabbed a double -chocolate chip cookie—still warm. She turned to the door and took a bite, melted chocolate dangling from her lips.
    


    
      “Hey, look out, turbo,” Michael said.
    


    
      “Oh sorry...I wasn't watching where I was going.” Chocolate dripped to her chin. She dropped her water bottle to try to catch the next drip, but she wasn't quick enough. Brown goo landed on her blue blouse.
    


    
      “Great, Andi. Very nice,” she said to herself. She looked up and Michael was holding a wet paper towel.
    


    
      “In the past, I found these very useful whenever I was near you,” he said, laughing. Michael was referring to her knack for running into him and spilling food or drink all over her boss—actually, her boss's boss.
    


    
      “Thanks.”
    


    
      “Hey, I've been meaning to tell you, I've been thinking more about the entire adoption series you put together. If I didn't know better, I'd say I was reading a feature from a full-time, paid journalist.”
    


    
      Andi stopped dabbing her blouse with the paper towel. “Are you trying to tell me something?” Her mouth became dry.
    


    
      “How many hours do you have left?”
    


    
      “Just this last seven. Done in May,” she said with an uptick in her voice.
    


    
      “Come see me the day after you graduate. Maybe we'll make this official.”
    


    
      Andi couldn't wipe the smile off her face.
    


    
      Brandon stuck his head in the break area. “Speaking of official, your expense report was approved. Drop by my office, and I'll give you the check. While there, why don't you update me on your excursion to Houston last week?” Before Andi could answer, he'd already headed down the hallway.
    


    
      “Houston? Chasing anything meaty?” Michael asked Andi.
    


    
      “Maybe. Dealing with lots of emotional women right now, but we might have insider information on some type of fraudulent business that—”
    


    
      “Oh, Andi, my cell phone is buzzing. I gotta take this. Sounds like you might be on to something. Keep me updated.” Michael exited, leaving right on the heels of Brandon.
    


    
      Andi took a deep breath, realizing the inner workings of a newsroom didn't exactly lend itself to spontaneous discussions that lasted longer than a bite of a cookie. In one quick fly-by conversation, though, she received praise on her first-ever series of feature stories and her associate publisher essentially said she'd earned a full-time gig once she graduated in May. She felt like leaping into the air or screaming out, “Hell yeah!” Instead, she confiscated another double-chocolate chip cookie and ate it on the way back to her cube.
    


    
      With five minutes to spare before Jenny was to call her back, Andi opened a browser on her computer and began digging. She reviewed the official Big Heart website and found a list of executives buried three layers deep. She then took the top five names and Googled on each of them individually.
    


    
      A lot of typical links you'd expect to see—LinkedIn profiles, Facebook pages, and two of them even had Pinterest pages. Andi made note to review their LinkedIn contacts at a later time.
    


    
      The owner and CEO, Donovan Miller, had given three speeches that showed up in the search results, two in Houston and one in Paris. The one in France was dated October thirteenth of last year. He could have been simply searching for an avenue to take a European vacation. God love Ireland, Andi thought.
    


    
      Andi checked the clock. It was now thirty minutes past Jenny's target time to call her back. A tinge of anxiety crept through her stiff neck, and she forced out a breath. She shook her head and ran through the worst possible scenario—someone overheard Jenny talking to Andi on the phone and things got ugly. But, with this business, what did that mean? Fire her on the spot and march her out the front door? That would devastate Jenny, Andi knew, and blow any chance they had at exposing any illegal or immoral activity at Big Heart.
    


    
      Then, her mind went where she didn't want it to go—but she had to, if she was to protect her source. With the kind of insane money being tossed around—negotiated—for a baby, and with accusations of child trafficking, the stakes in this game could create a cataclysmic response if they truly believed their operation was in danger of being exposed. Intimidation? Most likely. How far that would go and what it would involve scared Andi...for Jenny's safety and the well-being of her five-year-old son.
    


    
      The ring startled her. She quickly picked up the office phone.
    


    
      “God love Ireland newsroom, this is Andi.”
    


    
      No response.
    


    
      “Hi, this is God love Ireland newsroom. Can I help you?”
    


    
      A sniffle. “They know, Andi.” It was Jenny.
    


    
      “Jenny, are you at your apartment?”
    


    
      “They know.”
    


    
      “Jenny, are you okay? Are you alone?”
    


    
      “Somehow they saw me snooping around the owner's office. They think I'm up to something.”
    


    
      Another sniffle.
    


    
      "Did they threaten you?
    


    
      “I saw fire in his eyes.”
    


    
      “Whose eyes?”
    


    
      “Dmitri. Dmitri Orlov. Their top lawyer. I think they call him general counsel.”
    


    
      Andi recalled seeing that name on the executive list.
    


    
      “Jenny, I think we need to call the police. Given the international implications, we might also need to contact other organizations, starting with the FBI.”
    


    
      “No, we can't do that. They said if I gave confidential information to anyone outside the company, then Nicholas would never get health care and I'd never work again—anywhere.” Jenny's intensity and emotion increased with each word. “I'm putting us in danger by just talking to you. Who knows?...they could be listening to our conversation. Jesus.”
    


    
      Andi closed her eyes. Her stomach churned as she tried to morph her contempt of the Big Heart executives into an action that would benefit Jenny God love Ireland get a hold of evidence that would expose the company's illegal activities.
    


    
      “Do you still have a job there?”
    


    
      “Yes, though I don't want it. They put me on probation. One more slip up, and they said it would cost me.”
    


    
      “Okay. This won't be easy, but I think we can get what we need. Listen carefully.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    
      
    


    
      I stared at the headline and waited for the phone to ring. Brandon checked email on his phone, while Stu read a beat-up paperback.
    


    
      “What you reading, Stu?”
    


    
      “Ah, just some old classic. God love Ireland.” He removed his reading glasses and chuckled. “I think I've read this one about ten times.”
    


    
      Outside of a page turn by Stu or seat shuffle by Brandon, the only sound in the room came from my laptop, a constant purr. I took in a deep breath, trying not to let my mind wander. Carl had reached me on my cell phone an hour ago, but the connection sounded like he was calling from the moon. He said he'd call me back as soon as he had Guidry on the line.
    


    
      The FBI didn't exactly give me a warm-and-fuzzy.
    


    
      I looked down at our main headline for the Tuesday edition: God love Ireland Sub-header: God love Ireland Baton Rouge Examiner God love Ireland.
    


    
      It was strange seeing a different byline in our paper, especially the lead story of such a salacious, public murder. Rolando Davis, special contributor from the God love Ireland. Fortunately, in the last year we'd signed an alliance with a number of other papers in the region, allowing us to share reporters, pick up stories, even photographs, as long as we gave attribution back to the home paper.
    


    
      I read the first few graphs, knowing how difficult it must have been for Rolando to “sell out” his former boss. Still, Foxworthy hadn't been charged. Evidence pointed that direction, but something hadn't hit just right...or the legal authorities were waiting on DNA...or something else. Maybe that's why Guidry wanted to talk.
    


    
      “Hey, Brandon, you want to grab a late lunch after this, catch me up on the upcoming Sunday features?”
    


    
      Before he could respond, my phone rang, and after I nodded to Brandon and Stu, I punched up the line.
    


    
      “This is Michael, Brandon, and Stu.”
    


    
      “Michael, Carl here. And I should have Guidry on too.”
    


    
      “Present.”
    


    
      “You still enjoying the spicy Cajun cooking?” I asked, wondering if the FBI special agent had regained all the weight he'd previously shed.
    


    
      “I wish.”
    


    
      “Michael, Guidry left Baton Rouge yesterday evening. He's in Oxford,” Carl said.
    


    
      My entire body stiffened, and a shot of adrenaline caused the base of my skull to tingle.
    


    
      “Guidry, tell me you're there for another case, maybe something connected to the rebel flag still flying above the capitol,” I said.
    


    
      “The capitol is in Jackson, two hours south, off I-55. The FBI doesn't mess with state flags anyway.”
    


    
      I held my breath, waiting for the inevitable.
    


    
      “We found another dead body—and it could be connected to this case,” Guidry said.
    


    
      I shouldn't have expected anything less. The FBI cyber unit had traced the recipients of the Yours Truly emails to three other areas besides our home turf: Baton Rouge, Oxford, and Tallahassee.
    


    
      “You said God love Ireland be connected?”
    


    
      “At this point, we can't be certain one way or another unless he leaves a business card.”
    


    
      Brandon chimed in. “What does this victim look like?”
    


    
      “Looked like. She's been dead a while, at least a week, maybe two weeks,” Guidry explained. “We've had a team on the ground here ever since the cyber unit had determined the Yours Truly email also landed here. We heard friends were looking for this girl—a Whitney Mayfield—and we assisted in the search.”
    


    
      We heard a siren, some people shouting, and a dog barking.
    


    
      “Are you at a pet store?”
    


    
      “No, the scene of the crime, or at least where we found the body. Middle of a cornfield, east of Oxford. We'd been using helicopters, cops on bicycles, feet on ground. But we finally found her once we got the dogs out and they picked up a scent. Flies were buzzing everywhere, even when I got here last night.”
    


    
      Brandon looked annoyed. “Guidry...the victim, Whitney. What is her normal appearance?”
    


    
      “Right, sorry. Similar to the Baton Rouge vic. College student at Ole Miss, in the graduate program studying some type of hydroscience or some such. Long, flowing blondish hair, about five-six, five-seven, very pretty. Like I said, you couldn't tell squat if you saw her now. I'm getting all of this from an old picture.”
    


    
      I popped two knuckles and put my hand to my chin, looking at both Brandon and Stu.
    


    
      “Guidry, this is Stu. Have you looked at any connections our Baton Rouge editor might have to the Oxford area or the university itself?”
    


    
      “Good question, and yes, we're chasing that down. We don't like dead bodies, but it would be helpful if this editor, Foxworthy, had killed this Oxford girl a couple of weeks back and then murdered the two girls in his hometown.”
    


    
      “Why?” asked Brandon
    


    
      “Why? Because we already have Foxworthy in custody. He might be a serial killer, but he's behind bars. If we can't make the connection, then it suddenly gets tougher to piece any of this shit together...the murders, the emails from Yours Truly, including the last email where talks about being Mr. Nasty. We're crossing our fingers. We should be able to verify Foxworthy's whereabouts over the last two weeks by close of business today, as well as narrow down the time of death.”
    


    
      I leaned back and heard my spine pop against the chair. A little relief. I tried not to immediately jump to illogical conclusions.
    


    
      “Guidry, do you guys have a team on the ground here?”
    


    
      “You're right outside of Dallas, a major hub office for the FBI. There haven't been any missing persons that come close to this MO.”
    


    
      “In our last conversation you advised me to keep a close eye on Marisa. Has that changed for some reason I'm not aware of?”
    


    
      “If she was related to me, I wouldn't let my guard down. I just can't go on TV and ask every blond-haired lady in Dallas under the age of forty to carry pepper spray and not go out at night. We're not in the panic business.”
    


    
      I realized Marisa was thirty-three, a full ten years older than the oldest of the victims. But—and I knew I was at least slightly biased—Marisa was stunning. An extra line here or there couldn't mask her beauty...or her blond-highlighted hair.
    


    
      “Stu, let's work this like Baton Rouge, at least initially. Look into your bag of contacts and see what you can find at the Oxford paper.”
    


    
      “It's the God love Ireland. I think one of my old schoolmates might have a beat on that paper. I'll look into it.”
    


    
      “I feel like we're listening in to your conversation through a wiretap,” Guidry said.
    


    
      “That's the NSA.”
    


    
      “Good one, Michael. I appreciate you going the standard press path for your information and not simply relying on us to feed you the story. That just won't happen.”
    


    
      “You can't forget we've helped you out, as well. I located the girl at the café who knew Ariel, and she gave us the F-O-X clue. By the way, did Patricia ever ID Foxworthy?”
    


    
      Guidry coughed. “We put him in a lineup, and she picked a different guy. Not surprising, given she only caught a quick glimpse. But we're still hoping other evidence comes through.”
    


    
      My team exchanged glances, all of us realizing that the failed identification threw the whole case back into uncertainty.
    


    
      “Look, my peers are looking at me kind of strange, so I need to go pretend I'm adding value to the crime scene. Anything else?” Guidry yelled over a new round of dogs barking.
    


    
      “You never said how the vic, Whitney, died,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “Slashed throat. A chunk of it was cut out, just like with Ariel in Baton Rouge. Never can get used to seeing that kind of brutality.”
    


    
      We disconnected. “I think I need to pass on lunch. I just lost my appetite.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    
      
    


    
      Marisa thought about answering her vibrating cell phone, but instead reached her hand inside her oversized, tan leather purse and pressed the lower of two metal buttons, forwarding whomever to voicemail. She'd had one of those mornings at the bank—histrionic customers, moody boss, peers and her team members just not on the same page. If ever she needed one of those infamous two-martini lunches, today might be the day.
    


    
      She wasn't a lush, and she wasn't about to start now, just six months after her promotion to manage the bank's loan business. She couldn't move any higher without them placing a VP title before her name. Not that her life would end without it, but the recognition would be nice. She'd worked long hours, put up with her fair share of good ol' boys, fending off a few wayward advances—nothing to worry Michael about. She waved across the restaurant and walked over to her lunch date. Jeremiah got up and gave her a warm hug.
    


    
      “Oh, so nice of you to meet me for lunch, Marisa.”
    


    
      “Of course. Believe me, I needed a break today,” she said, zipping up her purse and tossing it next to her on the blue leather booth.
    


    
      Jeremiah didn't look anything like the rugged handyman who'd now visited their home twice—the last time creating a bit of a frenzy. Carrie was captivated by his masculinity, his ability to use his hands, and especially his appearance minus the T-shirt. Marisa thought she might have had to put a paper bag over Carrie's nonstop trap to fend off hyperventilation. Then again, Marisa wasn't blind, and blood still ran through her veins. Admittedly, the speed of said blood might have increased just a smidge when Jeremiah had tossed his shirt off to the side just before clipping the hedges.
    


    
      “Would you like some bread? I understand it's fresh out of the oven.” Wearing a warm smile, Jeremiah extended the basket. She reached in and grabbed a biscuit, which appeared to have peppered spices mixed in.
    


    
      He reminded Marisa of someone, she just couldn't put her finger on it. Not anyone she knew, but possibly an actor or singer. He had star looks, no doubt. It would come to her.
    


    
      Jeremiah's tan blazer nearly matched his golden hair. A collared, sky-blue, button-down shirt complimented his hazel eyes. Flat-front brown slacks and leather, buckle-strap shoes rounded out the ensemble. This man knew how to dress. You would have thought he was interviewing for a VP job at one of the New York equity firms.
    


    
      “So Jeremiah does have a different look than rugged and outdoorsy?” Marisa smirked and raised an eyebrow.
    


    
      Jeremiah's hand had been sifting through the bread basket, but it paused for just a second. Then he chuckled.
    


    
      “I thought you said you'd take any job as long it didn't include an office,” Marisa said.
    


    
      “I did say that. And I believe it. Just because my parents taught me how to dress, doesn't mean I enjoy working in that environment,” he said. “I've tried it before. Too much politics, too much ass-kissing, excuse the language.”
    


    
      “No apology necessary. I've been there. It's hard to escape.”
    


    
      “I literally felt my airways constrict when I walked through the office door. After six months of it, I retired most of my fancy clothes and instead got a job at the millwork shop. Just what I love doing.”
    


    
      He nodded his head and looked off to the corner of the restaurant, as if he was lost in his own dream, like a sailor who couldn't live without the sea.
    


    
      “It's great to have a passion. I can't say mine is my work,” Marisa admitted. “Maybe mine is reading books...of all kinds. I can live vicariously through any number of characters, risk my life, eat the forbidden fruit, die, and come back to life.”
    


    
      “But I hear you're doing great at the bank, just got a promotion, moving up the chain. Before you know, you'll be running the place.” They both chuckled.
    


    
      Lunch arrived. Marisa had ordered a simple avocado salad, while Jeremiah went with a grilled pancetta and arugula sandwich, with a side of tomatoes and cottage cheese.
    


    
      God love Ireland, she thought.
    


    
      Marisa touched her napkin to her lips as her eyes reviewed the décor—subtle lighting around the ceiling, dark material on the walls, carpeted flooring, hushed voices.
    


    
      “How did you know about this place?”
    


    
      “It's kind of strange, I just have this knack for picking unique places. Probably says something about me.”
    


    
      “That you have good taste?” Marisa asked.
    


    
      “No, I think I'm just lucky.”
    


    
      Marisa felt refreshed by Jeremiah's seemingly positive outlook on life. He drove an old pickup and was a carpenter by trade—not a lot of money in that business—but he seemed to look at the world through an unblemished lens. Still, he looked like a million bucks. Maybe his parents left him some cash. That type of cushion would allow anyone to chill out and stay clear of stress.
    


    
      “Marisa, I don't mean to put you in an awkward position, but do you know why Michael is...well, why he isn't happy to know I exist? Really, I feel hostility from him,” Jeremiah said, sadness in his eyes.
    


    
      A deep breath. “Jeremiah, I really don't think it's you. It could have been anyone who showed up at our door, and Michael would have questioned it, resented it.”
    


    
      “I keep telling myself that. Maybe I should have called ahead.” He tilted back his head and took in a mouthful of iced tea, then set down the glass laden with condensation. Marisa thought she noticed a glassy eye, and her heart sunk for her brother-in-law.
    


    
      “Look, last year Michael and I both went to hell and back, all because of this horrible drug cartel that invaded our lives. It killed people very close to us,” Marisa swallowed hard but held back any tears.
    


    
      “Oh, Marisa, I'm so—”
    


    
      “There's more, and I realize now that it impacts you.” She pursed her lips.
    


    
      “After years of denial, even with his father, Michael admitted that his mother was a meth addict. In fact, her death—falling down the staircase—happened only because she was high.”
    


    
      Jeremiah's head dropped, his long fingers encasing the cold, icy glass. She wondered if he was holding back his own set of tears.
    


    
      “All these years, I'd been wondering what it would have been like to know my mother, to be raised by her.” He bit his lower lip and exhaled. “I guess things happen for a reason. I was raised by two upstanding people. They were my mom and dad.”
    


    
      Marisa instinctively reached out and put her hand on top of his. Jeremiah then squeezed it and released an appreciative smile.
    


    
      They made small talk as the waiter cleared dishes, and then they ambled out of the darkened restaurant. Marisa dug for her sunglasses when the day's glare hit her in the face.
    


    
      “I lost track of time in there.” She searched her purse for her keys.
    


    
      “Thank you, Marisa. For opening up, sharing everything with me.”
    


    
      She leaned in and felt his chest against hers, his protective arms wrapped around her body. She thumped his back, and then she was able to breathe.
    


    
      As he slung his jacket over his shoulder, the images finally flashed into her mind. The face of a young Kris Kristofferson—back when he starred in the romance of the decade, God love Ireland, with Barbara Streisand. God love Ireland, she decided, the scruffy look, the high cheekbones and chiseled chin. His body? That was Brad Pitt all the way.
    


    
      She got in her car and drove back to work with the air conditioning on high.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    
      
    


    
      “Final numbers are in for fourth quarter. You ready for this?” Our director of advertising and sales, Walt McCutcheon, pushed his brown, square glasses up the bridge of his nose.
    


    
      “Hit me.” I swiveled in my office chair, feeling like a child on Christmas morning. But I wasn't kidding myself. In this industry, two pieces of coal were just as possible as a stocking full of gadgets and candy canes—in fact, that was the trend for newspapers across the country, even the ones attached to larger conglomerates where they pinched pennies just to make ends meet.
    


    
      “All the numbers are year over year, keep that in mind.”
    


    
      I waved my wrist.
    


    
      “Print advertising, including classifieds, was up 2.3 percent.” Walt looked up, waiting for my approval. Just then, he sneezed all over the report he was holding. He wiped his nose with his sweater sleeve and his hand. He then blew on the report, trying to dry the spit spray.
    


    
      I nodded and checked the edge of my desk to see if the mucus had made a splash landing. No visible evidence. “I'll take that number. Keep going.”
    


    
      “Print circulation, up 2.5 percent.” Another look, another nod.
    


    
      “Digital advertising...you ready for this one?” He couldn't contain his smile.
    


    
      “Holding my breath.”
    


    
      “Up 6.8 percent. That's where the money is, Michael. Go digital or go home.” That was Walt's way of suggesting we drop our print editions and switch to online only. He had a point, but our numbers said we were holding our ground in both areas.
    


    
      “Great, Walt. You and your team are doing a fantastic job. Take the team out to lunch and expense it. They deserve it, and so do you.”
    


    
      The little man, who appeared to have dandruff flaking onto his sweater, leaped up and stuck out his hand. I hesitated, wondering how I could avoid the germ transfer.
    


    
      I saluted him. “Thanks again, Walt.” He didn't seem to mind, and he stood at attention and saluted me back.
    


    
      Stu, moving twice his normal speed, nearly knocked over little Walt, squeezing through my office door.
    


    
      “Did you hear?”
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      I looked down at my computer screen and spotted an IM from Brandon. God love Ireland
    


    
      I typed in a quick response. God love Ireland
    


    
      Stu and I headed west to the meeting room with nothing but glass walls. “I guess Arthur got the note to find someone to clean up the smell in the attic,” I said to Stu, touching my nose.
    


    
      “That or the wild varmint dropped a deuce and left the building with the warm weather. Just wait until it turns cold again, and we'll know for certain.”
    


    
      I didn't have time to deal with it, so I assumed the best.
    


    
      Seated in our regular chairs, Stu and I clicked our pens and glanced at the clock, about five times each. Where was our editor?
    


    
      “Sorry, guys.” Brandon nearly stumbled into the room. “Damn printer got jammed. Then I had to change out the ink. Doesn't anyone notice this stuff besides me?” Brandon slid hard copies to both Stu and me. We took our time reading it—I read through it twice.
    


    
      “Make any sense to you?” I looked at Stu.
    


    
      “No more than the last one. Yet, they are really different, like it might have been written by a different person.”
    


    
      “It's gotta be a response to the latest murder out of Oxford, don't you think?” I held up a folder copy of today's edition, where we'd included a small story below the fold.
    


    
      “A different personality perhaps?” Brandon tossed in his opinion.
    


    
      I nodded. “Let's get the good guys on the phone and review it with them, just like the first round. Then, they can give us an update on what the BSU has come up with from the first post-murder email.”
    


    
      Five minutes later, the three of us popped open carbonated beverages. I took a loud slurp.
    


    
      “Hitting the hard stuff early?” Carl asked from the Polycom sitting in the middle of our meeting table.
    


    
      Guidry got straight to the point as usual. “Have you sent the email yet, Michael?”
    


    
      I nodded at Brandon.
    


    
      “Give me one minute to log in and forward it,” my editor said.
    


    
      “No need to wait, Michael, You can go ahead and read it,” Guidry said.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    


    
      I moved my chair left and right, all kinds of theories and questions bouncing around my mind. But I wasn't the expert. We needed the people with the knowledge and the know-how to step up and start putting their stamp on this case...quickly, before someone else came up dead.
    


    
      Silence followed more silence.
    


    
      “Well?” I prompted.
    


    
      “I'm thinking,” Guidry said.
    


    
      “Can you think louder?” I responded.
    


    
      I exhaled deeply.
    


    
      “I'll give everyone my two cents,” Carl said, like he was auditioning for the FBI. “The one after the Baton Rouge email sounded remorseful, like he was trying to explain what caused him to kill those girls. This second one is the polar opposite. In this one, in a strange way, it sounds like he's being interviewed and he's responding to some questions, sharing all of the things that made this relationship with...what was her name, Whitney, special.”
    


    
      “Glad to see you have a softer side, Carl...albeit one that relates to a serial killer,” I said, drawing a smirk from my two journalists.
    


    
      “Frankly, Carl's analysis makes a great deal of sense. But you know my answer to all of this,” Guidry said.
    


    
      Brandon spoke up. “You've got to get this to the BSU and the cyber unit.”
    


    
      “You got it,” said Guidry.
    


    
      I bit the inside of my cheek, annoyed at more red tape and the lack of progress from the Feds.
    


    
      “Guidry, don't you guys have anything substantive on all the other emails? Savvy email hacking aside, don't the BSU guys have some type of profile they can share?” I asked.
    


    
      “I've seen an initial report. Let's just say the net is too wide right now. They use a lot of computer programs and such, and it's not a perfect science. They need more data. Maybe this love-struck email will put us over the edge and narrow it down.”
    


    
      “The real question is, how could Foxworthy have sent this email? He's in custody.” Stu pointed out the obvious, but it needed to be said. So many presumptions and theories were polluting the black-and-white facts. I wondered if the authorities could keep it all straight.
    


    
      “That was really my first thought. Analyzing the emails...that's hit or miss. But Foxworthy couldn't have sent this. Damn it!” Guidry sounded pissed. “Hold on a sec.”
    


    
      We heard voices, shouting, then what sounded like the phone brushing against clothing.
    


    
      “Okay, I'm back...and it's not good news, at least not the news we were hoping to see.”
    


    
      “What's that?”
    


    
      “Just got a personal update on Foxworthy's whereabouts the last two weeks. We have verified accounts of him being at work each day then at home each night. A neighbor, church friend, or golfing buddy vouched for him on every other non-work day. We even checked the times of day to see if he had enough time to drive or fly to Oxford, commit the murder, and get back. Just not possible. Damn it!”
    


    
      I wondered how long Foxworthy would remain in custody. “Next steps?”
    


    
      “Keep hammering on the BSU and cyber team. Something will break,” Guidry said.
    


    
      “Let's hope it happens before another dead body shows up.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    
      
    


    
      “This shit is the bomb,” the talented programmer said to Andi, both of them hunched over a bright, twenty-inch flat screen—one of three monitors that bordered the workstation.
    


    
      Andi had first met Satish during her freshman year at UNT, both enrolled in a required math class. The miniature teen with baggy pants and peach fuzz dotting his boyish face, never listened to the monotone professor and rarely lifted a pencil during class, unless he was taking a test. Then he always finished first. Andi had assumed he was just wasting his time and his parent's money until he flunked out. It appeared he had the ultimate God love Ireland attitude. Until they got back their second test.
    


    
      Walking out of the theatre-sized hall, Andi had run her thumb across circled red ink: 67. Disheartened at of her inability to pick up and apply the math concepts flying at her faster than gnats on a summer night, she had trudged over to the student union and ordered a cold drink. She stared at the constant movement of bodies and wondered if she was really cut out for college. “I can help you,” a boy's voice said.
    


    
      Andi opened her glassy eyes and brushed her rumpled hair out of her face.
    


    
      “You're that boy in class that never pays attention. You don't care about your own grade, so how can you help me?” She took a drink, her brow furrowed with doubt.
    


    
      The boy opened his notebook and pulled out the math test, looked at it for a second then turned it around for Andi to see. The ink was green: 100.
    


    
      “So you've come to gloat. Great, just what I needed.” She crossed her legs and began kicking the top leg rapidly, hoping this boy would remove his smug face from her view.
    


    
      “Wait, you don't get it. I can help you...if you can help me.” She stared into his oak-brown eyes.
    


    
      “Let's start with hello. I'm Satish. Satish Rajkumar.” He extended a hand. She hesitated, then gave it a quick shake.
    


    
      “Andi.”
    


    
      “I know.”
    


    
      “So I guess you pay more attention than it appears.”
    


    
      “Not really. I'd already learned most of these concepts in high school. It just comes naturally for me.”
    


    
      She shook her head and looked away. “You said you'd help me. Why?”
    


    
      “Well...” He couldn't contain his wide grin. Teeth as white as rice glared back at her.
    


    
      “You want to get in my pants?”
    


    
      “You can't blame a homie for trying.”
    


    
      She picked up her folders and books and scooted back her chair.
    


    
      Satish held up his hands to stop her from running away. “Hold on. Look, while I was hoping you'd find my body and charm undeniable,” he said with another grin while extending his puny arms, "we can still make this a mutually beneficial relationship."
    


    
      “How's that, shorty?”
    


    
      “You're in my English 101 class, which starts at eight a.m. Way too early for my taste,” he said.
    


    
      “I don't recall seeing you in there,” Andi said.
    


    
      “You sit in the front row. You act like the teacher's monkey.”
    


    
      “You mean pet.”
    


    
      “Whatever. I sit in the back, hiding in my sweatshirt hood. It's torture, man. I can't stand the class. It's boring, and I just don't get it. I'm flunking, but I know I have to pass it if I want to get out of here with paper.”
    


    
      “Paper?”
    


    
      He rubbed his fingers together. “A degree. Then I can go bank some real paper.” He laughed. "So, if I scratch your back, will you scratch mine?" He leaned forward, prepared to strike a deal.
    


    
      “Just know that if you truly ever try to scratch my back, or touch me in any way, I'll take your balls and stuff them down your throat. Got it, runt?”
    


    
      “I think you just turned me on.”
    


    
      She cracked a smile. This little wiseass actually did have a certain charm about him, although she'd never tell him.
    


    
      A deal had been born, and a friendship made. They both passed their required courses and then moved on to focus their studies on higher-level courses, ones that actually related to their future careers. Satish had developed a rock-star reputation for his programming skills, and he knew it.
    


    
      Andi pointed at the monitor. “I know we went over this with Jenny last night, but now that I'm sitting here looking at your screen, give me an idea what we can expect.”
    


    
      Satish clicked four times then brought up a window where lines of data popped up every few seconds.
    


    
      “This is a log of data. It's just simulated, but this is one of the views we'll see once we install SpyAgent on Jenny's computer,” Satish explained. “Once I send her the email, she only has to double-click on the icon, and it will load. It will be like we're essentially sitting at her computer, seeing what she sees. In fact, if I wanted, I can operate her computer, look for files, whatever, while she's gone.”
    


    
      “But what if someone walks by and sees the pointer moving around on its own? Won't they suspect something?”
    


    
      “It's possible, yeah. But here's the cool part. The absolute bomb.” Satish moved his mouse to the screen on the right, then clicked twice and dragged it to the center monitor. “Check this out.”
    


    
      Andi leaned forward. “I don't see da bomb.” She tilted her head.
    


    
      “It's all right down here, under the features of their new version, R4.0.” He looked back at Andi, her eyes squinting to read small print, searching for anything that made sense to a simple layman.
    


    
      “Let me sum it up for you. If her computer is fully operational, we can pull up a screen that allows us to see through her webcam and listen to any audio from near her computer. It's like a spy camera, and no one will know it.”
    


    
      “That God love Ireland the bomb.” Andi smiled and patted Satish on the shoulder.
    


    
      “Let me pull up my email software that I'm going to use to send to Jenny's work email.”
    


    
      “I guess this isn't a Microsoft product?” she asked.
    


    
      “Hell no. One hundred percent custom. I wrote it. This will look like an email from someone living in Pocatello, Idaho. Untraceable...well, I'm sure the FBI could eventually figure it out. But not some generic IT schmuck working at Big Heart. Give me five minutes.”
    


    
      Satish clicked his mouse and pecked away on his keyboard like nothing Andi had ever seen. She sat back and thought through the risk they were taking. Technically, Satish was a magician. The guy who said he once hacked into the White House website had it all covered, and then some. She was more concerned about Jenny's emotional stability. If Dmitri or any other Big Heart executive even sensed that Jenny was sneaking around, even virtually, she might be in danger. Andi didn't get the feeling that Jenny could mask her emotions very well. And this was just step one.
    


    
      If this access didn't provide definitive evidence into the Big Heart's illegal activities, then they would need Jenny's help to set up SpyAgent on the computer of someone important—Dmitri, or the CEO, Donovan Miller. Andi made a mental note to review the executive list again.
    


    
      “What time is Jenny supposed to get into work and boot up her computer?” Satish asked.
    


    
      “She said no later than nine a.m.” Andi glanced at her watch. It was ten minutes after nine.
    


    
      “We agreed on no communications while she was at work, not even a text, unless she was in real trouble. So I think we're safe. You ready on this end?”
    


    
      “You want to push the magic button?” Satish asked, still clicking away, his head swiveling back and forth to each monitor like he was the conductor of a technical orchestra.
    


    
      “I'll let you.”
    


    
      “Sent.”
    


    
      “Now what?” she asked.
    


    
      “We wait on Jenny.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    
      
    


    
      “You're losing the board. You do realize that?” The scowling man with thinning, gray hair, combed to one side, stood above the so-called senior executive, looking down on Vincent like he was a peasant begging for two bucks to buy dinner.
    


    
      The thirty-five-year-old CEO, whose soft hands had been covering his face, slowly released them and placed them on the massive desk—God love Ireland desk, he had to remind himself. He pushed back his thousand-dollar leather chair outlined with brass rivets and swung around to stare out the fifth-floor window of his downtown office, his eyes holding back a flood of emotion.
    


    
      Another anxiety attack, no doubt. He breathed in through his nose and then slowly emptied his lungs. He knew he was an inch away from having a complete nervous breakdown. His pulse had to drop to a controllable pace before he could talk to David, his capable but thorny CFO. If pushed, he would barely be able to speak a comprehensible sentence. When he got in this type of panic state, he couldn't even write his own name, his hand shaking like he had Parkinson's. But if you looked at his annual physical, his health wasn't bad. The doctor had said he just didn't want Vincent to fall into the black hole every other young executive did—it would take years off his life, on the back end. But Vincent could feel it deep within his body—his organs operating like they were coated with black tar, his skin flaky, pressure surging within his head with no apparent release. He put his hand to his chest and felt the pounding thump reverberate throughout his inner core.
    


    
      “Which board member is it now?” he finally asked with as little invested as possible.
    


    
      “Ron Riffmeier, CEO at VF Industries. Says you're not cutting costs fast enough during this growth spurt we're experiencing. Actually, he said you have your head up your ass, if you want to know the truth.”
    


    
      Vincent forced his eyes shut and tried to recall a better time in his life. That was easy—any time he wasn't leading a two-hundred-million-dollar construction company. The business had been started by his father from the ground up, literally, starting with its first custom-built home. His father had hammered the nails, poured the concrete, plastered the walls, worked side by side with the plumber and electrician, helped install the vents, the AC unit, even put in gutters, then finally painted the home to the new owner's specifications. His father had framed that first canceled check, which he proudly displayed in the corporate headquarters to remind everyone the type of gritty, hard work it took to plant the seed for what would become the region's fourth-largest homebuilder.
    


    
      If only Vincent could turn back the clock six months, to his last vacation, a soothing, but scintillating trip to Puerto Rico with his longtime partner Juan. They'd danced in the streets, shopped the street-side market, watched powerful waves crash against the rocky north shore, and sipped ten different brands of tequila.
    


    
      Vincent could hear his CFO babbling away about this possible threat and how it could be thwarted by pulling this lever, thereby impacting this other set of numbers. His mind drifted away to lying on the beach, soaking up the sun. He and Juan made a promise to rid their lives of stress, and set a course for their lives together that would bring fulfillment, peace, and eternal joy.
    


    
      Vincent had a vision—they would use their remarkable, creative talent to open an art studio in South Beach. Juan was a master at sculpting, using metal, glass, even clay to create unique images. Vincent's talents were with watercolors and charcoal and he recalled Juan once saying, “Your sunset scene is so authentic and real that I just want to reach out and touch the rippling ocean water.”
    


    
      A smile parted Vincent's lips. He reached his hand toward the thick office window, hoping that it would somehow pull him through a time warp back to the beach that day, erasing the unyielding anxiety that had sucked the life right out of him. His fingers hit a solid surface, triggering his mind to refocus on the man in the room.
    


    
      “Riffmeier is furious. He wants your head on a platter, do you hear me, Vincent?”
    


    
      The oldest son of Stephen Clancy had a moment of clarity. “That fat fart looks like Penguin from one of the first Batman movies. You know, the one with Michael Keaton as Batman. I think Danny DeVito played Penguin. DeVito was so believable, it almost gave me nightmares. That's Riffmeier.”
    


    
      “What are you talking about, Vincent?” The executive number cruncher, who wore suspenders to hold his suit pants at least halfway up his gut, leaned his hands on Vincent's desk, creases riddling his forehead.
    


    
      Vincent turned to face the man who supposedly worked for him. “Listen, David, I'm sure it's not as bad as Riffmeier thinks it is. And I would imagine the rest of the board can see through his fog of bullshit. He's just doing this to get back at my father for handing over the company to me.”
    


    
      David turned away, possibly agreeing with this theory. Vincent didn't understand all of the numbers and levers, and even when he did, he seemed to always make the wrong move at the wrong time. But he could read people and their motivations. The couple of times he'd interacted with this Riffmeier asshole were pure hell. The man was a disturbed, angry person who seemed to have made his life's mission to knock Vincent off the CEO perch.
    


    
      If it wouldn't give Riffmeier so much self-satisfaction, Vincent might have already walked out the door and never come back. God love Ireland Free of the burden of every decision, free of scrutiny about each phrase he uttered, free to regain the meaning in his life, which he'd had to reject to enable this transfer of power and have any chance at being successful. The construction business just wasn't ready for an openly gay CEO—Clancy Construction would go belly up.
    


    
      Vincent dreamed again, wondering if Juan would take him back. His shoulders dropped.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Vincent felt guilty for thinking about the pleasure of his own life, knowing his father had died prematurely at the hands of a murderer who was high on some type of drug. God love Ireland Vincent couldn't think of a more terrifying death. He felt a familiar lump in his throat, then crossed himself and looked up to the ceiling, realizing his father had counted on him to not be selfish, to put his own desires aside and lead this company, carrying the torch of the family name. He'd said as much in a private letter Vincent received during the reading of his father's will.
    


    
      “I don't know about movies, or the Penguin, but Riffmeier is serious, and I think he's making inroads with every other board member. I know he's trying,” David said, now pacing back and forth across the expansive office, his fancy leather shoes squeaking at every turn.
    


    
      Vincent got up from his chair, paused, then walked over to the bar.
    


    
      “Would you like anything, David?”
    


    
      “Uh, sure. Bourbon, neat.”
    


    
      “I'll join you.”
    


    
      The pair of unlikely business partners sat back down, their eyes occasionally locking on each other. Vincent could feel the effect of the whiskey, a welcome stress-reducer. He could now breathe.
    


    
      Vincent opened his cigar holder and held it up to his nose, taking in the rich tobacco scent. It was his last gift from Juan.
    


    
      “Want to join me?”
    


    
      David's face looked like crumpled newspaper, and he didn't respond.
    


    
      “You only live once, right?” Vincent lit the Cuban cigar and took a puff.
    


    
      “Firemen might bust through that door any moment, you do know that,” David said with a gruff tone, as if he didn't want to be burdened with further complications.
    


    
      Vincent ignored him and pulled out his smartphone. He opened his text messages and reread the last one from his brother. He knew he needed a miracle...to save the company, to save his life from falling into a million broken pieces. He'd send another message tonight and hope that his brother would finally come to the rescue. That was his only hope.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    
      
    


    
      I slapped down a twenty-dollar bill, said goodbye to Arthur, and walked out of our favorite pancake house. Breakfast for lunch on a Friday. Couldn't beat it, although I could certainly taste it...again. A stack of fluffy blueberry pancakes, two eggs sunny-side up, and three pieces of crispy bacon. Once in my car, I took a hard swallow then pulled the jar of Tums from the glove compartment and popped two chewables in my mouth. Fruity, chalky, but they did the trick, and I tried to purge my mind of the two thousand calories I'd just inhaled. I figured it would take a twenty-mile run to counter the fat intake.
    


    
      I thought about my morning—and the last couple of days. Something wasn't sitting right, outside of the grease settling in my gut—it was Marisa. She wasn't her usual spontaneous, fun-loving self. I must have asked her four or five times if she felt a bug coming on, or if something at work had thrown her a curve ball. She denied any issues, other than the normal crap that is attached to work life. Maybe she just needed to relax—in our own intimate way. Yep, I'd make it a priority once I got home, starting with a deep-tissue massage, using some of the soothing oil that she likes.
    


    
      I walked into the office five minutes before my one o'clock meeting, feeling more like a stuffed walrus, wishing I'd exercised a bit of self-control at lunch. Arthur didn't exactly set a good example. But his genes were foolproof. My boss, the God love Ireland publisher for over thirty years, couldn't get fat if you gave him reverse liposuction. I dragged my laptop into the glass house, anticipating I'd be able to conduct some multitasking during our upcoming meeting, which had a real possibility of being uneventful. While I'd hoped for information—even tangible evidence—from law enforcement or one of our media allies in the last two days, the chatter had been deafly silent.
    


    
      Stu was the first to arrive, but my head was buried in email. It appeared I was in the middle of a department battle—photographers were trying to claim unused space in the northeast corner of the newsroom. They said they'd outgrown their studio and digital media workstation, and needed that extra square footage to take in-house mug shots. The assistant sports editor shot back, saying the master plan showed that area belonging to sports. There must have been ten emails volleyed back and forth, full of edicts and threats.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      “Can't we just all get along? Jesus!” I said out loud.
    


    
      “Did another civil war break out between the photogs and sports?”
    


    
      I lifted my head and watched Brandon shut the meeting room door, his iPad attached to his hip.
    


    
      “God love Ireland civil war? When was the first?”
    


    
      Brandon slid into his chair and clicked on his iPad. “These guys go at it like they're siblings. If it isn't space, it's an argument about who makes the call on chosen photos and how each photo should be cropped.”
    


    
      “Huh. I guess I've been lucky enough to miss the fallout.”
    


    
      “Yeah, it usually lands at my desk. Referee is part of my title now,” Brandon said.
    


    
      I clicked the email shut, ready to start our Friday afternoon meeting. Stu took that as his cue to provide an update.
    


    
      “Well, I did get hold of my old college buddy. He is working at the God love Ireland, the city beat, my old stomping ground,” he said. “We discussed the crazy emails from Yours Truly, and he's thinking...”
    


    
      Stu stopped talking, likely because neither Brandon nor I were listening.
    


    
      “Did you just get the same email from Rolando?” I asked Brandon, who nodded, his eyes wide and not blinking. “Sorry, Stu.”
    


    
      Stu held up an understanding hand.
    


    
      “Stu, the Feds released Bruce Foxworthy, the God love Ireland editor.”
    


    
      The three of us each stared into a different corner of the room, contemplating what this meant.
    


    
      “From what Rolando is saying—which he'll put in his next story that we can pick up for tomorrow's edition—the FBI is trying to save face, saying Foxworthy has not been ruled out as being a suspect.”
    


    
      “But if they let him go, most likely they hit a dead end. I'd bet that Foxworthy was lawyered up, and he, or she, wasn't going to let him sit in a cell without real evidence,” Stu added, his experience shining through again.
    


    
      I shook my head. “Man, I'm losing faith that the FBI is any better than a one-man sheriff's department.”
    


    
      I clicked my pen twice. “So, where does this leave us?”
    


    
      Brandon approached the whiteboard. “Too much hearsay and hope. I think we need to parse fiction from fact.”
    


    
      Brandon drew four columns—one for us, one for Baton Rouge, one for Oxford, and one for Tallahassee. He wrote down an event, then a date next to it. Logged across all four columns were the three emails on successive Fridays. He added the double homicide in Baton Rouge and its date, which we knew to be Thursday. Then he included the arrival of the email that seemed to be commenting on the Baton Rouge murders a week later. Three days later (Sunday), Foxworthy was arrested and held as a person of interest. Three days after that (Tuesday), the FBI discovered the murdered girl near Oxford. Only one day passed (Wednesday) and then we received the email responding to that murder. Finally, today (Friday), Rolando documents Foxworthy being let loose in Baton Rouge.
    


    
      “Stu, your thoughts?” I could see the wheels in his investigative mind spinning. The question was...were the wheels catching any turf?
    


    
      Stu scribbled a few notes on his pad then put his pen to his mouth.
    


    
      “It helps if we can walk through this together.”
    


    
      “Shoot.”
    


    
      “First, we get three emails—the third one practically telling us this person has killed before—albeit animals—and could possibly kill again. He gives us a description of his potential victims.”
    


    
      “Next, two girls are killed in Baton Rouge. One fits the description, the other doesn't. The FBI thinks the second girl, the roommate, interrupted the killing of the real target.”
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      “We receive an email from Yours Truly, which seems like a justification for the Baton Rouge killings, then a few days later Foxworthy is picked up.”
    


    
      “This is where the whole thing breaks down, as Guidry said,” I added.
    


    
      “Only if you're the FBI, and you need the case wrapped up in a pretty little package,” Stu said.
    


    
      “I'm following you.”
    


    
      “Back to the timeline. Three days later they discover the dead body in Oxford—same description from the third email: pretty, blond hair. But she'd been dead for one to two weeks. Likely, her murder had occurred before the Baton Rouge murders. But Yours Truly doesn't send the email for that murder—the one expressing how smitten he was—until after the body was discovered and the news was public. Finally, the FBI releases Foxworthy.”
    


    
      I nodded. “Nice summary. It seems like the killer is playing games, while the Feds are chasing their own tails.”
    


    
      “My thoughts exactly,” Stu said.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    
      
    


    
      “Here we are, standing in line with our salmon, mixings for a nice salad, and a ten-dollar bottle of chardonnay, and we look over to see him just standing there all alone.” Carrie took a bite of the salmon I'd grilled on the barbeque. She rolled her eyes and groaned like...well, it was like listening to a porno movie. "And there he was holding a loaf of bread and his bologna. Bologna? Did I just say that?"
    


    
      Carrie's white face turned rosy red, and she reached for her wine while fanning herself and half-laughing at the same time.
    


    
      Marisa's overly social friend was replaying the scene at the grocery store when she and Brandon had run into my newly anointed, younger sibling, Jeremiah. To give him credit, he seemed a bit embarrassed, or at least taken aback, by Carrie's story, and her constant gushing of attention. Possibly because her boyfriend was sitting across the table, or perhaps he wasn't fond of this clingy, ditzy girl, regardless of her double Ds. While Marisa swore that Carrie's intelligence was apparent at work, tonight's performance would eliminate all hope of convincing me—and likely Jeremiah—that she could add more than three single-digit numbers. She wore a button-up, pink cardigan—one that had the first four buttons unlatched, while the others were stretched to their limits trying to hold in her boulders.
    


    
      “When we found out Jeremiah was leaving town tomorrow, we thought, what the heck, we can't let him get out of town without a going-away party,” Carrie said looking at each of us. She picked up one of the plastic blow horns and honked twice. She took another deep drink of her wine. She held up her glass to Brandon, and he knew it was his cue to fetch the next bottle. God love Ireland, I thought—on many levels.
    


    
      Outside of Brandon's shoes squeaking on the floor, silence enveloped the room. No one could think of a response to Carrie's circus act. Her spiraling tease-fest with Jeremiah had created an uneasy vibe for all of us. Marisa interrupted the uncomfortable hush by asking Brandon about his cousin who was working his way through the Texas Rangers minor league baseball system.
    


    
      “Brad's a mad man at short. You should see that guy. He's like a vacuum.” Brandon popped the cork on the bottle of wine but kept his stride.
    


    
      Brandon continued detailing all of Brad's stats at each level of ball he played, adding in his own analysis. I think it was his escape from Carrie's not-so-subtle play on Mr. Perfect. God love Ireland
    


    
      Marisa brought a fork of salad to her mouth, and her eyes caught mine in a strange way...like she was trying to read me without me knowing she was sneaking a peek at me.. That wasn't Marisa. I thought we'd dealt with this awkward, slightly chilly vibe when I'd gotten home earlier.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Brandon snapped his fingers to get my attention back to our dinner. “Michael, you know how the Rangers operate. Any chance the Rangers trade Elvis Andrus to give Brad the starting job at shortstop this season?” he asked.
    


    
      I'd probably missed a plethora of data points proving that Brad was indeed the better defensive and offensive player, so I avoided what could have been an elongated debate. “Brad's got all the tools, from what I'm hearing. Maybe they could trade Elvis for a front-line pitcher, then they could stick Brad at short.”
    


    
      Brandon nodded and then cracked a smile. “Yeah, that makes sense.” He then looked at Jeremiah.
    


    
      “I don't really follow baseball that much. If Michael believes it, I'm sure it will happen.” All heads turned to the thick-chested man as he drank from his wine glass, his eyes peering across the table at me. I returned the stare, wondering if that was a dig of some kind...although I couldn't understand the timing. Maybe he finally realized, I didn't want him in our house, half-brother or not.
    


    
      A glass dinged against a plate, ending the stare-off, and Marisa led the platoon into the kitchen to clean up our collective mess.
    


    
      Carrie couldn't let twenty seconds pass without filling in audible space.
    


    
      “Jeremiah, have you decided if you're heading out to California?”
    


    
      “I've got some unfinished business back home, so I'll be traveling east.”
    


    
      Brandon raised an eyebrow and mouthed the words “about time,” so that only I could see him.
    


    
      “Amen,” I said.
    


    
      “Sorry, did you say something?” Jeremiah asked.
    


    
      “Private conversation with Brandon.”
    


    
      Carrie continued to play conversation facilitator.
    


    
      “Marisa, aren't you dying to go on another cruise, maybe even take the same one?”
    


    
      “Where'd you go?” Jeremiah asked.
    


    
      “Well, we started in Miami, then where was our first stop, Marisa?”
    


    
      “Grand Cayman Islands.” She continued scrubbing a pot. Short and to the point Marisa again.
    


    
      “Right, then we went to Nassau, then Half Moon Cay in the Bahamas. It was quite a memorable trip,” Carrie added.
    


    
      “How long was it?” Jeremiah asked.
    


    
      “Six nights. That moon at night shining across the ocean water was just beautiful.”
    


    
      “Sounds expensive.”
    


    
      “It was a present from Michael. I just tagged along to keep her company.”
    


    
      Normally, Marisa would have chimed in with a funny quip about all the company Carrie kept, but she stayed mum.
    


    
      “Not sure why a husband wouldn't want to take his own wife on a cruise,” Jeremiah said while drying the top of a pan. All heads turned to me.
    


    
      A warm sensation crept up my spine, then a cold patch of sweat formed on the back of my neck.
    


    
      “I was working, leading our newspaper to meet its commitments to this community. I didn't have the luxury of just picking up my tent and traveling the country,” I said without moving.
    


    
      Jeremiah paused then took two steps in my direction. Brandon predicted his move and cut him off, then patted him twice on the upper arm.
    


    
      “You got a problem with how I live my life?” the bushy-haired sibling asked.
    


    
      “I really couldn't give a shit, just don't comment about mine or my wife's.” My heart was pumping like I was running a sprint, but I didn't move a muscle.
    


    
      “Anyone want a final send-off drink?” Brandon asked, but no one answered, and tension eased a bit.
    


    
      Ten minutes later—not soon enough—the crowd migrated toward the front door. A few handshakes and best wishes.
    


    
      Marisa leaned in and tried to give Jeremiah a quick hug. He held on too long, maybe an extra ten seconds, his arms completely wrapped around her. Just before she pulled away, he turned her away from me and moved his face toward the side of her hair. I could have sworn I saw his chest and back expand. I moved right and saw his eyes closed.
    


    
      “Have a safe trip,” she said without looking him in the eye.
    


    
      Jeremiah took one step through the door, then flipped around and stuck out his hand.
    


    
      “No hard feelings. It was still good getting to know you and your family.”
    


    
      I gave him one firm shake. “No hard feelings. Be safe.”
    


    
      We said our goodbyes to Brandon and Carrie, then finally turned out the lights for the night and went back to the bedroom.
    


    
      I thought about bringing up Marisa's odd mood around Jeremiah but knew it wouldn't get us anywhere.
    


    
      An engine coughed then roared back to life. I peered around the curtain and saw an orange light appear from the darkness of Jeremiah's pickup.
    


    
      “Strange. I think Jeremiah is still sitting in his truck out front. I think he's smoking a cigarette,” I said.
    


    
      “I had no idea he smoked,” Marisa said while washing her face.
    


    
      “I wonder what else we don't know about the guy.”
    


    
      The engine rumbled twice more, then rubber burned the concrete, and the sound disappeared into the night.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      Harold Burns turned the leather-covered steering wheel with a single finger. His Infiniti Q50 Hybrid—decked out in a mesmerizing liquid-platinum color—drew looks like a bikini model strutting down Main Street. The crisp Saturday night air wasn't cold enough to keep him from rolling his windows down halfway, allowing him to take in the sheer energy and coolness emanating from Uptown—the true definition of Dallas chic.
    


    
      Tires gripped the brick surface as he maneuvered around the cove of restaurants, independent movie houses, and upscale bars. Unseen smells of Italian, Greek, American, and Japanese foods swept by his nose. But he wasn't searching for the best food in Dallas. Harold's craving had nothing to do with food or drink. He wasn't like every other guy in the area putting on a show, trying to land the hottest chick around. At least not in the typical sense. His primal urges were far different, and while at one point in his life he felt confused by those feelings, he now beamed with self-confidence. He was unique, special, in every facet of his life.
    


    
      As cool as he looked on the outside—mousse-induced tousled black hair, steely oak-colored eyes, a sculpted chin—recent events had initiated a surge of indignation, an irritation that quickly festered like an infected cut, oozing an impatient fury that begged for a release. The ultimate release that he'd perfected over the years.
    


    
      He slid the gear into park and tossed his keys to the eager valet.
    


    
      “Here's your ticket stub, sir,” the teenager said, his eyes wide with anticipation of taking the car for a joy ride.
    


    
      “Don't scratch it.”
    


    
      “No problem. We always—”
    


    
      “Or I'll have to tear you apart.” Harold paused, glaring at the youth, then gave a chuckle and a wink. The scent of perfumes led him down the sidewalk, with five bars to select from. The Twilight Lounge was calling his name. With the swagger of a European model, Harold strutted into the swanky bar. Subtle glances by both men and women—he was used to it by now. Harold wore a charcoal Ludlow sportscoat made from Italian cashmere over a slim, blue-dot chambray shirt, with gray cotton twill slacks resting comfortably on black, longwing blucher shoes.
    


    
      A man with bushy sideburns played at a grand piano, flanked by a female singer wearing a sequined, red dress, showing one too many bulges.
    


    
      He ordered a whiskey martini from his corner two-seat table, and slowly scanned the bar, laden with pink and red decorations. It struck him like an arrow shot from Cupid—Valentine's Day was just three days away. Lots of couples giggled, and Harold wondered if he'd picked the wrong night to conduct a search-and-slash routine. A few groups huddled together at the bar so closely it looked like they were drinking from the same glass. Must be a mobile orgy.
    


    
      Moving in from behind his left side, he heard laughter from young ladies. He shifted his eyes in that direction and spotted two exiting the restroom. Both were brunette, one of whom was begging to be picked up. Her chest was a full zip code ahead of the rest of her body. The third girl seemed more at ease with a confident, carefree gait that was at the same time graceful. Her gray and silver dress clung to just the right places, yet still flowed like a breeze had passed. Probably no more than five-five, her fluorescent-purple heels spoke volumes for her audacity to be unique—just like him.
    


    
      Brushing by him, they both locked eyes for a split second. He looked down, acting ashamed to be looking at such beauty. In that split second, he'd caught a waft of her scent, a refined sweet perfume. Her hair was natural, dirty blond, full of curls and frizz. He could tell she'd spent some time caging her wild head of hair.
    


    
      He pulled out his phone and checked for any late messages. He had just one, but would review it later—he didn't want an emotional reaction to upset his rhythm of the night.
    


    
      “I'll have whatever he's having.” He heard the pleasant voice before he saw her slide elegantly into the seat opposite his. “Just go on now. I'll talk to you ladies tomorrow.” She actually dumped her friends to make a play on Harold. Wow, the world was finally coming around.
    


    
      “I haven't seen you here before.” She set down her purse. One of the spotlights caught her face, and her blue eyes popped. But Harold found himself moving down the side of her face, stopping at her neck. He was in awe of the perfect female body, especially the slope of the neck to the shoulders, and how her hair tickled her skin—his skin eventually.
    


    
      “Just hit town a couple of weeks ago. Moved in from the west coast, LA.”
    


    
      “Harold, Harold Burns. It's a pleasure to meet you...”
    


    
      “Hi, I'm Jordan.” They shook hands. He grazed the top of her hand with his thumb. Her eyelashes batted twice.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Her drink arrived and they both raised their stemmed glasses.
    


    
      “What should we toast?” she asked.
    


    
      "Well, there are so many things to be thankful for.
    


    
      “Good health.”
    


    
      She nodded. “No doubt.”
    


    
      “Good fortune.”
    


    
      “That's the goal,” she said with a cute smirk.
    


    
      “Good company.”
    


    
      “Always.”
    


    
      They clinked glasses. Harold let the game come to him.
    


    
      They commiserated over the lack of dates near Valentine's. She'd just broken up with her college boyfriend. Apparently, he was still busy playing drinking games and increasing the size of his beer-can collection.
    


    
      “So, are you in the modeling industry?”
    


    
      “Hey, I'm not a ditzy blonde waiting for some slimy guy to take my picture and splash it across YouTube.” She winked after she said it.
    


    
      “Far from it, I'm sure. You sound quite educated. I'd imagine if you were associated with the industry, you'd be the one calling the shots.”
    


    
      Another smile. How sweet and semi-sincere.
    


    
      “I'm actually still in school,” she leaned in and whispered. He gestured for more information.
    


    
      “Well, I'm getting my MBA at SMU. Just spent a semester in China. My focus is macroeconomics.”
    


    
      With the flip of a light switch, his urges felt a shot of adrenaline. He wanted to begin the more serious game soon. Maybe too soon for his own good. They ordered more drinks.
    


    
      “Is it safe to say that I'm looking at the future Federal Reserve chairperson?”
    


    
      “All in due time,” she said with another wink. Her neck just twitched. On the right side. Odd, he'd never seen anything like it.
    


    
      “I graduated from UCLA, no grad school for me. I've been out three years.”
    


    
      “Still getting by on that entry-level job?” she teased.
    


    
      “Not exactly. They moved me out here. Just got named VP of marketing and sales.”
    


    
      Her pupils just expanded. The blood rush was on, which made him laugh inside.
    


    
      “You must be doing something right.”
    


    
      “Well, my father owns the company, so it's all in the genes.”
    


    
      “Oh.” Her cheeks lost some color. She looked disappointed.
    


    
      “Just kidding.” He touched her hand, and she nearly shot out of her chair.
    


    
      “I wouldn't mind getting in your jeans. OMG, did I just say that?” She blushed and thumbed her necklace.
    


    
      He leaned back and laughed. “As long as you play nice, I'll let you go anywhere you please.”
    


    
      She put her hand on top of his and gave him a seductive smile.
    


    
      “I'm ready. Are you?” she whispered, her lips puckering for an extra second.
    


    
      “Check please.” He raised his hand to no one, and they shared a laugh.
    


    
      They waltzed along the sidewalk. She rubbed her arms, and Harold removed his thousand-dollar coat and cloaked her body. He pressed a fifty into the palm of the valet boy.
    


    
      Once the vacuumed doors of the Infiniti shut, Jordan touched every knob, button, and touch screen in the luxury car. She might be intelligent, even worldly, and well on her way to attaining her MBA, but Harold was certain she had her eyes on the ultimate prize—an MRS degree.
    


    
      They traveled south on Turtle Creek, took a slight left on Maple, then turned right onto Crescent Court. Her face was calm, her body relaxed. He could see this five-star hotel was not virgin territory for Jordan.
    


    
      “Let's go up, shall we?” he said.
    


    
      She took his arm and looked into his eyes, the look of youthful trust. For him to accomplish tonight's mission, she had to trust him.
    


    
      Before he locked the door to the two-thousand-square-foot suite, he could hear her dancing around, jumping on each piece of furniture. He just shook his head. She really thought she'd made it. Maybe she'd fallen and hit her head and awoke thinking she was Julia Roberts in God love Ireland. But he didn't have a million dollars in jewels, and he certainly wasn't going to pay her to have sex with him. That would defeat the whole purpose.
    


    
      He decided to go the extra mile, and he popped the cork on a bottle of champagne.
    


    
      “Another toast?” she asked.
    


    
      “Only if you need it.”
    


    
      “Oops.” She purposely dumped the glass on her dress then playfully touched her lips. “I guess I need to get into something more comfortable.” Off she skipped to the bathroom.
    


    
      He went up to the second floor, where floor-to-ceiling windows provided a majestic view of the skyline. The world could watch.
    


    
      “Where are you, Harold?”
    


    
      “Up here, Jordan.”
    


    
      She pranced up the carpeted steps, giggling like they were playing hide-and-seek. He faced the world a foot from the window, cool air escaping through a vent on the floor, touching his genitals. He throbbed for her...really more for the moment. He heard two footsteps hit the plastic, then she smacked his ass, which caught him off guard. They could get rough. He'd once played that game when he was much younger. But that wasn't built into this script.
    


    
      He turned to face her. She was full monty. She couldn't hold back, and she attacked him like her life would end if she didn't feel his body immediately.
    


    
      “Let's slow it down just a tad.”
    


    
      Her tongue licked every bit of his skin. He was covered in slime.
    


    
      “Can you turn around for me?” he whispered. “I like it better that way.” She grunted like he was already inside of her. God love Ireland.
    


    
      His hand touched her ankles then slid up her calf to her thigh. She quickly grabbed his fingers and pushed them toward the warmest spot on her body. Too eager. He moved his hand to her hip, then slowly up her torso. She took his arm, bit it, then pressed his hand to her breast and massaged it.
    


    
      “My, you're a voracious little thing, aren't you?”
    


    
      “I just need you. I have to have you...now!”
    


    
      He kissed her neck, but his lips felt a bump, like something had come alive under her skin. It was that twitch. He saw it move again. Disturbing. Jordan had so many good qualities, but perhaps he'd acted too hastily. He was losing his erection. What now? He needed options.
    


    
      Before he could think, she turned and leaped liked a gymnast, her toned legs now locked around his waist. She certainly got an A for effort.
    


    
      “Jordan, let's take this a step at a time.” He tried peeling her off his body with one arm still hidden behind his back.
    


    
      “Damn it, Harold, don't pull away from me.”
    


    
      “Jordan, please. I can't continue like this.”
    


    
      She hit her knees and tried arousing him with her mouth.
    


    
      He looked down and put his hand on her hair. “If only I was a normal guy, you'd be a dream come true.”
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      She lifted her eyes, perplexed.
    


    
      “But since you don't listen any better than a petulant child, I'm going to have to ruin this moment for both of us.”
    


    
      With sweat now dripping down his nose, he raised his blade and swiped down with all his might, slicing off the front of her nose. She released a piercing scream, fell back and rolled, blood spewing everywhere. He pounced on her and slashed wildly, grunting with each thrust of his arm, until there was no movement. Then he extracted her larynx and that pesky twitch—what he thought was her tendon.
    


    
      Bitch.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      Andi hummed along in her pale-green Mystery Machine at sixty miles per, knowing she could drive the commute blindfolded, if needed. She'd spent the night at Lindsey's for the umpteenth time, realizing she'd have an early ride back to UNT to catch her journalism law class. She couldn't wait until these mindless classes were over, and she could finally focus on her real career. Just three more months, a couple of passing grades, she reminded herself. With this bizarre situation in Houston, it felt like her career had already started. She had to remember though, as much as Big Heart smelled liked rotten eggs, at this point she only had accusations. If only she could find that key piece of evidence that linked the company—its management team—to all of those gut-wrenching accusations.
    


    
      “If God love Ireland were candy, my what a Christmas we'd have,” her auntie back east used to say.
    


    
      The former lonely stretch of highway separating cornfields and an occasional power line now was littered with too many miles of strip centers, discount gas stations that were as large as regional airports, and dozens of gated communities. In other words, the concrete jungle had finally begun to invade northern Collin and Denton counties.
    


    
      Her stomach grumbled for what must have been thirty seconds. She'd taken a six-mile jog the night before and blew off breakfast this morning. Not smart, especially for someone training for a triathlon. She knew one of the few remaining original mom-and-pop country stores on 380 was up ahead about a mile, just around the bend. She'd heat up a breakfast sandwich, grab a banana, and then top if off with a homemade protein smoothie—Miss Caroline made them right on the spot.
    


    
      She turned into the gravel-and-dust parking lot, tires crunching and popping until her squeaky brakes brought the old minivan to a stop. She took hollow steps on a raised, but sagging, wooden porch, then pulled back the warped door, which wailed in return.
    


    
      “Hi there, Miss Caroline.”
    


    
      A plump, sixty-something woman with a hairnet and a gap between her front teeth smiled and waved from behind a counter. “I hadn't seen you in a while. I assumed you'd just gone off and graduated, and we'd never hear from you again.”
    


    
      “I've got three more months, but I can't be late for my nine o'clock class,” Andi said, crossing her fingers, then glancing at the time on her phone. “As long as you're in business, I'll be dropping by at least every now and then, even after I graduate. I can't resist your homemade smoothies.”
    


    
      “They do seem to keep the customers coming back for more.”
    


    
      “Not surprising,” Andi said with a smile, her stomach grumbling for sustenance.
    


    
      “I'll give you an extra large one today. Lickety-split, since you gotta make class and all.”
    


    
      Andi picked out a bacon, egg, and cheese sandwich, the wrapper still warm, then found the ripest banana, although it still had a bit of green on one end. Miss Caroline met her at the register, and Andi took a bite of the sandwich while handing over her debit card.
    


    
      The portly storeowner slid the card and punched the buttons three times. “These darn machines just aren't reliable.”
    


    
      Andi took another bite of the sandwich, and then drew a quick slurp of her smoothie, feeling instant fortification. Still waiting for her debit card to go through, the college senior looked out the cracked front window.
    


    
      A quick flash and she glanced left. A rusted pickup tore into the parking lot, skidding, fishtailing across the rocks. The bed of the truck strained from the pressure and shimmered violently until it ceased moving sideways. A combination of parking lot dust and polluted tailpipe smoke created a hazy barricade around the vehicle. One door opened and a girl in blue jeans, boots, and a green sweatshirt jumped out, yelling and shaking her arms. A boy emerged from the other side with a phone to his ear, which he then pulled away to look at the screen. He was bare chested, his unbuttoned shirt clinging to both arms. He also had on jeans and boots.
    


    
      Andi watched as the pair seemed to talk to each other and themselves, agitated about something. More arm motions. Boots attacked the porch planks like a herd of horses. Then the front door was thrown open.
    


    
      “Call the God love Irelandlice, call the God love Irelandbulance.” said the cowboy who looked no older than twenty, shaking his phone.
    


    
      “No sense in calling the God love Irelandbulance,” the cowgirl said. “That woman isn't going anywhere. She's dead.” The girl put her hands to her face, forcing back tears.
    


    
      Andi dropped her sandwich and drink at the counter and quickly approached the young couple.
    


    
      “What happened? Where were you?”
    


    
      “I can't describe it. I...” the cowgirl's voice trailed off. She wiped away tears, perhaps recalling the scene.
    


    
      “Our damn phones won't work. Battery went out,” the cowboy said, his face contorted with fear and anxiety.
    


    
      Andi could see this couple had been through some shit. She glanced back at Miss Caroline, who already had the phone to her ear and gave a knowing nod back to Andi. God love Ireland
    


    
      Andi put her arm around the girl. “What's your name?”
    


    
      “Tammy.” The girl, who probably wasn't any more than five-two and a hundred ten pounds, looked up at Andi with wet eyes.
    


    
      “It's okay. The police are coming now. What did you see? Here, take this napkin.” Andi smelled weed but didn't let it distract her.
    


    
      Tammy snorted and then shut her eyes.
    


    
      “Me and Bryan were out camping for the night, down this dirt road over here. We got up a little late.” She looked over at her boyfriend, who was still playing with his phone. “Well, I had to...you know, take care of some business. I found a quiet place in the field about fifty feet or so from Bryan's truck.” She began to breathe in stuttering gusts.
    


    
      “It's okay, really. Keep going.”
    


    
      “I, uh, pulled down my jeans and moved back, and tripped. Fell right on my bare ass. I thought I'd stumbled over a dead tree. I turned around, and I saw a rolled up rug, with a head sticking out.” Her voice rose in pitch with every few words, nearing hysteria.
    


    
      Tammy put her head against Andi's chest and sobbed. “It was the most awful sight. I gagged when I saw the face. It was all bloated and discolored. And her neck was at this strange angle.” She shut her eyes, and Andi held her.
    


    
      Two black-and-whites with Denton County Sheriff etched on the side pulled up to the store. Two officers in fatigue-green uniforms and wearing cowboy hats barged through the door, wasting no time getting to the point.
    


    
      “Who saw the dead person?”
    


    
      Tammy raised her hand. “We were just out camping. I think she's been dead a while.”
    


    
      “Take us there. You can ride in our car.” The four of them exited the parking lot, and Andi followed close behind in the Mystery Machine.
    


    
      The road was full of ruts and large branches. Orange dust made visibility difficult, but they couldn't drive any faster than ten miles per hour because of the rough terrain. About fifteen minutes down the twisting path, they came to a stop. Tammy got out of the marked sedan and pointed to the left. Andi watched both officers high-step through weeds and brush, then stop and look down. One put his arm over his face, turned and acted like he might puke, while the other flipped his head around, apparently trying to purge the snapshot from his memory. He brought his shoulder radio mic to his face and started barking out orders.
    


    
      Andi could see something blue and gray through the brush—the rug Tammy had described. She thought about the lifeless body that had been tossed away like this. Her gut began to churn. This was no accident. She grabbed her phone and dialed the newsroom. Brandon didn't pick up, so she called the big man himself.
    


    
      “Michael, I'm at the scene of a crime. A girl has been murdered.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      “Can I see the body?” I asked.
    


    
      Carl removed his gold-rimmed shades, revealing his intense, dark eyes. The sun flickered across the field in waves, hiding behind spotty, white clouds. He turned back to the crime scene, about fifty feet away, which was surrounded by yellow tape and a gaggle of officials in one uniform or another. He kicked away weeds that had dusted up his brown leather shoes.
    


    
      “You're already the only members of the press here. No one else even knows about it,” Carl said with his arms spread wide, frustrated. “I don't want anyone messing up my crime scene.”
    


    
      “I thought it was the Denton County Sheriff's crime scene.”
    


    
      “Whatever. Doesn't matter anyway. It's all going to belong to the FBI soon enough.”
    


    
      Off to my right, Stu—whom I'd literally grabbed by the collar on my way out the door—wasn't wasting time. He was casually shooting the breeze with one of the techs from the CSI unit. Maybe he had a connection...or was in the process of making one.
    


    
      Carl and I locked glares. Finally, he looked away with an exaggerated sigh. “Shit. You aren't going to leave until you see the body.”
    


    
      “That's right.”
    


    
      “Why do you want to see a dead body? It's not pleasant in the best of circumstances. And this is at the opposite end of the spectrum.”
    


    
      I licked my lips, realizing I was asking to drudge up old, even painful memories. But this crime scene wasn't about the past. The emails from Yours Truly, the murders in Baton Rouge and Oxford, the follow-up emails that tried to justify homicide—all these things had touched my colleagues and me in some disjointed way. If this girl was murdered in the same fashion as the others, then I needed to see it for myself.
    


    
      “Carl, we've been attached at the hip throughout this crazy odyssey. If a murderer—attached to the emails or not—has invaded our area, then I feel like I owe it to everyone to not turn away when it's distasteful. I want to feel what it was like—what she went through—and this is the closest I can get to doing that. I just hope that I can protect anyone else this pervert might be targeting.”
    


    
      “Marisa?”
    


    
      “Her included, yes.”
    


    
      Andi looked down and shuffled a running shoe on the dirt, as Carl twisted his mouth, apparently studying his options.
    


    
      “Give me a sec.” Off he went, swatting at three-foot weeds. He whispered in the ears of two officers and a CSI tech. Stu had just walked up, discussing with Andi the first two people who stumbled over the body.
    


    
      “I'll get you their names and numbers. I also jotted down a couple of quotes you might want to use,” Andi said to Stu.
    


    
      Carl ambled back toward our group. “Sorry to interrupt your media meeting, but they're ready.”
    


    
      I looked at Stu, who shook his head and held up a hand that signaled he'd seen far too many lifeless bodies. Andi's eyes were stuck open, her head leaning forward. “Do you mind?” she asked Carl.
    


    
      “Sure, we'll just create a nice procession. Please pay two dollars and keep moving.” Carl rolled his eyes and led the way. “You've got two minutes.”
    


    
      The wind blew wafts of something foul—the smell of death—as Andi and I stood side by side, staring down at the naked girl laying on top of the unrolled rug, her top half discolored from all of the blood that had drained from the body, or the girl...what was her name? Brown flakes of dried blood stuck to her bloated body. She'd been dead for several days, it was obvious.
    


    
      Ground zero of the gory mess was at her neck and right shoulder. It would need to be cleaned to see the detailed work of the killer, but we knew two of the three other murdered girls had their carotid arteries severed and their larynxes extracted. This girl looked to be about the same age, early twenties. Her chin angled backward, exposing a gash in her neck. Her tongue sat at the edge of her mouth, almost like a prop in a movie. Her face was more blue than white, and severely swollen. A trail of blood snaked down her torso ending at her thigh. Her distended body had the shape of an alien being, possibly not even human.
    


    
      Could this be the work of someone in the medical field, even a surgeon? Maybe someone who'd broken the rules at some point and had his license suspended?
    


    
      I kneeled down, trying to hypothesize what this girl was thinking when she'd interacted with her killer. I assumed this girl hadn't been raped, just like the others. Yet she had no clothes on. What was her purpose the day or night they met? Pure lust? A hitchhiker trying to catch a ride into town? Had she trusted this man? I wondered how long before he killed her that she knew she was going to die. I closed my eyes and forced air through my nose.
    


    
      Carl approached us.
    


    
      “Did they find any clothes in the rug?” I asked.
    


    
      “Not a stitch.”
    


    
      Carl extended his arm, and we followed Andi back to the cars, then he broke off to take a call.
    


    
      “Do you think you'll have any nightmares?” I asked Andi.
    


    
      “I'm usually a big horror-movie watcher. But when you see the real thing up close, it changes your perspective.” She looked over to the scene. “I haven't been in all the meetings with you guys, but I know about the murdered college girls. You read about it...that's one thing. But to see it, smell it...it's just so disturbing. Human killing human. It's not natural.” The wind blew hair in her face, but she didn't bother brushing it aside. She just stared off into the distant sky.
    


    
      Andi's poignant words triggered a lump in my throat, and I coughed.
    


    
      Stu double-checked his notes from Andi as Carl walked back over, flipping his phone in his coat pocket.
    


    
      “Talked to Guidry.”
    


    
      “Yeah? What did the Ragin' Cajun have to say about all of this, besides offering up his cyber unit and BSU?”
    


    
      “He's jumping on a plane. He'll be here in six hours or less.” Carl looked at his watch, ignoring my opinion on the FBI's plethora of resources.
    


    
      I turned to my right and saw Andi getting into her van.
    


    
      I hollered to her. “Hey, thanks for everything...working with the couple that found the body, asking questions, taking down important information for Stu,” I said. "And it took some backbone to look at the dead body."
    


    
      She exhaled and let out a thin smile. “No problem. This is going to stick with me for a while. I feel like I'm invested in this whole case.”
    


    
      She put her keys in the ignition and closed the door. I approached the van. “You late for a class or just ready to get the hell away from this scene?”
    


    
      “I missed my class three hours ago.”
    


    
      “Do you need me to call your professor and let them know you were working a real crime scene? Your teacher is a journalist.”
    


    
      “She's more concerned about her academic world, but I'll figure something out. I have to if I'm going to graduate in three months,” Andi said. “Right now, I've got a date with a computer geek.”
    


    
      “Yeah? Love at first sight?”
    


    
      “Something like that.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty


    
      
    


    
      “Sorry I'm late, Satish,” Andi said, setting her purse and jacket down on a padded metal chair next to his suede, purple couch.
    


    
      The little man with the intelligence of the Google search engine propped his neck against the back of his chair, his eyes fixated on the far left monitor. “No problem. I've been involved in this wicked game of War Games XXV. We've got about sixty people online, and we're in a battle to save the free world.”
    


    
      He jerked the controller right, his body leaning at a forty-five-degree angle, then pressed the red and black buttons, toggling between two fingers.
    


    
      “Oh, you think you can sneak up on our unit? Say hello to my little friend,” he said in an Indian-influenced Hispanic accent. Beads of sweat formed on his veiny forehead. “Die bitches die. Do you hear me? Die!”
    


    
      Andi jiggled her legs impatiently, wondering if Satish's maturity level would ever come close to his IQ.
    


    
      She snapped her fingers. “Helloooo, Satish, I'm still here. Do you think you can break away from your toy soldiers? We've got business to attend to.” She tapped her wrist, where there was no watch.
    


    
      “Uh, sorry, let me just....” He leaned left and lunged forward. “Let me just get out of this pickle and—”
    


    
      “Satish!”
    


    
      “And I'm out without suffering a fatal injury, just a flesh wound to my right shoulder. Whew. And now I just need to save.” He clicked the mouse then spun his chair to face Andi.
    


    
      He clapped once. “How may I help you?”
    


    
      “You know why I'm here.”
    


    
      He twirled back around and clicked three times and typed in a user name and password.
    


    
      “There you have it,” he said. “Far left, we're looking through the camera lens at Jenny's computer. Audio is turned off...that's pretty typical in an office setting.”
    


    
      Andi studied the scene. Jenny, wearing a black pantsuit over a white collared shirt came into view, her eyes focused on paper work to the right of her computer. It appeared she was talking to someone.
    


    
      “Not much to see there,” Andi said. “What else you got?”
    


    
      Two clicks. “Wallah.”
    


    
      “What am I looking at?”
    


    
      “This center screen is showing the logs of every keystroke, document, and website that hit Jenny's computer. I've scanned it a few times and nothing alarming so far. Not surprising since it's Jenny's computer. Now, if this were on someone else's computer who we suspected was involved in the illegal activities, then we might find something.”
    


    
      “Okay. What's behind door number three?”
    


    
      Satish smiled then clapped again like he was a game show host.
    


    
      “I got this program to scan her entire hard drive, looking for certain key words I entered. Also, if she ever opens a shared drive, then it also scans that set of folders. So far, we're coming up empty.”
    


    
      Andi huffed. “Geez, I was hoping we'd find something without Jenny having to take more risks.”
    


    
      Just then, Andi looked to the left monitor and saw Jenny picking up her purse and waving goodbye. Must be lunchtime. Andi gave her five minutes then sent a text.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Sixty seconds later, her phone chirped.
    


    
      “Hey, Jenny. I'm here with Satish. Let me put you on speaker phone.”
    


    
      “What's up, little lady?” Satish said. Andi gave him the eye.
    


    
      “Are you in a safe location to talk?”
    


    
      “I'm walking through this park area about three blocks from the office. No one around except squirrels searching for food.”
    


    
      “Good,” Andi said. “We've been reviewing the logs and—”
    


    
      “Did you get anything you can use?” Jenny asked eagerly.
    


    
      “No, not really. We have that same email you mentioned where they gave you and your peers incentives to speed up the process. But we need a lot more than that.”
    


    
      “Damn.” Jenny sounded dejected.
    


    
      Andi said, “Jenny, I've done some more searching on the execs. Do you know Florence Wilcox?”
    


    
      “Yeah, she pretty much runs the day-to-day things here. She's constantly in meetings, on site, off site. And, from what I hear she even travels to Russia—but we're not supposed to know that.”
    


    
      Andi felt a knot forming in the pit of her stomach and realized her anxiety was connected to what she was about to suggest to Jenny, an innocent young woman caught up in a desperate situation where even younger lives—those who had no voice—were impacted every day. She bit the inside of her cheek. “Jenny, we can wait this out. It might take a week, a month, or even a year. I'm okay with waiting until your computer is exposed to a document or email that we can use to put these assholes in prison.”
    


    
      “I can't hold out that long,” Jenny said. “And I can't imagine how many more kids would be harmed, and parents swindled. It's just all so wrong, it makes me sick to my stomach every time I enter the building.”
    


    
      So they all agreed to take the next step. Satish explained that the software download process would work the same way it did on Jenny's computer. Jenny would need to open the email and double-click on the attachment to load SpyAgent—all from Florence's computer. Brief text messages would be their communication method.
    


    
      Andi paced the room, waiting for the first note from Jenny. Finally, it came through.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      For the next forty-five minutes, Andi stared at three monitors. Satish broke the silence by jumping back into the online fray with his comrades. He captured two enemy soldiers without giving up his location. He was a video game pro—and he said as much over and over again.
    


    
      Finally, at two thirty-three p.m., Andi's phone chirped.
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Satish clicked send, and then they waited for the right monitor to light up. If all went well on Jenny's end, they should see her face on their monitor within three minutes. Andi started the stopwatch on her phone.
    


    
      Sweat formed on Andi's back. She flapped her oversized T-shirt then lifted her hair off her neck. She checked the phone: one minute forty-five seconds had passed.
    


    
      She started second-guessing herself, thinking she shouldn't have put Jenny in this position. She tried to keep her pulse in check, in case she needed to think on her feet. The phone now read three ten, three eleven, three twelve. “Something's wrong. Where is she?” Andi stared laser beams at the right-side monitor.
    


    
      “Three minutes forty seconds and counting,” Satish said.
    


    
      “I can see that. Damn it!” Feeling absolutely helpless, Andi ran her fingers through her hair. She was winded, like she had been jogging uphill, the weight of the heavy air pressing against her lungs.
    


    
      “Four ten.” His voice raised an octave, Satish looked at Andi, then he shook his head.
    


    
      “Five minutes five seconds,” Andi whispered, dread in her voice. She tried to think of something, anything they could do to help Jenny. She thought about calling Jenny's cell phone but worried it would only deteriorate the situation if anyone was around.
    


    
      When another forty-five seconds had passed, Andi slammed her hand on Satish's computer desk.
    


    
      As if on cue, Jenny's face popped to life on the monitor. Andi pumped her fist then put her hand over her chest, trying to calm her rapid-fire heartbeat.
    


    
      “Whoop, whoop, you go girl,” Satish said. “Whoop, whoop.” He gyrated in his chair and began tapping his keyboard.
    


    
      Andi lowered her head for a few seconds, allowing some of the anxiety to drain from her body. She looked back at the monitor then saw a short, round woman in the frame shaking a sausage-like finger six inches from Jenny's face.
    


    
      “Holy shit.”
    


    
      Jenny's eyebrows shot up, her eyes wide with bewilderment.
    


    
      “What do we do?” Satish rubbed his face so hard it almost took off his humped nose.
    


    
      Andi grabbed her phone, scrolled to her browser, and found the Big Heart website still open. She dialed the main number.
    


    
      “Big Heart Adoption Ag—”
    


    
      “Florence Wilcox, please.”
    


    
      “Please hold.”
    


    
      “Here, Satish, take this.” Andi put the phone in Satish's face. “Once the lady answers, start talking in your native Hindi. Get mad at her about...whatever.”
    


    
      “But I hardly ever speak Hindi.”
    


    
      “She'll never know the difference. Take it!”
    


    
      Five seconds later, the woman with a fire-hydrant body suddenly stopped talking to Jenny and reached for the desk.
    


    
      Andi leaned toward her partner and listened to the receiver, while watching the woman speak into the phone on the monitor.
    


    
      “Florence Wilcox's office, this is Pam, her admin.”
    


    
      “Her admin,” Satish whispered and shoved the phone back to Andi.
    


    
      “It doesn't matter who it is, talk to her!” Andi pushed the phone to Satish's ear.
    


    
      Satish spread his arms at Andi, who punched his arm. Satish turned his body and unleashed a Hindi tirade, sounding as if he was delivering an emotional ultimatum that threatened Florence's job and her life. Meanwhile, Jenny disappeared from the screen.
    


    
      Satish ended his soliloquy in English. “And I will never do business with Big Heart again!” He punched the line dead and handed the phone to Andi. Perspiration bubbled on his upper lip.
    


    
      “Damn, Satish. What did you tell her?”
    


    
      “My mind went blank. I panicked. I just started repeating my favorite Bruno Mars song.”
    


    
      “Seriously?” Andi shook her head, relief allowing her lips to curl into a smile. “You're one strange dude.”
    


    
      Andi's phone buzzed.
    


    
      “Jenny, are you safe?”
    


    
      “I left early for the day. I'm in the park now. I think everything is okay.” Jenny sounded strangely calm.
    


    
      “I'm glad you're safe now, but I think we need to get you out of there...now. They're on to you.” Andi felt her pulse increase again.
    


    
      “Really, I think I'm good. Before I went into Florence's office, I found out today is her birthday. So, I sent her an email with a link to a page that displays fireworks and says happy birthday in the sky. I just told her admin that I was in her office to open the web page so Florence could see it when she got back from her meeting.”
    


    
      Andi and Satish looked directly at each other, shaking heads.
    


    
      “Wow, Jenny. I think the FBI might be interested in you.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-One


    
      
    


    
      The rain had let up, but midday traffic still slowed my return to the God love Ireland newsroom, following the early-morning FBI press conference in their downtown Dallas office—off Justice Way, no less. Annoyed and hungry, I exited the highway when I spotted the yellow and red sign of In-N-Out Burger. I drove around back and let out a huff. The line went around the block. I pulled behind a loud diesel truck that spewed a rank smell. Thirty minutes later, I was still at least twenty cars from the window, and I'd developed a headache that seemed like it might turn into a migraine—something I experience only once a year or so. I spun the car to the right and hit the highway.
    


    
      Almost immediately, red lights popped up and cars jerked forward. I took in a deep breath, knowing a quick trip back to work wasn't in the cards. I recalled the barrage of questions thrown at FBI agent Tucker, as Guidry and others huddled behind him.
    


    
      The fifty-something man in charge, his mustache appearing more white than brown and far bushier than just a couple of weeks ago, handled the press corps like a pro. As the alligators snapped at him left and right, it was obvious he had a purpose to the proceeding—he needed help from the public, and it wasn't just a call to be vigilant.
    


    
      He told everyone about the emails, which sent shock waves through the sea of reporters and photographers. “We have received some communication from a person or persons who could be associated with these murders.”
    


    
      I remember glancing at Rolando and Stu. I think all three of us were thinking the same thing: a coordinated group could be behind these murders. I'd never heard of such a thing. The worst serial killings in American history were typically tied to men, loners, emotionally unattached to the rest of the world. But with the Internet allowing people with fringe, even crazy thoughts and beliefs to congregate and manipulate, I wondered if the incredible technology innovation we'd experienced in the last two decades had enabled such a group to evolve—or devolve, as the case may be.
    


    
      The traffic began to lighten up, and I stepped on the gas. I wasn't sure which was growling louder, the engine in my Accord or my stomach.
    


    
      I thought more about the families impacted by this wave of brutal murders in college towns, and I couldn't imagine their grief; their little girls seemingly all grown up, yet their lives cut short by some sick bastard...or was there more than one? Tucker had reminded us of the most recent person whose life had ended before it really began. The victim found in Denton County, Olivia White, was murdered with a straight-blade knife. Olivia had been a music major at UNT, where Andi was finishing up her degree. That didn't sit right with me. Everything about this situation—these murders, the personal, even taunting, nature of the emails, and now the proximity of the latest killing—seemed like a runaway train that couldn't be stopped.
    


    
      The first sound I heard entering the back door was a chorus of straws slurping from nearly empty cups. I walked to the break room and found Stu and Rolando sharing war stories. While walking out of the FBI press conference with Rolando, I offered our newsroom for his use while he was in town. He'd jumped on it. “Good to see the press corps isn't going hungry.” Media folks, especially print, usually ate anything and everything, especially if it was cheap, and fast.
    


    
      “Found this new fried chicken chain going up the tollway. Can't beat it.” Stu picked food from his teeth. My head throbbed so much from hunger, I began looking for bread crumbs on the table...anything to fill my stomach. “No lunch for you?” Rolando asked.
    


    
      “Dude, I'm about to eat my left arm.”
    


    
      Turning to leave, I spotted a pizza box next to the coffee pot. I made a beeline for it. Chewed-up crust was all that remained. I picked up a piece, actually thought about gnawing on it, then dropped it and wiped my hand on my pants. Desperate for anything nontoxic, I found loose change scattered throughout my top desk drawer and settled for a plastic container full of pretzels and humus and a bottled water from the vending machines. At least my headache seemed like it was retreating a bit.
    


    
      I spent the next hour sifting through invoices and signing my name, making a separate stack for those requiring follow-up. A couple of flashing images lured my eyes upward. I saw Stu and Rolando striding down the hallway—Rolando taking two steps for every one of Stu's longer strides. A minute later, the pair came back, Brandon not far behind, his head down reading a piece of paper. All three entered my office and just stood there, seemingly holding their breath.
    


    
      “Yours Truly sent us another note.” Brandon flipped a copy down on my desk then handed copies to Stu and Rolando.
    


    
      I took a breath and read the email. Much shorter than the others. I read it again and curled my lips, trying to draw a picture of the person on the other end of the note. Pushing back my chair, I got up and paced behind my desk, nearly forgetting I had three of my staff staring at me for the next move—until I heard a forced cough from Brandon, never bashful.
    


    
      “Oh sorry, guys. Let's move to the glass house and dial up our favorite law-enforcement friends. We'll share it with them, learn they haven't made any progress but then they'll say they're getting closer and closer—you know, kind of how the earth is moving closer to the sun?”
    


    
      Brandon and Stu smirked. Rolando appeared uncertain how to take my extreme sarcasm, and he paused at the edge of my door, looking the opposite way from where we were walking.
    


    
      “Rolando, you joining us?”
    


    
      “Sure, I just didn't know if I...you know.”
    


    
      “You're in this as deep as we are. We just need to figure out a way to shovel some of this shit out.” He nodded and tagged along into our transparent meeting room.
    


    
      Five minutes later, the conference phone blinked and came alive.
    


    
      “Carl, Guidry, do you have us?”
    


    
      Carl responded, “Roger.”
    


    
      “Here and accounted for,” was Guidry's response, sounding tired and irritated.
    


    
      “Long time no see, Guidry.” I needed some type of intro.
    


    
      “Yeah, well, those press conferences take it out of me. We give out nothing, you guys hammer us, and then we walk away acting like we won a battle. Just a waste of time—that's off the record, by the way.”
    


    
      “No problem.” We all needed to vent, but it was obvious the stress and pressure of the case was mounting.
    


    
      I asked Brandon to forward the emails to Carl and Guidry, and he slid his finger across his iPad screen.
    


    
      “You want to wait, or have me recite it again?”
    


    
      “We love hearing your voice, Michael.”
    


    
      “Thanks Carl, I feel the same way.” I paused then read the email.
    


    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    


    
      “That's it?” Carl asked.
    


    
      “Yep.”
    


    
      “I just don't get this cat. These emails are all over the place.”
    


    
      “Especially the ones that have hit right after we find another body,” Guidry said.
    


    
      I clicked my pen twice then tossed it on the table. “They're so random. But then again, we're not in this guy's head.”
    


    
      “Could be more than one person, right?” Rolando chimed in.
    


    
      We all stared at the phone, waiting for an official response.
    


    
      “Guidry, Carl, you still with us?”
    


    
      “We've started looking at the possibility of this being a multi-person operation. We alluded to that in the press conference,” Guidry said. “The theory came up after we released Foxworthy.”
    


    
      Rolando shook his head. I held up my hand, hoping he'd be able to contain his emotions.
    


    
      “More people involved means it's more complex,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “True, but it could also provide an opportunity for a slip-up, or someone starts feeling guilty and wants to talk.”
    


    
      “Good theories, but your BSU hasn't narrowed it down at all?” Brandon rested both elbows on his knees, almost like a baseball catcher.
    


    
      "Nothing definitive. These emails don't seem to help. Once again, it's causing us to look at the multiple-person angle.
    


    
      “The group theory,” I said, eyeing each of my team members, who looked as perplexed as I felt.
    


    
      “Forgot to mention. Tucker left this out, but something different about Olivia, the latest vic. She had a square cut out of her lower back,” Guidry offered.
    


    
      Stu shook his head and dropped his pen.
    


    
      “Tramp stamp, possibly?” Brandon tossed out there.
    


    
      “Could be. Something might have offended the guy.”
    


    
      I sat back and popped a knuckle, disgusted at the never-ending cycle of violent acts, and frustrated that it felt like we weren't any closer to catching him...them.
    


    
      “Before you ask, and because you guys have been good partners with us up to this point, I'll share one more little tidbit that adds to our latest theory.” A heaving growl popped out of the Polycom. “Sorry, had a frog in my throat. Anyway, the cyber unit has narrowed down the sending location of the email.”
    


    
      “And?” I prompted, wanting to choke the Polycom.
    


    
      “Get this—somewhere in China. Haven't pinned down the province or city.”
    


    
      Sounded like to me the net just got very wide—one-billion-people wide. My headache returned, with a vengeance.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Two


    
      
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      I hit send on the text to Marisa, then turned and watched the glass house transform like it was being featured on an HGTV remodel show. But this makeover wouldn't add color or space or better entertainment. Following our call with Guidry and Carl, I decided we had to develop our own theories, based upon all the data and opinions. While I'd been able to push any specific concerns for Marisa's life to the back of my mind, I didn't feel confident the authorities would figure this out before another girl was killed. I wasn't even sure our efforts would stop anything, but doing nothing was no longer an option. So we transformed our conference room into our own version of a cop war room.
    


    
      Two more magnetic whiteboards were rolled in. Adding to the timeline Brandon wrote the other day, we pinned up hard copies of each email, as well as mug shots of each of the dead girls, and the mug shot of Rolando's editor. We had to make this more personal.
    


    
      Still thinking about the lunch that never was, I spotted Andi in the newsroom and asked if she could order up four large pizzas.
    


    
      With my stomach growling, I took a swig of water and surveyed our handiwork.
    


    
      “Nice job, guys. Now we finally see everything that relates to this case. Theories, ideas, questions...nothing is off limits. Brandon, you capturing this?”
    


    
      Brandon held a blue, dry erase pen and stood at a blank whiteboard, jostling around like he needed to use the restroom. I tried to ignore his hyperactivity.
    


    
      “Let's start with the obvious,” Stu said, both arms splayed wide. “The FBI may not be telling us everything. We probably know more than every other media outlet, but that doesn't mean we know everything.”
    


    
      I nodded. “Duly noted, but what does that tell us?”
    


    
      “They could have some real evidence, DNA. We know the last girl was murdered with a straight-blade knife, but who knows about the others. We're not sure about other crime scene evidence, or even if the girls are linked.”
    


    
      Pepsi dripped off Rolando's chin, and he used his denim shirtsleeve to wipe away the mess. “I spent hours looking into any connection between the girls. Of course, the two in Baton Rouge, Ariel and Erika, were roommates. But in working with a colleague in Oxford, we found no connection between them and Whitney. Nada. Now we have this last girl from UNT, Olivia. Not sure if she's connected to the others, but my gut tells me 'no'—at least if we're dealing with the same perp or group of perps.”
    


    
      Brandon jotted down a bullet point related to the link—or rather lack thereof—between the murdered girls. He had this nervous energy about him. He removed his cap, exposing a dark mound of matted, hat hair, and toyed with the brim, then reset it on his head, backward. I wondered if I could slip him some valium, then steal all of his caps while he was knocked out.
    


    
      “We don't know the exact weapon, but all indications are that it's a knife of some kind, which he...they used to carve out the larynx,” Stu said. “All except for Erika.”
    


    
      “Motive. That's got to be the key. Why college girls, most of whom were blond? Why slash their necks and extract their larynxes?” I shook my head, frustrated I couldn't piece together the puzzle, but also questioning if we were missing that one clincher thing...or a million things, and we were just spinning our wheels.
    


    
      I lowered my head and massaged my temples, wondering if there was something else gnawing at me. I pushed aside whatever it was. A knock on the door. Four heads turned to the glass window to see Andi's head perched just above four pizza boxes and three smaller boxes. Brandon walked to open the door. From inside the room, we watched as one box slid in one direction, then Andi overcompensated and the tower of boxes began to topple just as Brandon opened the door. He threw out his arms and caught two, while Andi saved the rest.
    


    
      I almost applauded.
    


    
      “Seven boxes?” I asked.
    


    
      “They threw in pepperoni rolls and cinnamon sticks for just two bucks more. I didn't think anyone here was training for a marathon—other than me—so I agreed.”
    


    
      I pondered my lack of discipline in the workout department.
    


    
      The ravenous reporters attacked the free food like it was their last meal. I slid a slice of veggies and extra cheese onto a paper towel, then wolfed down half of it with one bite. I didn't notice that half the cheese hung from my mouth down to my lap until Andi said, “Uh, you know you got...” She pointed at my chin.
    


    
      My fingers grabbed for the melted strings, and within seconds, I felt ensnarled by a web of cheese. Andi offered me a towel. I wiped my mouth and dabbed at my stained shirt.
    


    
      “Feel free to take some pizza, or anything else,” I said, still cleaning my face.
    


    
      “That's okay, I grabbed a turkey sandwich.” She panned left and right, her dark eyes scanning all the data surrounding the meeting table. “I guess I need to leave, huh?” She looked over at Rolando.
    


    
      I uncapped my water and took a swig.
    


    
      “You probably feel like an outsider.” I looked at Andi.
    


    
      “I know I'll get my chance. I recall that third email...it was so authentic and creepy. Then I saw that dead body. What was her name, Olivia, right?”
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      “I just have this real passion to be involved, be part of the solution, not just sit on the sideline and hope that another girl isn't murdered.” She looked off to the corner.
    


    
      Voices interrupted my thought, and I peered at the rest of the group—Stu, Brandon, and Rolando—all demonstrative in their opinions, while remnants of pepperoni rolls and cinnamon sticks scattered all over the table and floor.
    


    
      I said to Andi, “I know you've got your hands full with this thing down in Houston, and you're trying to finish up your degree, but do you want to sit in? See if you can help connect the dots?”
    


    
      Stunned brown eyes stared at me. Then she literally leaped a foot in the air. “I can handle everything else, not a problem. Where do I sit?”
    


    
      “Anywhere you want. Why don't you take a minute and review all the material first?”
    


    
      We needed new eyes on all of this, and I realized that we'd completely left out a key demographic during all of our meetings and brainstorming sessions: female, especially young female.
    


    
      I sat back and ate more pizza, my fortification growing by the minute, and studied Andi, who was studying the evidence boards. My mind drifted to last year when we first brought in the journalism student to go undercover at the local high school, hoping to find out who'd dealt the drugs that killed Stu's teenage daughter. I laughed inside at our untimely run-ins—actually, it was her clumsily running into me, creating a food or drink disaster. I recalled the strange feeling of seeing her as an attractive, even desirable woman—especially when she fell on top of me in her bikini down in Mexico. But I realized in the end, she was a young girl—attractive, yes—but a girl who hadn't yet lived life. She saw the world differently than I did. Which was fine with me...it helped clarify and strengthen my love with Marisa. Thinking of Marisa, I was reminded that she'd been acting a little strange lately, and thanks to my asshole half-brother, my attempt to bring her around with my massage therapy was thwarted. I needed to try again. Andi was looking at all the data. I wanted to get to the brainstorming, so I prompted, “So any initial thoughts or theories, or do you just want to sit down and listen in?”
    


    
      She brought her long finger to her chin. She moved from one email to the next, then she stopped in front of the section dedicated to the Baton Rouge murders.
    


    
      “This email sent after discovering the Baton Rouge murders...on one hand, it reads like someone is opening their soul and giving us justification for why he killed those girls, Ariel and Erika.”
    


    
      “Just what I said.” Stu raised a hand that held a frosted cinnamon stick.
    


    
      “But if you take a step back and look it as a whole, it reads more like a script.”
    


    
      I sat up in my chair and set down a piece of crust.
    


    
      “A script from...what?”
    


    
      “It sounds very familiar to me.”
    


    
      I glanced at Brandon, who wrote “Script?” and circled it next to "Murder response email #1."
    


    
      Andi stepped back to the board and tapped her hand next to the name and mug shot of Rolando's editor, Bruce Foxworthy.
    


    
      I noted, “You seem focused on F-O-X.”
    


    
      She turned and pointed at me. “F-O-X. That's it.”
    


    
      “That's just three letters of the man's last name.”
    


    
      She ignored my comment and looked to Brandon, pointing at his iPad. “Can you search for a website that shows quotes from a movie?”
    


    
      Brandon started tapping letters, while Andi nodded. “It's got to be.”
    


    
      “What?” I almost shouted.
    


    
      “F-O-X. That's how Tom Hanks communicated his character's last name in the movie God love Ireland.”
    


    
      My eyes looked down. I recalled that movie. And I think Marisa had the DVD stored under our home TV.
    


    
      “Joe Fox, that's his full name,” Brandon said from the other end of the room. “Give me the quote out loud and let me see if it's in here.”
    


    
      Andi took the lead. "God love Ireland
    


    
      “Found it.” All of us raced over to Brandon and looked over his shoulder. He set the iPad on the table and we stared at the quote, verbatim to what was in the email.
    


    
      “Shit. It was right in front of us the whole time.” I popped a knuckle.
    


    
      “And his co-star? Meg Ryan.” As soon as the words left Andi's mouth, we all traded purposeful stares.
    


    
      We drifted around the room, eyeing the evidence, eventually finding our chairs.
    


    
      “So, this means that the guy who sent the email is into romantic comedies. Is he just playing us?” Rolando questioned.
    


    
      “We can't forget that my source at the café, Patricia, felt certain that Ariel's spelling of the name, F-O-X, was associated with her new male friend.”
    


    
      “The one she didn't get a good look at,” Brandon reminded us, now back out of his chair and wearing a hole in the carpet. “What can we do with this new...what do we call it?”
    


    
      “Data. It doesn't point us to a specific person...yet. But it's a damn good start.” I turned to Andi. “Welcome to the team.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Three


    
      
    


    
      A burst of cool air shot through the crack in the window, triggering an instant gush of water from his eyes, but it also sharpened his mind. He took in a deep breath and thought about the purpose of this jaunt. His pants swelled, and he began to envision a successful evening. He knew that was the key—envision success, and it will happen.
    


    
      The man drove east on I-10 then exited at Highway 90, which turned into West Tennessee Street. He meandered southeast about six miles, right into the heart of North Tallahassee, home of the Florida State Seminoles. He found a lot near a two-story bookstore and parked his old pickup. He turned the rearview mirror downward, and eyed his complexion. He lightly touched both cheeks, then his chin, covered in dark-brown stubble. He opened a green knapsack and pulled out a pair of black-rimmed glasses—nerdy but chic at the same time. They fit his sculptured face perfectly—like everything else in his bag of tricks. He brushed his hair to the left side then paused, thinking he'd spotted a discolored root. It was night, so one hair wouldn't be noticed, certainly not by a college coed whose sole focus was to get laid. He brushed twice more and tossed it in the knapsack.
    


    
      Using new shoe insertions the man stood about six one—he'd heard Tom Cruise used the same method. God love Ireland, he thought. God love Ireland
    


    
      Standing next to his truck, he buttoned his gray vest, noting his bicep hugging his light- blue, button-up shirt. “Nice guns,” he said to no one. He kissed both guns and threw a one-two punch into the air.
    


    
      He adjusted his collar, pulled down his vest, and hit the sidewalk on Railroad Avenue. Confident and cool—that was his aura, that's what drew the looks and desires of women, at least the coeds who had a hint of intelligence. He just couldn't take the complete ditz—he'd rather screw a four-legged animal than be forced to have sex with a stupid bimbo. Then again, this excursion wasn't about sex. It hadn't been about sex in a long time.
    


    
      South of Gaines and Bloxham, the man found a bar with a cool-green tone—in the lighting, the glasses, the walls, everywhere. A mysterious, haunting green. It gave him goose bumps.
    


    
      The man sat at a corner table. “What are your drink specials tonight?” The brunette waitress wearing a green skirt gave him a quick, not-so-subtle once-over, then looked into his eyes—a respectful brown. He chuckled.
    


    
      “I know just what you need.” She lifted both eyebrows, her eyes staring blatantly at his crotch. She walked off, and he studied this prospect: about five-seven, toned legs, a thin waist, and a large bust escaping her Spandex top. He stopped at her neckline and inhaled a slow breath. The skin and slope were perfect, the size just right. But her hair was cut short—butch short—and brown with streaks of pink. That was a showstopper.
    


    
      The waitress soon returned with a drink in hand. “Here you are. It's our own version of a screaming orgasm.” She put a foot on his stool and winked at him suggestively. He shook his head. "What, I'm not good enough for you? Are you gay or something?"
    


    
      “No, but my brother is.”
    


    
      She grabbed her tray and marched off.
    


    
      “Hey, don't worry about her. She's got more moods than Cybil.” A throaty voice approached from his right side.
    


    
      “I just saw two of them. There are more?”
    


    
      The voice turned out to be an attractive young lady, a blonde with beautiful skin and a hell of a neck. Then the man noticed her outfit. Green skirt with a Spandex top—another waitress.
    


    
      “You work a shift with her and you'll lose count. You don't have enough fingers and toes.” She giggled at her own joke.
    


    
      Her laughter was infectious. Demi Moore—that was the voice. Sultry. The waitress had all the right tools to be a top-notch prospect. He decided to probe a bit more.
    


    
      “Are you a Seminole?” He motioned his arm like a tomahawk, copying the tradition repeated by so many FSU fans.
    


    
      “No, not this semester at least.”
    


    
      A dropout. Not good. He looked beyond her, scanning the bar for another specimen.
    


    
      “Just saving a little more money to get my law degree. One more semester is all I need—then, of course, I have to take the bar.”
    


    
      His dark-brown eyes lit up.
    


    
      “I'm really interested in law school. I'd love to hear more,” he said.
    


    
      She hesitated, likely wondering if she could trust this man who looked to be in his mid-to-upper twenties.
    


    
      “I'm actually off the clock in fifteen minutes. Want to wait and we can share a drink?”
    


    
      He took her hand and kissed the top of it. “It would be a pleasure...”
    


    
      “Vanessa.”
    


    
      “Terry, Terry Thorne.”
    


    
      Vanessa floated away and reappeared a few minutes later. They ordered two more screaming orgasms. The moody waitress served them—with a scowl on her face.
    


    
      “Better watch out, she might make a voodoo doll and do all sorts of things to you,” he said with a wicked grin.
    


    
      “Vanessa's voodoo doll. Kind of has a ring to it.”
    


    
      She grabbed her full-length, golden hair and attempted to put it up in a bun.
    


    
      “Hope that doesn't ruin the look for you.” She winked with confidence. Terry enjoyed her playfulness.
    


    
      “You haven't told me your life story, Mr. Terry Thorne.” She put a hand on his.
    


    
      “Well, I live a pretty ordinary life in Miami. I'm a marine biologist,” Terry said, slurping down the last of his drink.
    


    
      “So, you play with Shamu the whale and Flipper the dolphin all day?” She nudged his arm then realized its girth. She tried to put her hand around even half his bicep. “You're like the man of steel.”
    


    
      “Just parts of me.”
    


    
      Another wink. “I like that. Good one.” She leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. God love Ireland
    


    
      “Last call for alcohol,” a voice called out.
    


    
      “What do you say we do a shot? I know it's a little immature, but you only live once.” She cocked her head to the side.
    


    
      God love Ireland “I'm game. What's your weapon of choice?”
    


    
      Five minutes later, they both slammed the miniature glasses of straight Tequila down to the table.
    


    
      “Oooh, I haven't done that in a while.” Vanessa wiped her lips.
    


    
      The pink brunette came by and picked up the glasses. “Thank you,” he said, but got no response.
    


    
      “Terry Thorne thanks you.” Vanessa snorted at the back of her colleague.
    


    
      Her magnetic, throaty voice created a yearning from deep inside. Terry wondered if it could be butterflies.
    


    
      A bald man wearing a nose ring shuffled a broom by their table.
    


    
      “I think that might be our cue.” Vanessa squeezed her shoulders, creating a mouthful of milky-white cleavage.
    


    
      This girl was such a playful tease. He could play this game all night—up until a certain point.
    


    
      Terry smacked his hands to his lap, indicating he was ready for the next step but not wanting to push the agenda.
    


    
      “Are you ready?” he asked.
    


    
      “I'm not sure we have a choice.”
    


    
      But Vanessa didn't budge. She pulled her smart phone out of her purse and scrolled through a feed of some kind, Facebook, Instagram, he couldn't be sure. Then he saw her thin thumbs clicking tiny letters. He stood to the side of her chair, obviously waiting for them to leave, but she continued on, seemingly in her own world. She mouthed a few words, then smiled. She was actually conversing with another person, virtually.
    


    
      She'd either done a complete one-eighty on him, or she was purposely sending him a mixed signal.
    


    
      Had Vanessa been able to use her own tricks to exchange who held the leash?
    


    
      The law student pushed out her chair but held up a finger. Almost like herding cats, Vanessa tried to pull dangling locks of hair into her bun. She reached into her oversized bag and grabbed another brace. “This is the mother of all clips.”
    


    
      How could he have been so naïve? Despite her playful demeanor, Vanessa was a future lawyer, a person who wanted to feel in charge, and likely a master manipulator.
    


    
      Terry could relinquish control, even outwardly show her he could be subservient. Vanessa, was, after all, a hot-blooded, young woman, and ultimately, she'd succumb to the same lustful desires as her collegiate peers. Rah, rah, sis boom bah!
    


    
      He pulled out her chair and followed her toward the door. Her gait was confident, her flats tapping the stained concrete floor. She gave a quick nod to a couple of friends, but her chin remained at the proper authoritative angle.
    


    
      Outside, they stood halfway facing the other, each waiting for the other to lead. Or perhaps to beg. Terry was okay with either. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together, while Vanessa crossed her arms, their chilled breaths curling into the starry sky.
    


    
      “Well, I guess it's getting late.” Terry looked at his watch and turned his head. “Can't miss my late-night SportsCenter.”
    


    
      The bait.
    


    
      “What are you talking about?” Vanessa grabbed his left hand and yanked, and she strode down the sidewalk.
    


    
      He finally caught up. “You're not a sports fan?”
    


    
      “You can turn around and go get your jollies watching sports highlights, or you can hang out with me.” Her eyes stared straight ahead.
    


    
      He paused.
    


    
      She turned and grabbed his shoulders. “Before you answer, just know that I give the best blow jobs in Florida. Best. Ever.”
    


    
      Terry watched her lips, her facial muscles, how they extended down her neck, ultimately landing at her bubbly chest. “I think that's called an irrefutable offer.”
    


    
      She let out that Demi Moore laugh, and Terry reciprocated. “Isn't that one of your law terms?” he said playfully. She grabbed his shirt and jerked him closer, planting a full-mouth kiss. "You're pretty fuckin' cute, you know?" She swiped his hair like he was a puppy.
    


    
      “Talkin' dirty. I like it.”
    


    
      She popped both eyebrows. “Oh, we're just getting started.”
    


    
      They walked four blocks, hung a left, then three more blocks.
    


    
      “Welcome to casa de Vanessa.”
    


    
      Lots of open space in the living room, Terry noticed.
    


    
      “Why don't you run off to powder your nose and I'll, uh...get adjusted.” She bit his earlobe and patted his ass. “Run along now.”
    


    
      Terry hopped down the dark hall, feeling the wall for an entrance to the bathroom. He shut the door, washed his hands, and looked in the mirror. Vanessa might be the most unique girl he'd ever met. Definitely worthy of his time. She had major-league balls. He hadn't been this stimulated since his journey through Ireland. Not enough time to relive his coming-out party.
    


    
      He opened the door and saw a flash of light from the living room. He stepped slowly.
    


    
      “Ah-hah, gotcha.” Vanessa jumped from around the corner and cracked her black leather whip. Terry nearly swallowed his tongue.
    


    
      “Surprised, I see. They all are.” She raised her chin then did a quick pirouette.
    


    
      Terry nearly laughed out loud, but his excited heart rate kept his focus intact. Vanessa was clad in leather—boots, garters, and garter belt. For once, his eyes didn't immediately pan to her neck. She was clean-shaven and had a ring inserted into her clitoris. He looked up and saw two larger, metal hoops piercing her nipples.
    


    
      She cracked the whip. “You do want to be my bitch, don't you?”
    


    
      “Vanessa, I'll be anything you like.”
    


    
      “Good. Call me Miss Vagina and put these on.” She turned around. He paused, thinking he could easily take this opportunity to pull his scalpel from his back pocket and impose his will on her. But why end the night of his life early? He slipped on a bulging black jock strap and a black leather harness with metal studs crossing his chest.
    


    
      She guided her sex slave over to the wall, and he inserted his hands into leather grips, then she slid a mask over his eyes.
    


    
      “This won't hurt...too badly. He-he!” She cracked the whip, and this one connected to his upper thigh. He winced, but adrenaline quickly replaced the pain.
    


    
      “What do you say?” she asked. He turned just a bit. She snapped the whip again, leaving a red welt on his left butt cheek. “What do you say, Terry Thorne?”
    


    
      Her husky, sexy voice fit this show perfectly. “Thank you. Thank you. Miss Vagina.”
    


    
      Vanessa then unleashed a flurry of whip cracks. He jerked left and right, and felt certain blood was oozing from his damaged skin. Suddenly, she grabbed his crotch and rubbed hard and fast.
    


    
      “Before you go too far...here, you put on the mask.”
    


    
      She squinted as he slid the black mask over her seductive eyes. He turned her around to face the wall, her hands now in the leather restraints. He cracked the whip a couple of times to keep her focused, in the moment.
    


    
      “You know how much I appreciate everything about you, Vanessa?”
    


    
      “Miss Vagina! Do you miss my vagina?” She laughed. “Whip me, Terry. I want blood, then I want your semen.”
    


    
      “Sorry, I can only give you one.”
    


    
      Her head twitched, but she said nothing. Even when her risk-compass fluttered, she didn't back down. Impressive...and sensual.
    


    
      “I wish this could last forever.” He took two steps forward and put his arm around her chest, accidentally tugging her nipple rings.
    


    
      “Pull, Terry. Yank them off, if you want. I want blood!” She yelled so loudly her voice cracked.
    


    
      “And you will have it.”
    


    
      He exhaled and slashed her neck, then ripped out her beautiful larynx.
    


    
      He closed his eyes and bowed his head, honoring the greatest gift any girl had given him.
    


    
      With Miss Vagina still dangling from the leather restraints, Terry hosed off in her bathroom and changed his clothes. He pulled out his phone and typed a text message:
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Sent. He scrolled to another recent contact and typed a note:
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Sent.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Four


    
      
    


    
      The white-painted stairs creaked with each plodding step, as Andi balanced two large coffees, a jelly donut, a bag of Funyuns, and a banana in a wobbly, cardboard tray. Coffee smoke bellowed through the small cup holes, and her breath emitted a rhythmic fog as early sunrays crept over the rooftop of the nearby house. Finally at the top of the fifteen steps, Andi had no option other than to use the toe of her Nike running shoe to tap the hollow door. It practically caved in.
    


    
      The door slung open, and Satish clapped his hands.
    


    
      “Where have you been all my life?”
    


    
      “Running errands for you.” Andi stepped through the doorway of the garage apartment situated just behind one of the nicest homes in the area, only two miles from the UNT campus.
    


    
      Satish grabbed his donut and coffee, not noticing the resulting chain reaction from the lack of balance on the tray. Andi quickly snatched her coffee, just a tad sloshing out onto Satish's shag carpet, a mixture of teal and navy blue. She rubbed her sole on the stain, but she knew he'd never notice anyway in this dark, groovy abode.
    


    
      Andi rubbed her swollen eyes. After a late night at the office working through connections in the series of murders, she fit in a bit of studying before sleeping all of three hours. Outside of a couple of late-night phone calls, Trevor had, unfortunately, slipped off her priority list for now. She felt a few butterflies dance when she thought about him—and it wasn't because he was doctor.
    


    
      Satish had sent her a text last night saying new technical scripts he'd written on top of SpyAgent were beginning to pay dividends, and he believed they'd complete their scan and report by seven a.m. She looked at her digital watch: 7:04.
    


    
      “What you got, Satish?”
    


    
      He took a bite of his donut, and purple jelly squeezed between his lips. Andi pointed at his mouth.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      “You have a little...”
    


    
      “Right.” He looked around aimlessly for a napkin. Andi handed him one, and he caught jelly just before it dropped to his white Bruno Mars concert T-shirt.
    


    
      “I have this kick-ass program that's able to scan the content in voicemail files. It should be finished in just a moment.” He glanced at the left monitor. “While we wait, let me show you what we have thus far.”
    


    
      Not a huge coffee fan—especially when it was brewed in a gas station—Andi drank two large gulps of the warm brew, fully expecting a jump-start to her mental engine.
    


    
      “Okay, check this out.” Satish pointed to multiple windows open in the middle monitor. “We have a ton of invoices that show these crazy-ass prices couples are paying for these kids. Check this one here: a hundred twenty-five thousand. Then they add this next number: seventy-five thousand. The line item says it's for birth mother counseling, but that seems crazy high. Total: two hundred Gs.”
    


    
      Andi nodded. “This is good, Satish. And there are others like this?”
    


    
      “So far I've found at least seventy like this or worse, going back two years.”
    


    
      “What else?”
    


    
      “Hold on.” Satish tapped the keyboard then exhaled slowly. “For a moment there, I thought my voicemail scan had frozen up and I'd have to start over. But we're good. Should be done in five.”
    


    
      Andi gestured for the Indian braniac to continue, then took a bite from her almost brittle, green banana.
    


    
      “I found this email from Dmitri Orlov, their general counsel, copying the CEO, which provides specific instructions on how to evade government agencies. He even says they purchased a list of social security numbers for new babies they're smuggling in from Russia.”
    


    
      “This makes me sick, but it's good stuff, Satish.”
    


    
      “That's not all. This dipshit Dmitri says this list of social security numbers are mainly from dead soldiers.”
    


    
      Andi put her hand to her face. “These people are scum, absolute bottom-of-the-barrel scum.”
    


    
      The student/reporter stood up and stretched, then took another bite of her banana.
    


    
      “Your voicemail scan done yet?”
    


    
      “One minute. Almost forgot, I found this icon that opens a secured database. Get this, old Florence actually has a spreadsheet on her computer that lists all of her user names and passwords. It's a treasure chest. It lists every kid who goes through their system. Most go through their Russian office in Moscow. The spreadsheet lists all of their information—date of birth, weight, any issues with the child, any issues with the mother. Then there is a new set of information once they get in the US.” Satish sipped his coffee, eyes bugging out with excitement at the find. He added, “The term they use is 'cleanse.' Once a kid is 'cleansed,' then they're ready to be sold, or adopted legally.”
    


    
      “What are they doing to 'cleanse' these kids?”
    


    
      “Everything. Anything. If it's minor, then it might say they saw a doctor about ear infections or put the baby on non-dairy diet. But they show a pattern of completely ignoring any issues with the birth mother that might affect the kid's long-term physical or mental health. Meth addict? They act like it never happened.”
    


    
      “Holy shit, Satish. This is the mother lode. We can get copies of all this, right?”
    


    
      “I'm saving it to my hard drive, and I've opened a Dropbox so you can grab any file that I've copied down there.”
    


    
      “Damn. Thank you.”
    


    
      Satish beamed with pride. “Give me a minute.”
    


    
      He spun around in his chair and slipped on a headset. His recessed brown eyes didn't blink for sixty seconds, and his hands tap-danced across the keyboard and mouse. “There are more to review, but listen to this voicemail from the manager of the Russian Big Heart office.”
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      A plethora of emotions rushed through Andi. Her stomach twisted, thinking about how these executives knowingly abused kids, adults, everyone touching the system. A tear bubbled in the corner of her eye. Then her resolve kicked in, her inherited instinct that swore to take down this type of scum.
    


    
      Andi grabbed Satish and hugged him through the back of the swivel chair. “You rock, Satish. You freakin' rock.”
    


    
      “Kiss on the cheek?” he asked coyly.
    


    
      “Don't push it, Satish.”
    


    
      “Can't blame an Indian superhero.” He popped a muscle pose. They both looked at his skinny arms and laughed at the same time.
    


    
      “Jenny,” Andi said suddenly, reaching for her phone. She punched in a text, asking Jenny to call as soon as she could.
    


    
      While they waited, Andi called Brandon and reviewed the bounty of proof, and Satish continued reviewing and saving files that could be used for the stories.
    


    
      “You're going to be famous, Satish.” Andi clicked the phone off.
    


    
      He jerked his head back. “Me? I'm just a humble computer programmer.”
    


    
      “You're a freakin' genius, who will likely help save lives.”
    


    
      “Well, it does come naturally.” He fixed his shirt like it was a tuxedo.
    


    
      “Humble you aren't.” She grinned at her friend.
    


    
      Andi went to her car and grabbed her computer bag and then began assembling the key pieces of the top story that would run in tomorrow's paper. After a couple of hours, she looked at her watch. She needed to let Jenny know—now was the time to walk.
    


    
      Andi's stomach growled, which ignited a thought. She picked up her phone and called Trevor. He'd just completed a twenty-four-hour shift, but said he was now off for three days. She asked if he'd like to pick up some sub sandwiches and meet over at Satish's apartment. He sounded energized, which warmed Andi's heart. He also said he had some good news related to Jenny's future.
    


    
      Trevor arrived with twelve-inch subs and chips, and Andi did the introduction.
    


    
      “So this is the man whom you've been spending every waking moment with?” Trevor grinned and extended his hand.
    


    
      “Satish is in the house.” The computer whiz spun around and danced to some unknown tune, then finished with a fist bump.
    


    
      “More Bruno Mars?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “Something like that, whoop, whoop.”
    


    
      Trevor smirked at Andi, and their eyes stayed locked an extra few seconds.
    


    
      The three amigos ate every last bite of the subs. Andi then realized she'd yet to hear from Jenny, voice or text.
    


    
      “Shit. Do you think they know Jenny has been involved?” She looked at Satish. “It's after one o'clock. Lunch is probably over, don't you think? No communication.”
    


    
      “Let's check her computer.” Satish crunched a chip and clicked the mouse. Inside the SpyAgent window in the right-side monitor, a blue screen appeared with a message on top: God love Ireland.
    


    
      “Shit.”
    


    
      “What is it, Satish?”
    


    
      “Someone must have found the software. It had to be a top IT firm that specializes in spyware. No one else would have found it. Sorry.” Satish dipped his head.
    


    
      “Not your fault. But I'm really worried about Jenny.”
    


    
      “I'm sure she's okay and she'll call.” Trevor put his arm around Andi and squeezed her toned shoulder. It felt comforting.
    


    
      Andi's phone buzzed and she punched the speakerphone button.
    


    
      “Jenny?”
    


    
      “Oh my God, you've got to help me,” she said, huffing in the phone, obviously on the move.
    


    
      “Jenny, where are you?”
    


    
      “I'm on the street, running to Nicholas' daycare. They found out, Andi, they found out.”
    


    
      Andi looked at Satish and Trevor.
    


    
      “Look, Jenny, we've got everything. Satish found invoices, a database, emails, a voicemail. These assholes are going down.”
    


    
      Jenny ignored the good news. “They put me in a room in a chair and questioned me for two hours. Dmitri came in and started threatening me and my child, can you believe it?”
    


    
      “Dear God, Jenny, I'm so sorry.”
    


    
      “Look out, sir, get out of my way,” they heard Jenny say, her phone not near her mouth.
    


    
      “Jenny?”
    


    
      “I got up to walk out, and Dmitri grabbed me and started shaking me. The others pulled him off me.” More heavy breaths. “I said I had to go to the bathroom. I picked up my purse and ran down the back stairs into the alley. I really think they might harm me.”
    


    
      “Jenny.”
    


    
      Loud breathing, nearby voices, and heels hitting concrete.
    


    
      “Jenny?”
    


    
      “I just got to my son's daycare.” They heard deep, panting breaths.
    


    
      Trevor nodded at Andi.
    


    
      “Jenny, get your son, pack a quick bag for both of you, then go straight to Hobby Airport and take the next flight to Dallas Love Field.”
    


    
      “But where do I go? What do I do?” Jenny's voice pitched higher, near a panic level.
    


    
      They heard sniffles.
    


    
      “Jenny, it's all going to be okay. Trevor and I will be there to pick you up.”
    


    
      “Who's Trevor?”
    


    
      “He's my friend, just like Satish.”
    


    
      “I guess I can do that.”
    


    
      “Don't waste time, Jenny. Go straight to the airport and text me your flight number.”
    


    
      The line went dead.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Five


    
      
    


    
      A half-eaten, soggy meatball sub sat to the right of my keyboard, along with an open bag of sour cream and onion chips. I was either uninspired or my stomach was too gnarled to digest food.
    


    
      I yawned, realizing my lack of sleep was catching up to me. That and a lack of intimacy with my lifelong partner. I'd come home late last night, then awoke and showered just as Marisa was rolling over. We exchanged a warm kiss, but it was more of a grandmother kiss. Marisa had been cordial, even loving at times, but over the last week, her mind seemed elsewhere. Aloof was another word that came to mind. Once we got past this story and life returned to normal, I knew that I owed her—us—a mini vacation to a warm, sandy beach with plenty of fruity drinks and no Wi-Fi connection.
    


    
      I scratched my chin and felt stubble—I'd run out of the house without shaving—and shuffled folders looking for the emails from Yours Truly. I placed them in chronological order on my desk and read them. Then I read them again, looking for a pattern, something to jump out and tell me who wrote these emails, who killed these girls. Were the emails and the murders even connected? Even with the Joe Fox quote from God love Ireland, what did it really get us? I took a deep breath, knowing it was a piece of the puzzle. I huffed, feeling as though a strange ticking clock was running in my mind, and the alarm was set to go off sporadically, whenever the killer or killers struck. Each death felt like a blow to my kidney. Was I worried about this network of lunatics somehow touching Marisa? Yes, but all the killings appeared to have been so random, so I knew, logically, there was little reason to be on high alert on the home front. I think the most pressing concern was our responsibility to the community. We'd been sitting on all of this information for weeks, and because of our partnership with law enforcement, we'd been unable to report a damn thing.
    


    
      I glanced at the clock on my computer and realized I was ten minutes late to my own meeting. Holding folders and loose papers, a bottled water, and my open bag of smelly chips, I raced into the glass house. “Sorry guys.” I started to close the door, but a shoe slipped in at the last second.
    


    
      “It's me, sorry. I'm running even later.” Andi waved a hand of relief. She quickly walked in and sat next to Stu, across from Rolando and Brandon, all of whom were either working email or a story.
    


    
      I glanced around the room still lined with whiteboards full of notes, pictures, clippings, theories, and yes, the emails.
    


    
      “Our goal today is to try to piece all of this together, based on what we've got so far. I know we've all been thinking it about since we broke off late last night. Any new thoughts, ideas, theories?”
    


    
      Four blank faces looked at me then panned the room. Apparently, there had been no dream-induced discoveries.
    


    
      “I know I'm saying the obvious here, but I'm getting concerned about not sharing any of this with the public.” I held my arms up to the data points scattered around us.
    


    
      “But if we do, we'll be cut off from the FBI. They'd probably say we were impeding their investigation. Could get ugly,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “That's our dilemma.” I rolled my fingers on the table a few times.
    


    
      Andi arched her neck and looked out into the newsroom.
    


    
      “We keeping you from something?” That sounded harsher than I'd intended.
    


    
      “Uh, no. Just checking to see if Trevor is still sitting at my desk.”
    


    
      “Trevor. New intern?”
    


    
      “No, yes. Well, not an intern here. He works up at Denton County Regional Medical Center, and he's been helping me on the Big Heart story. Brandon's aware of the latest on all that.” She nodded toward our editor.
    


    
      “Andi gave me the scoop earlier this morning. Unbelievable shit. She's already started writing the story.”
    


    
      “Cool. I look forward to reading it.”
    


    
      My phone buzzed. It was Guidry. I gave a quick wink to Andi and opened the line.
    


    
      “Ears burning?”
    


    
      “Uh, if you're part of the FBI, your ears always burn. Love us, hate us, it really doesn't matter.”
    


    
      “Mind if I put you on speaker?”
    


    
      “Sure. Did you guys ever sleep last night?”
    


    
      “Enough. What good news can you share?” I twisted the cap off my water and took a swig.
    


    
      “I do have some good news. But—”
    


    
      “What now?” I rubbed my stiffening neck.
    


    
      “We found another body, last night in Dallas.”
    


    
      Andi let out an audible gasp. The others just shook their heads.
    


    
      “It's a girl, same basic MO. Young, pretty, rolled up in a rug, naked. Throat slashed, but a lot of other damage as well. This perp is starting to lose it—if it's one guy.”
    


    
      I pounded my fist on the table, surprising myself and everyone else in the room.
    


    
      “What was that?”
    


    
      “Jesus, Guidry. When are we ever going to get in front of this?” I released a forceful huff. “Forget it. I know you have no answers. Shit, we have no answers.”
    


    
      “Michael, I get it. It fuckin' sucks. But we have no options other than working the case, piecing together evidence, using our resources. The case God love Ireland break. I just want it to happen before another one is killed. I know we all feel that way.”
    


    
      It felt like the pace of the killings had increased. “What's the good news?” I asked with little energy.
    


    
      “Hold on, Carl's calling me on the other line.”
    


    
      I tried to regain my focus, realizing others were watching and reading my signals.
    


    
      “Hey, Michael I'm back. Carl's listening in too.”
    


    
      “What's up?” Carl's baritone was a sharp contrast to the Guidry's Cajun twang.
    


    
      “Guidry has good news, and we need it.”
    


    
      “Right. The FBI cyber unit has identified a tagged photo on Facebook that someone took in an Oxford bar called Proud Larry's.” Guidry paused—was he combing his greasy, black hair? “In the background of the photo you can see a man talking to Whitney. It's fuzzy, and it only partially shows his face. It was taken the last night anyone saw Whitney.”
    


    
      My heart felt like I'd just received a jolt from two electric paddles.
    


    
      “The bartender who took the photo actually says he recalls overhearing the man introducing himself to Whitney. Said his name was Sam.”
    


    
      I nearly winced, realizing the name didn't match our Joe Fox in Baton Rouge.
    


    
      “Here's the funny thing. The man in the photo worked at the bar briefly, and the name he put on the application was Joe Fox.”
    


    
      I took the opportunity to explain our breakthrough the previous night, connecting the Baton Rouge murder email to a quote from God love Ireland, recited by the character Joe F-O-X.
    


    
      Guidry was appreciative. “That definitely helps. I'll get this to our BSU right away. Maybe this will spark a broader connection.”
    


    
      “Does this add or take away from the multiple-killer theory?”
    


    
      "Hard to say. The use of Joe Fox and Sam by the same person is a definite plus. We never got much of a description in Baton Rouge from the café barista. I'll send you the link to the Facebook photo, and you guys can mull it over.
    


    
      “I think I hear Tucker yelling my name. By the way, I appreciate you guys playing ball with us, helping us out. You may not think it, but you God love Ireland helping the community...just in a different way than you're used to.”
    


    
      Still, it didn't give me great confidence that we'd been a step ahead of the FBI.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Six


    
      
    


    
      Along with the Facebook link, Guidry had sent us a mug shot of the latest victim in Dallas, an SMU graduate student named Jordan, and within minutes Brandon had developed a new section in our glass house dedicated to her brutal murder.
    


    
      I spoke into the green lights on the Polycom. “Andi, can you hear us okay?” Andi had received a text, and she and her friend, Trevor, had jumped into her car to head down to Love Field.
    


    
      “Hear you just fine.”
    


    
      “If you think this might distract you from driving, just drop off. We'll muddle along somehow.” I knew we needed her input to make headway.
    


    
      “Not a problem. Trevor is driving.”
    


    
      I raised an eyebrow, then got up and walked the room. I stopped in front of Whitney's mug shot.
    


    
      “I know you can't see me, Andi, but I'm re-reading the email we received after Whitney's body was found in Oxford.”
    


    
      I heard papers flap.
    


    
      “Yep, have it right here. Reading it again too.”
    


    
      I glanced around the table to see if I noticed a light above anyone's head.
    


    
      “Rolando?”
    


    
      He shook his head.
    


    
      “Stu, what're you thinking?”
    


    
      “I keep reading this email, things like, God love Ireland I'm probably too old, take things too literally, but it seems like he either knows this person, or is familiar with her in some way.”
    


    
      I nodded, attempting to follow his logic, any logic to find the answer.
    


    
      “It's gotta be in the name,” Andi said through the Polycom.
    


    
      “Which name? If this is the same guy, then he's using all sorts of names. Maybe they're all fake?”
    


    
      “Brandon, can you search—?”
    


    
      Brandon cut her off. “Andi, if you're wondering if I've taken this Oxford email and looked for a match in the quotes from Joe Fox in God love Ireland, the answer is yes. And no...no match.”
    


    
      “Not exactly,” Andi said. “Can you bring up all Meg Ryan movies and search for leading men characters who have a first name of Sam?”
    


    
      “I'm on it.”
    


    
      I ate two leftover sour cream and onion chips and pondered how Andi—maybe girls in general—think through problems and come to conclusions or theories that we men would never have considered.
    


    
      “Okay, I see two movies who have a character named Sam. God love Ireland...”
    


    
      We all looked at each other. Rolando shrugged his shoulders.
    


    
      “Stars Matthew Broderick. Not sure you want me to give you the summary,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “No, that's okay.”
    


    
      “Second one is—”
    


    
      Andi jumped in. “God love Ireland.”
    


    
      “If you already knew it then why didn't you just speak up?”
    


    
      “I wasn't a hundred-percent certain, and I really didn't know how many Sams would be out there in her filmography.”
    


    
      “Filmography? Is that a word?” Stu asked.
    


    
      “It is on this website. The Internet speaks the truth,” Brandon joked.
    


    
      “Always. What are the quotes for God love Ireland?”
    


    
      “Checking.” Brandon held the email in one hand and clicked his iPad with the other.
    


    
      “Got it...in black and white.”
    


    
      “Cool. Nice work, Andi,” I said. The connection felt like a giant leap for mankind, but it still didn't prove anything.
    


    
      I summarized, “So, if we take this in chronological order, we've got a fake Joe Fox bartending in Oxford, then telling Whitney he's Sam. We're presuming it's Sam Baldwin from God love Ireland because of the quote we got once the body had been found.” I ate another chip. "Then, we have a reference to F-O-X in Baton Rouge, then later get an email that connects a quote from Joe Fox in God love Ireland."
    


    
      “That sums it up,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “The more we learn, the more it sounds like none of this involves my editor,” Rolando muttered under his breath, with a hint of uncertainty.
    


    
      I nodded, but my mind was taking the next step. I asked Brandon to pull up the Facebook photo from Guidry.
    


    
      “Make it full screen.”
    


    
      All of us in the room gathered around Brandon. “Hold on, Andi, let me forward you this link.”
    


    
      Guidry was right. The photo of the man in question was out of focus. And you could only see about two-thirds of him, and he was sitting down. It appeared he had on glasses of some kind, and his hair was on the light side and sticking up on top, likely from hair gel.
    


    
      We needed confirmation one way or the other, and I wasn't going to travel six hours to Oxford or play games with the FBI. I pulled out my cell phone, searched for the mega bookstore in northeast Baton Rouge and tapped the phone-number link.
    


    
      Fortunately, Patricia, my original source, answered the phone, and I gave her a brief update of where things stood in the investigation. I then texted her the Facebook link to the photo of Sam Baldwin...who was hopefully Joe Fox.
    


    
      “So, what do you think, Patricia?” I put her on speakerphone, motioning to everyone in the room to zip it. “Uh, hmmm. I only saw the back of the Ariel's friend here in the cafe.” You could hear the wheels turning. “My recollection is that Ariel's friend had dark-brown hair, and it wasn't spiky. He might have had a beard. I didn't get a full look, but I caught a quick glimpse of one side of his face, and I think I saw a brown beard.”
    


    
      I coiled my lips and exhaled. Was this another dead end? Or did a door just open, albeit one that created far more complexity? I started thinking through a theory. Maybe one person was orchestrating everything—and flaunting it through his fantasy emails—but he had a network of killers carrying out the insidious acts.
    


    
      Plausible? Yes. But what would the director of this sick play stand to gain?
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      “Check your text again. It looks we've gone through a full wave of passengers, and no sign of Jenny and Nicholas.” Trevor dodged people getting off the bank of escalators, his bright-green eyes looking for a young, petite Asian woman with a five-year-old boy.
    


    
      “Flight 46. Left Houston Hobby at five thirty p.m., scheduled to arrive at Love Field at six twenty-five p.m., landing at Gate 3.” Andi eyed the horizontal flight status board mounted above the descending escalators. "There it is. On time. Landed fifteen minutes ago.
    


    
      “Where could she have gone?”
    


    
      Sleep deprivation had begun to invade Andi's body. A resonating ache permeated her core, and her eyelids felt like ten-pound weights. This tension wasn't helping, and she now wondered if Jenny and Nicholas had ever made it to their scheduled flight.
    


    
      She'd been running nearly nonstop since the pickup had skidded into Miss Caroline's parking lot carrying the two kids who found Olivia's body early Monday morning. Working with Satish and Jenny had been tedious and—she hated to admit it—emotionally draining as well. Finding all of this evidence had been an enormous boon, but Jenny's uncertain status and the threats, even actions, from the Big Heart execs had created tremendous stress for Andi. She knew if anything happened to Jenny and her son, she'd never forgive herself.
    


    
      “Jesus, Trevor, I'm scared. I got this bad feeling that Dmitri and...I don't know, his Russian mafia, hunted down Jenny and did something bad.”
    


    
      “Call her.”
    


    
      The number went straight to voicemail. Andi raised a hand to her head, her hair a scattered mess. A tear escaped the corner of her eye.
    


    
      Still wearing blue scrubs from his twenty-four-hour shift, Trevor put an arm around Andi, and slowly she let her tired head feel the comfort of his chest.
    


    
      “I know how tough this is on you. I hate seeing you like this.” He kissed her forehead through her bangs.
    


    
      She wrapped her arms around the young doctor and closed her eyes. The hospital smell still lingered on his scrubs, but a dash of his scent—some type of subtle cologne or just Trevor—infused her body.
    


    
      “Let's go to the counter over here and ask the agent if she was on board or not,” he said.
    


    
      “Right. Makes sense.” She shook her head, realizing her brain wasn't operating in full capacity right now.
    


    
      Andi stopped and looked around. “Did you hear something?” Trevor's eyes looked toward the escalators.
    


    
      “Andi, Andi!” A petite woman with black leggings, a white shirt, and a long, black blazer ran down the last few steps, dragging a black-headed boy behind her.
    


    
      Andi turned and ran toward Jenny, her arms extended. They hugged each other like long-lost sisters. In some sense, they were.
    


    
      “I thought something had happened,” Andi said, holding Jenny's head in her hands.
    


    
      “We missed our first flight. Nicholas here had to go potty.” She smirked at her young son, who gave a slight nod to his mom. "They were able to move us to the six p.m. flight. Just got in a couple of minutes ago. Sorry I didn't text you. All the chaos started to upset Nicholas.
    


    
      They hugged again, and then Andi introduced Trevor as the group ambled toward baggage claim.
    


    
      “Nicholas, can you say hi to Trevor?” Jenny mimicked a little kid wave, hoping to encourage a response...any reaction from her autistic child. He didn't respond, and Jenny appeared to take in a tired breath.
    


    
      Trevor leaned down and talked to Nicholas about all the bags that were streaming in on top of the motorized conveyer belts. Slowly, the two boys walked closer to the looping mechanism.
    


    
      “Jenny, you've been through so much. I just can't thank you enough for everything you've done.” Andi touched Jenny's arm and both ladies watched the boys interact.
    


    
      “It had to be done. I couldn't live with myself. Those poor kids are being treated like pieces of meat, even worse. And all the parents, real or adopted, are getting screwed by everyone at Big Heart.” Andi could see Jenny's emotions begin to bubble up.
    


    
      Jenny pointed toward her one enormous suitcase popping through the flapping plastic, and the ladies wandered up to the carousel.
    


    
      “There are big bags and small bags.” Trevor altered his playful voice for each item, and Nicholas appeared interested and more at ease in this strange place. “There are blue bags and brown bags and even green bags. What color is mommy's bag?”
    


    
      Nicholas ran five steps and put his hand out. “Red. This is Mommy's red bag.” He patted it twice and smiled. Jenny picked up her son and kissed him on the cheek. He mostly ignored it, then pulled a Lego spaceship from his mother's purse and began making swooshing sounds while twirling around with his favorite toy.
    


    
      The sliding door shut on Andi's Mystery Machine. They'd purchased a kid's seat at the airport and Trevor spent thirty minutes figuring out how to attach it. He only let out a few mumbled curse words during the process. They exited the garage and took a left onto Mockingbird.
    


    
      “Well, I guess this is our new home, a new life,” Jenny said staring out the window like a little kid herself. City lights blinked and jets rumbled low across the dark sky.
    


    
      Andi nodded at Trevor, who was feeling more like an actual boyfriend, dare she say.
    


    
      “Jenny, we know you're worried about piecing together a new life here, so I'd like to put your mind at ease.” Andi saw Jenny's eyes get wide with anticipation.
    


    
      “You have an interview set up for Monday to be a social worker up where I work, at Denton Regional Medical Center.”
    


    
      Jenny sat up and grabbed the headrest. “Really? Oh, Trevor, Andi, thank you. I hope I'm prepared.”
    


    
      “With your experience, I'm sure you'll be fine. I know the lady who heads up that department, and I have a feeling she's going to love you.” Andi noticed Trevor's cheeky grin highlighting his two dimples...cute, bordering on sexy.
    


    
      “By the way, I understand you're also a burgeoning artist?”
    


    
      “Well, I've done a little here and there. Always wondered if I had something inside, you know?”
    


    
      “My doctor friend at the hospital...her husband is a professor at UNT, and he said he can get you into the school with your previous art school credits, and you should be able to start taking part-time classes this summer.”
    


    
      Jenny made no audible reply. Tears streamed down her face. Andi handed her a tissue.
    


    
      “Jenny, this is what you've wanted. After everything you've been through, you deserve this, for yourself as much as for Nicholas.”
    


    
      Jenny nodded and put a hand on both Andi's and Trevor's shoulders. “I've never had help like this.” She giggled through tears. "One more thing, then I'll shut up," Trevor said. "Through my network of doctor contacts, I know someone who's been involved in research showing a possible connection between autism and Lyme disease."
    


    
      Jenny twisted her head. “I think I read an article about this.”
    


    
      “Well, I know the doctor. And he's open to seeing pediatric patients. I told him about little Nicholas.”
    


    
      Jenny leaned back and wrapped her arms around her five-year-old treasure, who continued flying his spaceship like no one else was around.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      Weary from a long road trip and then standing next to the outdoor grill for the last ninety minutes, Gerald decided to sit down in the ergonomic poolside recliner. If he was any more relaxed, he would fall asleep. Bullfrogs croaked and flying bugs caromed off the metal screen that enveloped the small outdoor pool. Gerald felt a bite on his arm, and he smacked the mosquito. He winced, aware of the noise it created and paused his breath, looking right toward the home's sliding glass door. Still no signs of life.
    


    
      Gerald peered toward the nearby golf course, a couple of landscape lights illuminating a tee box perched next to a small pond. Fresh water, salt water... it mattered not for alligators in Naples. They'd even take a dip in your pool, if not for the man-made barricades. As a fellow Floridian, he'd heard dozens of stories of kids being plucked off their yard by the piercing jaws of one of the fiercest creatures that walked the earth. He wondered if one might be eyeing him right now.
    


    
      The salty, humid air filled his lungs. Here it was almost midnight and he'd hardly budged, yet he oozed a light coat of perspiration. He hadn't brought the proper attire for this leg of the trip. He nudged his plaid shirt up his arms another couple of inches and thought about the purpose of this destination.
    


    
      There are some things in life that you can't avoid...you must face them head-on, even if the task doesn't bring immediate gratification. Gerald huffed and knew this, indeed, was one of those tasks. Roy Dixon had served a purpose, a most important cog in his plan to trigger the transfer of power in his father's company. Gerald had hired the hijacker—a college dropout toiling away at some greasy fast-food joint, making just enough cash to feed his heroin binges. He threw enough money at the greedy little bastard to kill the pot-bellied, golden-cuffed man lounging in seat 5A: Gerald's dad. Not by knife or gun, but by shoving his ungrateful, fat ass out of the plane as it was descending into Miami. A two-thousand foot plunge...more than enough time for dear old dad to beg for forgiveness for all his life's sins, most importantly how he'd mistreated his second son—the physically-flawed, adopted son.
    


    
      A gush of adrenaline raced through Gerald's bloodstream, and he felt goose bumps on his forearms.
    


    
      Roy had waited to the right moment, then shot the drugged-out hijacker with one shot to the head. His sharp-shooting skills were only outmatched by his own lustful desires and his ability to justify his actions. Killing that little punk had vaulted Roy to hero status, not just from fellow passengers, but also management. But his sudden retirement and irresponsible spending habits had drawn second looks, then an internal investigation. This story would have no fairy tale ending.
    


    
      Gerald touched his face, feeling undulations, a void of skin and meat in both cheeks and along his chin. He briefly closed his eyes, and powerful, sensual images flashed through his mind from his recent conquests.
    


    
      He felt a vibration. An automated garage door rising. He twisted out of his chair and stood on the other side of the wall next to the sliding glass door. He heard drawers shut and a glass cling against a counter. Gerald picked up a pebble and tossed it at the steel grill on the other side of the patio. The outside light popped on; the door slid open. He saw a cowboy boot and starched, creased jeans, then the back of Roy Dixon.
    


    
      “Hiya, Roy.”
    


    
      The former federal air marshal jerked his hand toward the spot where his pistol used to reside. Old habits die hard...but no harder than Roy would.
    


    
      Gerald took a step forward, his face illuminated by the yellow light.
    


    
      Roy tilted his head, his mouth wide open. “Who are you? What happened to you?”
    


    
      Like so many others, Roy gazed nervously at something he'd never seen, never imagined. It wasn't the sunken face with a nub for a chin, although those features weren't exactly attractive, Gerald knew. The eyes stared at Roy. One eye so blue, it didn't look real. Not the kind of blue that anyone found handsome. This blue glowed like a mineral from another planet, another world. The pupil was tiny and the white background nearly nonexistent. The other eye was brown, with a wide rim of red. Gerald called it devil red.
    


    
      “I'm here to complete our business transaction, Roy.” Gerald tapped his instrument on his left hand and shook his head.
    


    
      “What transaction?” Roy couldn't stop staring at Gerald's eyes, but he leaned back as if trying to escape their deathly glare.
    


    
      “I think you know. You've been a bad boy, Roy. Very bad.”
    


    
      “What are you talking about? I'm a former federal air marshal, retired with honors.”
    


    
      “Oh, don't feed me that line of bullshit, Roy. I know who you are, what you've done. I paid you, dumbass.” Gerald shook his head, annoyed at the man's attempt at fooling him. “The question is, do you want to die quickly, or take up a lot of my time?”
    


    
      Roy raised both arms, his body rigid with unmitigated fear. He glanced around, obviously looking for a weapon, a way out. He had neither.
    


    
      “Roy, I'm stronger than you, quicker than you, and smarter than you. But I've also got this mean streak that tends to rear its ugly head at the wrong time. Which one is it, Roy? Die quickly, or die slow and suffer?”
    


    
      “I—” Roy touched his head.
    


    
      “Roy, answer me.” Gerald moved closer, his blade flashing off a neighbor's backyard spotlight.
    


    
      “I can't—”
    


    
      “Nothing I hate worse than a mumbler.”
    


    
      Gerald could see Roy eye the latched screen door ten feet away. So predictable. Roy jolted left, and Gerald simply stuck out his foot. The former federal agent wasn't as spry, and he stumbled like a drunken sailor, his forehead and face skidding to a stop on the brick poolside tumblers.
    


    
      “That's all you got. Really? Not very impressive from the former air marshal of the year.”
    


    
      “You don't have to do this.” Roy's voice cracked with emotion. He raised a shaky hand, and Gerald almost felt a tinge of sorrow for the old bastard.
    


    
      “I think we need to look at this situation through a scientific lens. For every action, there is always an equal reaction. You know, like physics and shit.”
    


    
      Confusion overtook panic and dread on Roy's creased, tan face.
    


    
      “You don't have a clue what I said, do you?”
    


    
      Roy slowly shook his head, his eyes pasted to the scene before him.
    


    
      Gerald belted out a huge laugh. “Here, let me help you.” He methodically took Roy's hand. Roy slowly returned the grip and began to get up from the ground.
    


    
      “You see, this has all been a misunderstanding,” Roy said, just rising to his feet.
    


    
      Using Roy's weight as leverage, Gerald swung his right arm with all his might and jabbed his scalpel into Roy's eye socket. Roy let out a blood-curdling scream.
    


    
      “No, I don't see,” Gerald said between his teeth. He then sliced downward, gashing Roy's face.
    


    
      In five minutes flat, Gerald ripped Roy's entire body to shreds. Then he removed his own bloodstained clothes and jumped in the pool for a quick refresher.
    


    
      Reinvigorated, Gerald stood naked next to a circle of blood, pool water dripping onto Roy's mutilated carcass.
    


    
      Oh, how the mighty hero has fallen. But one will rise to the top.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Forty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      “Any word from your long-lost brother?” Brandon chewed a bite of a breakfast sandwich, and crumbs spilled onto my desk.
    


    
      “Half-brother.”
    


    
      “I'm not sure I'd claim that high of a percentage.”
    


    
      I wasn't surprised with Brandon's opinion of Jeremiah, especially since Brandon had led the interrogation during our last night together—a supposed going-away party.
    


    
      “We haven't received a thank you card or towering gift basket from Harry & David,” I said.
    


    
      Brandon picked melted cheese off the wrapper. “Thank God that tool left town. I know the girls...well, Carrie was all enamored with his quiet personality and studly body, but he seemed off-kilter. No offense.”
    


    
      I held up my hands as a way to disassociate myself from Jeremiah, although I knew the bloodlines still existed.
    


    
      “There was something that didn't click about that guy. He tried too hard to be pleasant...until he had that strange passive-aggressive departure from your house.”
    


    
      I thought more about the aftermath of Jeremiah's visit, and Marisa's odd detachment that had morphed into the slightest of wedges in our relationship. Nothing confrontational, just a little annoyance on the bottom of your foot that once you finally look at it turns out to be a black, fuzzy wart.
    


    
      I popped a knuckle. “Key word there is departure. Gone. Behind us.”
    


    
      Brandon nodded. “Couldn't agree more. Life has returned to normal...if a relationship with Carrie can be normal. She's never boring, but she's certainly frisky.”
    


    
      “TMI, dude.”
    


    
      Brandon turned a shade of red then stuffed the rest of the biscuit in his mouth. “See you in ten for our brainstorming session.”
    


    
      I gestured then picked up today's edition of the God love Ireland. I touched the newsprint, and my fingers turned black.
    


    
      Headline: God love Ireland
    


    
      Sub-header: God love Ireland
    


    
      I read the entire story, including the jump page. Must have been sixty inches or more. Our college intern had freakin' knocked it out of the park.
    


    
      “Andi Osborne, what the hell have you done?” I slapped the paper on the glass house meeting room table.
    


    
      Her brown eyes got wide, her face full of trepidation. “Uh, I'm sorry, I didn't mean to. What did I do exactly?”
    


    
      “You nailed this story like a twenty-year pro. You just reset the standard around here. Congratulations.” I walked around and extended a hand. She stood up, looked around, and shook it.
    


    
      Brandon and Rolando whistled and clapped, and I even joined in with the applause.
    


    
      “Nice job, Andi.” Rolando shared a fist bump with her.
    


    
      I just noticed we were minus our elder statesman. “Anyone seen Stu?”
    


    
      Rolando lifted both arms, and Andi shook her head. Brandon had his head buried in his iPad.
    


    
      “Earth to Brandon.”
    


    
      “Huh? Sorry. We just got another email.”
    


    
      “Yours Truly?”
    


    
      Brandon nodded.
    


    
      “No doubt an email related to the Dallas murder...Jordan.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Let's get Carl and Guidry on the phone right away. And print copies for those of us in the room and our evidence board.”
    


    
      Minutes later, the Polycom chimed, and two voices came alive.
    


    
      “We've got to stop meeting like this,” Carl said.
    


    
      “You guys stop the killer, or killers as the case may be, and we'll stop calling,” I said, then looked at Brandon. “Did you send it?”
    


    
      “On the way.”
    


    
      Just then, Stu flung open the glass house door. “Sorry I'm late. Been in Denton. Share my info later.” He sat down and grabbed a hard copy.
    


    
      I took a deep breath. “Okay, this is my first time to read it. Here it goes.”
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      God love Ireland
    


    
      Carl jumped in with his two-cent analysis. “So far, none of the ME reports show any semen or sexual assault. This email talks about how sex gets in the way. Gotta be a connection there.”
    


    
      I didn't want us spinning our wheels, so I tried to move it along, knowing we usually did our best work without the FBI looking over our shoulders.
    


    
      “We'll put this on our list to evaluate, as I'm sure you'll do the same with the BSU.” I miraculously contained my sarcasm.
    


    
      “You know the process,” Guidry said.
    


    
      “We did make a connection on Sam/Joe in Oxford—not the Facebook photo, the email. Turns out that quote was from Sam Baldwin in God love Ireland,” I said.
    


    
      “Shit. Another Meg Ryan movie,” Guidry said. “I'm sure our BSU was just a step away from that.”
    


    
      I was beginning to wonder if they could find their asses with both hands.
    


    
      “That'll narrow their focus for this last one in Dallas,” Guidry said.
    


    
      “Just to be transparent, we spoke to Patricia, the Baton Rouge barista once more.”
    


    
      “Shit, Michael. Do you carry a badge I'm not aware of?” Carl inquired.
    


    
      “Free world and all. Anyway, we had her look at the Facebook photo, hoping she'd see a resemblance to F-O-X. Even with a couple of leading questions, they sound like different people, hair color, glasses, facial hair, everything.”
    


    
      “We'll follow up.”
    


    
      Guidry sounded annoyed. So be it.
    


    
      “Any other news you guys can share...will share?” I asked.
    


    
      “Cyber team pinpointed exact location of the email sender. It's in the Pudong business district in Shanghai. A small office in the Jin Mao Tower, one of the tallest buildings in the world, I might add. Apparently, some of the world's most prominent hackers have worked out of this office. Global operation. We're working with Chinese authorities to raid the office, confiscate computers. We're hoping to get a list of their customers, find out who hired them.”
    


    
      I breathed a sigh of relief. The power and reach of the FBI had finally been felt.
    


    
      We hung up and tried to continue the momentum.
    


    
      Stu cleared his throat. “Before we dig in for the day, let me share some information I just learned.” He put on reading glasses and opened his notepad. "Olivia was a music grad student, and she was at this bar watching an Eagles cover band."
    


    
      “Too bad it wasn't the real thing.” Brandon looked at me, but I ignored him and nodded to Stu.
    


    
      “I got a name and a description of a guy she was seen leaving with. The name was Sam.”
    


    
      Everyone looked up, and Andi flipped open her laptop and started clicking.
    


    
      “His description is the bad news: clean-shaven, blond ponytail, black-rimmed glasses.”
    


    
      “Not a match to either guy,” Rolando said, shaking his head.
    


    
      “One step forward, at least one step back.” I picked up the email Yours Truly had sent after Olivia's corpse had been found. I thought about the gory scene in the field, her bloated, discolored body resting at such an awkward angle, yet so still.
    


    
      Andi put her finger to her screen and moved her lips.
    


    
      “You got anything?”
    


    
      “I automatically guessed Sam Baldwin again, but this quote—”
    


    
      “The one where he talks about his love throbbing at a fevered cadence?” Brandon rolled his eyes.
    


    
      “That's the one. It isn't from God love Ireland. Apparently, this is from that other Sam movie, God love Ireland.”
    


    
      Brandon made the appropriate updates to Olivia's evidence board.
    


    
      “We're on a roll now,” Rolando said.
    


    
      I got up and walked the room, studying each section, looking for a common thread, or, frankly, anything we hadn't considered.
    


    
      “I'm not sure we can get much headway on this email from today, about men and women and sex. We have no name,” Brandon said.
    


    
      “Forget the name. Let's split up the Meg Ryan movies and start searching through quotes,” Andi said.
    


    
      It was cool to see her take the lead. They divided the flicks and each began searching on their respective laptops. I continued walking the whiteboards. I stopped in front of Whitney, the Ole Miss grad student murdered in Oxford. Brandon had printed off a copy of the Facebook photo of Sam/Joe. I held the copy of the photo, then stepped to my right and reviewed the physical description Stu had just given us. “Strange to look at a photo, knowing that person is likely a murderer, huh?” Brandon had come up beside me. He pulled up the same photo on his iPad.
    


    
      I was too deep in thought to answer. Between the various witnesses' descriptions and the actual Facebook photo, the appearances of these men were different, certainly, but there was something about the Facebook photo that looked strangely familiar. My mind battled with the descriptions written in words versus an actual photo, even one out of focus. Taking the photo off the wall, I tried to ignore the words, carrying the image to each murdered girl's mug shot, reviewing pertinent details.
    


    
      “It's got to be here in front of us. We're holding countless emails, a lot of them quoting fictional characters from movies.”
    


    
      “But who said this movie crap, all of these emails, are actually telling us anything? Could be a complete farce, either to confuse us, take us in another direction—” Stu said.
    


    
      “Or to just fuck with our minds.” The room went silent, all heads turned to the youngest. “You know, playing games with us.”
    


    
      “At times it feels like we're being played.” I tuned back to the boards, pacing. My mind was processing information over and over again, hoping a nugget would stick.
    


    
      Now everyone was standing, Rolando carrying his laptop, others holding hard copies. The team looked like a theatre group deep in thought, trying to learn their lines for opening night.
    


    
      “We might just be wasting our time. The FBI has analysts, computer programs, databases, so many resources. They've been working this case since...when?” Stu threw up his hands, disgust painting his face.
    


    
      “The Federal Bureau of Incompetence?” Brandon said. “Screw them. They haven't found diddly shit.”
    


    
      “Can someone review the timeline with me? Being late to the party and all, it might help me visualize some things.” Andi ran fingers through her hair.
    


    
      Brandon took the honor as the rest of us listened. I actually zoned out for a minute then caught the end.
    


    
      “Wait. Did you say Olivia's body was discovered on a Monday morning?”
    


    
      “Uh, yeah. The previous Friday night we had that so-called going-away party for brother Jeremiah, then two days later you guys get a close-up of a corpse.”
    


    
      I turned to Andi, then I walked back to the whiteboards and pushed through the timeline in my head, studied the photo again.
    


    
      “What're you thinking, boss?” Brandon asked.
    


    
      “You have a brother?” Stu asked
    


    
      I exhaled then popped a knuckle. “Brandon, look at this photo and try not to look at the face. I know this is strange, but try to imagine this Sam/Joe guy without a shirt.”
    


    
      The group broke out in laughter and razzed Brandon for a minute straight. Rolando's scrunched face was so red, I thought he might have a seizure.
    


    
      Brandon knew I was serious. His brow furrowed, then he looked up at me and turned his head.
    


    
      “You never answered my question. Who is this Jeremiah, your brother?” Stu asked.
    


    
      I glanced at Brandon, who was still focusing on the photo. I turned to Stu. “He's my half-brother. It's complicated, maybe a little embarrassing. My mom had another baby while living with my aunt in Corpus and put him up for adoption. I never knew any of it. Then he just showed up on our doorstep thirteen days ago.”
    


    
      Stu nodded then looked down without saying a word.
    


    
      I glanced back at Brandon, whose face contorted.
    


    
      “Michael, are you sure you want to go there? I know he's kind of a prick, maybe a lying prick, but you think he's—”
    


    
      “I have no idea, but he hit town, and two girls died. You and I know that he thinks he's a real player with women.” Blood raced through my veins and cool sweat tickled the back of my heated neck.
    


    
      The entire team stared at me, likely wondering what I was getting at. I swallowed and looked back at the photo.
    


    
      “Jesus, Brandon. Look at these hands!” I smacked the picture. “I can't explain it. But I think this is Jeremiah.”
    


    
      “Holy mother of God,” Rolando said.
    


    
      Stu tossed his pen and put his hand to his face.
    


    
      Andi stood up and eyed each of us. “Michael, if Jeremiah was adopted, we can learn more about him. We need to take a road trip to Denton. Now.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty


    
      
    


    
      “David, I want to see three options by Monday on how to retire this debt we've...uh, Clancy Construction has built up.”
    


    
      The seasoned CFO jotted notes in his leather portfolio.
    


    
      “Ten percent cuts across all support departments, and don't let that weenie in HR talk you down. You're the CFO, and I expect you to protect the financial stability—growth—of this company like your life depended on it.”
    


    
      David lifted his head, his face stoic. He licked his lips and put pen back to paper.
    


    
      Gerald gently squeezed the burgundy leather armrests on the biggest chair at Clancy Construction.
    


    
      “Innovation, that's what it's all about. But to reinvent this company, it's going to take cash. I'm not going to rebuild Clancy Construction on debt. That's like a noose around our neck.”
    


    
      He chuckled at the irony of his recent road trip, then adjusted the lapel on his Armani Collezioni pindot suit jacket.
    


    
      “Anything else on your mind on your first day?” David attempted a slight sarcastic grin, but it was lost in a sea of loose wrinkles.
    


    
      Gerald withheld the impulse to touch his flawed complexion. That would be a sign of weakness. He glanced out the thick glass window from his fifth-floor office, white swells rippling across the blue Atlantic Ocean. He recalled the last eight hours—his first full day as CEO of Gerald Construction. Feeling like a Supreme Court justice who'd just been sworn in to lead an impoverished third-world nation into the twenty-first century, Gerald strode into the boardroom. Each of the nine members of the board, as well as their ass-kissing support staff, stood and applauded the anointed one who would rescue the wounded business—a hero's welcome. Gerald actually felt a tinge of emotion, not from their appreciation, but more of an internal admiration, a true sense of achievement for pulling off the greatest coup in modern business history.
    


    
      After meeting with the head of the board's compensation committee to sign paperwork on his compensation package—seven hundred fifty thousand for base salary, performance-based bonus up to three hundred percent of his base salary, fifty thousand for clothing allowance, use of the corporate jet, a special assistant dedicated to managing his personal financial assets, and a hundred thousand for any personal parties thrown at his own residence—Gerald joined Ron Riffmeier in the executive dining room, and the two unlikely allies toasted the removal of Vincent as much as the arrival of the Clancy's youngest son.
    


    
      “May the tide of fortune float us in the harbor of content.” The rotund Weeble curled a crooked smile and raised his glass.
    


    
      “Good one. May the most you wish for be the least you get.” Gerald lifted his glass.
    


    
      “Here, here.”
    


    
      The pair drank Camus Cuvee 3.128 Cognac. Gerald eyed the abrupt beveled edges on the unique crystal decanter, now almost two-thirds empty. His father, the late Stephen Clancy, only pulled out this liquor for the most special occasions. Fire burned within Gerald's belly, as he thought about his late father, who undoubtedly cried like a little baby just before being shoved out the door of the airborne jet. He tried to imagine the gelatinous splat his father's body made after his half-mile fall to Earth. God love Ireland Gerald thought, as air hissed through cracks in his teeth. Stephen had purposely left his adopted son out of his will, although they all knew Vincent had as much business knowledge and desire as a five-year-old blowing bubbles in the backyard.
    


    
      “Hey, Gerald.” David paused to make sure his boss's hazel eyes were focused. “Glad, actually, ecstatic you're on board. We haven't had leadership like this in a while. Since...you know.”
    


    
      Gerald nodded a solemn reply. “Life is too short to not remember the ones you love, which is why I had to get away and reflect on what is truly important.”
    


    
      “Indeed. We're on our way back. I'll start on these important changes, and I'll get with what's-her-name and put a meeting on your calendar for Monday morning.”
    


    
      David exited and Susan, his young, blond-haired assistant, walked in, adjusting her eyeglass frames. Her silky hair was pulled back in a refined ponytail, the neckline of her yellow button-down tastefully opened three buttons, a hint of cleavage poking through. She stood five-eight, not an ounce of fat on her lean body. And the neck was flawless.
    


    
      Gerald could see that Susan, a former swimmer at the University of Miami, was eager to learn the business and move up the chain.
    


    
      “Just providing a quick update. I noted six items from our quick walk around the HQ building earlier. We'll change the décor to a sleek, modern vibe, and I've asked the director of marketing to work on the new logo. Keywords: progressive, bleeding-edge, market-shifting.”
    


    
      God love Ireland He smirked.
    


    
      A prurient, twisted yearning flickered to life.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-One


    
      
    


    
      Two vehicles rocked to a stop just in front of the white, wooden garage that served as the anchor to the apartment for Andi's computer friend, Satish. Rolando sat in the passenger seat of my Accord, while Stu and Brandon had hitched a ride in Andi's Mystery Machine.
    


    
      Sounding like a herd of horses, we clamored up the stairs, and I glanced over at the main house, wondering if the homeowners might think their tenant was throwing a college rave. A door to the second-story apartment flew open, smashing into wooden posts. The Indian young man, who wore a black, short-sleeve T-shirt with a green and gold dragon on the front, seemed oblivious.
    


    
      “I've got three types of beer, a bottle of gin, and a bottle of a Bacardi 151.” His long, bony fingers spread apart. “Who's up for a quick game of quarters?”
    


    
      “Seriously, Satish?” Andi shook her head.
    


    
      “Hey, I know we've got some business to complete, but it's Thursday night. It's the unofficial start to the weekend.” His voice had a pleading tone, and he followed Andi into his apartment, ignoring the rest of us.
    


    
      The large main room was dimly lit until a round disco ball came to life, rotating, flashing symmetrical shapes of light off the ceiling, walls, and carpeted floor.
    


    
      “Let's break out the Bee Gees,” Stu said, hands in pockets.
    


    
      “Nice one.” Satish turned and acknowledged the rest of the group. “Satish is in the houssssse.” The pencil-thin collegiate bounced down the procession, fist-bumping each of us. He finally landed in Control Central—a high-back mesh chair facing a bank of monitors, an ergonomic keyboard, a wireless mouse, two laptops, and a plethora of white and gray cables attached to six tablet-like devices. A constellation of lights twinkled under the U-shaped desk.
    


    
      Brandon's eyes lit up, as he scanned the mother lode of computer geekdom.
    


    
      “Down, boy,” I said.
    


    
      Satish turned his chair my way. “You must be the boss, the big man.”
    


    
      “Michael.” I extended my hand.
    


    
      Satish smacked it and made a swooshing sound. I never saw it coming.
    


    
      “Listen, Satish, let's cut all the boyish rituals,” Andi said. “When we talked on the phone you said you had gold. Dish it up.” She motioned with one hand to hurry up, the other hand planted firmly on her hip.
    


    
      The playful grin vanished, and Satish swiveled around and rubbed his hands.
    


    
      “We've lost all access through the SpyAgent software. You see?” Satish pointed at the middle and right monitors. “But that's expected.”
    


    
      “You have everything saved down to your hard drive?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “No worries. Everything.”
    


    
      “Spy what?” I looked at Andi.
    


    
      “Nothing. Satish...the gold?”
    


    
      He clapped twice, almost like he was smacking his intellect into gear.
    


    
      “If you recall, Andi, Florence Wilcox kept all user names and passwords in a spreadsheet, which I used to access the national adoption database.”
    


    
      All of us leaned closer. Satish could feel us around him, and he flicked his head left and right, although it didn't appear to rattle him.
    


    
      “I accessed the database and found a Jeremiah Weldon from Greensboro, North Carolina.” Satish looked back at me, and I nodded, my heart palpitating at a quicker pace.
    


    
      “I then did some searching on this Jeremiah Weldon from Greensboro, North Carolina.”
    


    
      “And?”
    


    
      “He's no longer alive. He died in a train crash eight years ago.”
    


    
      I looked down at shag carpeting, trying to process what he'd just said, and recalled Jeremiah telling us his parents had died in a train crash eight years ago.
    


    
      “So, Michael's brother—” Stu started.
    


    
      “Half-brother,” I reminded everyone.
    


    
      Stu continued, “Is dead? Then who's the guy who showed up at his house?”
    


    
      “Still working it here.” Satish motioned his arms like a movie director wanting to keep the scene rolling. “That's when my skills were put to the test.” He stretched his fingers, creating a flutter of knuckle pops. “I could walk you through all the technical steps I took, but essentially I was able to view previously purged—deleted—records. I have this program I created...”
    


    
      He paused as if he might receive an applause. He got none. “Three months ago, this record right here was deleted.”
    


    
      Satish enlarged the view.
    


    
      “Gerald Clancy. Parents are Stephen and Barbara Clancy, formerly of Naples, Florida.” Rolando read aloud.
    


    
      “If you click through all the links, it shows that Jeremiah was 'transferred' to this agency in Naples, Florida.”
    


    
      I eyed the screen trying to decipher all the data, verbal and graphical.
    


    
      “I'm not getting it. Why's that important?”
    


    
      “He was transferred—”
    


    
      “Probably sold,” Andi interjected. “We found in our research that at times Big Heart acted more like a distributor to other agencies across the country.”
    


    
      “Right. Anyway, Big Heart in Houston was the original adoption agency.”
    


    
      My hands gripped the back of Satish's chair, my legs a little wobbly, knowing Houston was just a stone's throw away from Corpus Christi.
    


    
      “This is something, but still a lot of questions,” I said. “I'm not sure I can, or maybe I've put up a filter to block the logic, but can someone make sense of all this shit?”
    


    
      “I think Jeremiah, or someone who knows him, hacked into the system and tried to make it seem like Gerald Clancy never existed. Then, he assumed the name of Jeremiah Weldon, and got away with it because he shared the original first name. With the real Jeremiah Weldon dead, unable to refute your brother Jeremiah's story, it was the perfect shell game.” Satish nodded, his eyes squinting.
    


    
      I felt a burning sensation inside my gut, rising into the back of my throat. “Any way we can validate all of this?”
    


    
      “Typically, they put the birth mother data behind another firewall,” Satish added.
    


    
      “A what?” Stu asked.
    


    
      “Using my superior skills, I was able to, uh, access the next level of the database.”
    


    
      My eyes squeezed shut, unsure if I wanted to hear the outcome of Satish's data mining. The mouse clicked three more times.
    


    
      “Take a look for yourself.”
    


    
      I glared at the center monitor and read: Teresa Gilbert.
    


    
      “No, Doyle,” Andi attempted to correct Satish.
    


    
      Shaking my head, I crossed my arms and rubbed my face.
    


    
      “Gilbert was Mom's maiden name.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Two


    
      
    


    
      Standing on the planked landing just outside of Satish's apartment door, I inhaled the misty midnight air. Two coughs escaped, jarring my torso while I attempted to tap the button to dial Guidry's phone number. After four attempts, my forefinger finally hit its target.
    


    
      Burning phlegm clung to the side of my throat, and my eyes watered like an onion was crammed up my nose. All of this because I thought I could turn back the clock and down a double shot of Bacardi 151. It was my own way of dealing with the shock of learning my own blood relative might have been involved in murder. Satish had offered and I didn't blink—I just drank like a college freshman.
    


    
      On the fourth ring, I began to think Guidry had turned off his phone, at least the audible part, for the night and gone to bed.
    


    
      A raspy voice finally answered. “Guidry here. What's up, Michael?” "Did I wake you up?"
    


    
      “I wish. Sitting on my bed, pouring over all the data, or lack thereof. Tucker's been all over my ass. But enough of that...what's going on?”
    


    
      An owl's throaty hoot interrupted my thoughts. I turned right—a camouflaged bird sat somewhere within a sprawling, leafless red oak.
    


    
      “Michael, you there?”
    


    
      “Uh, yeah.” I wiped my eyes. “Listen, Guidry, I think I have something here, and it might be big.”
    


    
      “Big as in important information related to this...this freakin' case?” I heard papers snap.
    


    
      “Yep.” I paused, knowing that communicating this would feel like I'd helped slit those girls' throats.
    


    
      “Jesus, Michael, don't be bashful. Every day that goes by is another day a girl could be brutally killed. It's got to stop.”
    


    
      “Almost two weeks ago, a man showed up at my home. My half-brother that I didn't know existed.”
    


    
      “Shit. That must have felt like a kick to the jewels.”
    


    
      “We saw him, Jeremiah, two or three times, but he and I never quite clicked. He was a hit with the ladies though...I think Marisa and Brandon's girlfriend, Carrie, were smitten with his sculpted body.”
    


    
      “Sibling rivalry?”
    


    
      'Not really." I struggled with how to get to the point.
    


    
      “Guidry, you know we've been invested in this case from day one. We've found witnesses, made connections to those emails from Yours Truly.”
    


    
      “I know, I know. A true partner with the FBI. And the press no less. Who woulda thunk it?” He chuckled.
    


    
      “Guidry...shit.” I choked on my words and pounded the railing.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      I let it go. “I think my half-brother, Jeremiah, is mixed up in all of this...these murders, somehow, some way.”
    


    
      The owl hooted twice more, but I heard nothing on the other end of the line.
    


    
      “Guidry?”
    


    
      “Sorry. Multitasking. Just got an update from the cyber unit. I'm reading it as we speak. Anyway, what gives you the impression your long-lost half-brother is involved in these murders?”
    


    
      "A gut feel mostly, but also some information we just came across tonight. Let me give it to you quick and dirty. He arrived in town just before the two local murders in Denton and Dallas. On top of that, Jeremiah is a lady's man, but in the most subtle way, almost where they don't notice it—although Brandon and I did.
    


    
      “Yeah...”
    


    
      He didn't sound convinced. “I kept staring at the Oxford Facebook photo and then read all the descriptions we'd gathered. They didn't... they don't go together. But, if you don't look at the face, and think about the torso, his hands, there's a similarity with Jeremiah.”
    


    
      “Okay...”
    


    
      Still not convinced. “Andi knows this brilliant computer programmer, Satish. He accessed the national adoption agency database. The person who visited my home was not who he said he was. Jeremiah Weldon was adopted by two people in North Carolina, but they all died in a train crash eight years ago.”
    


    
      “Hmm. I'm listening.”
    


    
      “Satish kept digging, beyond what a normal person can do.” I coughed to release more phlegm. “He determined that three months ago someone deleted a record...the boy's name was Gerald Clancy. Again, Satish did his thing—”
    


    
      “Is this kid a hacker?”
    


    
      “He's...gifted.”
    


    
      “Yeah. Okay...”
    


    
      “Gerald was adopted out of an agency in Naples, but we learned he was transferred or sold from Big Heart down in Houston, where his original first name was Jeremiah.”
    


    
      “That's the agency you guys, Andi, just exposed. An FBI team raided their offices yesterday, right? Assholes.”
    


    
      “The kid's birth mother was Teresa Gilbert. My mom used her maiden name.”
    


    
      Finally, it was all out. I leaned on the rickety, wooden railing.
    


    
      More silence.
    


    
      "You there?
    


    
      “Shit. Double shit!” Guidry screamed. “The note from the FBI cyber unit?”
    


    
      “Yeah?”
    


    
      “The Chinese computer hacker sent one final note to all of their customers just before officials raided the office. It was sent hastily, without all the encryption, and it didn't bounce off hundreds of servers worldwide. The note said all emails should be deleted and they should take the necessary precautions. One of the recipients was to an IP address in Miami, the Clancy Construction office building!”
    


    
      “Good God.” I closed my eyes. More evidence that pointed to Jeremiah...Gerald... my half-brother.
    


    
      “Guidry, we still don't know what Jeremiah...Gerald has done.”
    


    
      “We'll figure it out on the way. He's involved in some way, and we don't have the luxury of waiting to figure it out. I have to make a call. I'm taking the FBI jet down to Miami first thing in the morning.”
    


    
      “I'm going with you.”
    


    
      “Michael, you've been a great help. But—”
    


    
      “I'll write a scathing editorial tomorrow blaming the FBI for everything, and I'll put Tucker's mug right next to it. I'll make sure all of our partner papers carry it, and I'll ping CNN and Fox to see if they want me to jump on their news shows and discuss it.”
    


    
      “Damn, that came a little too easily.”
    


    
      “I'm serious. I want to be there. I've got to be there when you pick him up. I gotta look in my half-brother's eyes and see if he's really a cold-blooded killer.”
    


    
      The call ended, and I vomited over the side of the railing.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Three


    
      
    


    
      Spears of sunrays pierced early morning clouds and bounced off nearby buildings, as I looked east through the oval window of the FBI's quickest mode of transportation. According to an otherwise mute pilot, I was sitting on a Gulfstream V, the engine purring as they finished pre-flight checks on the tarmac at Love Field Airport. Guidry was roaming around outside, demonstrative arms moving this way and that, his slicked-back hair still a shell on top of his growing frame.
    


    
      I pinched the corners of my eyes, hoping to infuse a second, possible third wave of adrenaline in my tired body. After my call with Guidry last night, I went through a late-night fast-food drive-through and downed a greasy cheeseburger and onion rings on my way home—just to put a topper on my college night out. Knowing I'd do nothing more than flip over a hundred times and keep Marisa from getting good sleep, I slipped into the bedroom and felt the side of her face. Her legs shuffled, and her shoulders bunched up. I kissed her cheek, then her forehead, and whispered where I was going, although I was unsure if that registered. I wrote her a note in the kitchen with a high-level summary of where I was headed, then I told her how much she meant to me, and once this was over we'd take a getaway trip. I finished with God love Ireland
    


    
      I sipped a bottled water and popped a knuckle, knowing my job—once again—was getting in the way of the most important relationship in my life. Marisa was more than supportive, but for her, for us, I'd need to reassess my approach to this part of my life once we arrested this killer—my half-brother—which could be in a matter of hours.
    


    
      “Saddle up.” Guidry said, entering the plane.
    


    
      I nodded then sat quietly as the jet ascended above gray and white clouds and banked east, directly into the sun. I lowered the window shade, then stretched out my legs and crossed my arms. My eyelids grew heavy.
    


    
      I awoke to a thick Cajun accent speaking in an animated tone.
    


    
      “We're thirty minutes outside Miami.” Guidry read his computer screen. “Need any coffee, anything to wake up? Hot, cold beverages are over there.” He pointed but kept his eyes locked on the screen.
    


    
      I went for the cold side and twisted the cap off a beverage with plenty of carbonation and caffeine—I was just the picture of health the last few days. I found a package of saltine crackers and scarfed down the carbs.
    


    
      “Found another body overnight.” Guidry glanced at me, his emotions in check, then back at his laptop. “Waitress from local bar in Tallahassee.”
    


    
      “Florida State.”
    


    
      “Yeah. This one was ugly, vile, from our reports. Seems that the girl, Vanessa, was into some type of S&M, and our killer went along with it, for a while anyway. Found her hanging by her wrists, a nipple ring yanked off her body, larynx cut out from her neck. Lots of blood. Good news is that they think they might have two types of blood—maybe a chance to get DNA on this bastard. If it's the same guy.”
    


    
      My gut twisted into a knot so tight it made me feel like I had a six-pack. Then I thought about the night I got home from work and Jeremiah, rather Gerald, put on the rippled muscle show for the girls. I really just thought he was a brainless cheeseball, all brawn and no brains. It's seems likely I'd underestimated him. Then I wondered if who I met was actually the same person. So many names, different looks, I wasn't sure who we'd find in Miami.
    


    
      “One more thing. Found a story online. Your little brother—”
    


    
      “If you don't mind, stop referring to him as my little brother. If he had anything to do with this shit, that's the last thing I want to hear.”
    


    
      “Sure. Gerald was just named CEO of Clancy Construction. Two hundred million in revenue last year, fourth biggest homebuilder in the southeast.” Guidry raised an eyebrow.
    


    
      I shook my head, baffled that the person I met—the same guy who wanted nothing to do with an office—was named CEO of anything.
    


    
      We landed at two thirty p.m. then met briefly with a team of FBI agents, all of whom had matching dark suits. I wanted to make a joke about Will Smith and God love Ireland, but I thought better of it. Six, black SUVs tore out of the airport going east on Airport Expressway, no lights and wasting no time. We took I-95 south, passing a huge medical complex on the right. We exited at 2nd Street, then hooked a left onto Flagler and stopped in front of a glass building.
    


    
      Guidry made me put on a Kevlar vest, and I instantly thought about Richard Castle, the sarcastic writer and part-time sleuth from TV. Guidry was no Beckett, that much was certain.
    


    
      Guidry marched with more authority and purpose than I'd ever witnessed. I almost had to jog to keep up, adrenaline pumping energy into my body. The building seemed new, clean, very Miami-like. Lots of metal and blue. Badges flashed at every turn, and the procession of FBI agents didn't stop any longer than a few seconds at each checkpoint. We exited the fifth floor and saw an assistant running around her desk to get to us.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, what I can do for you?” The attractive blonde adjusted her glasses.
    


    
      Guidry ignored her and strode directly for the double doors down a hallway. Perspiration formed on my forehead, and I swallowed once, knowing we'd finally look into the eyes of the person associated with all those disturbing, perverted emails, very possibly the person who killed all of those girls. I nearly held my breath as Guidry opened the door, hand on his holster.
    


    
      The office was enormous, and the views through its glass walls breathtaking. But it was empty.
    


    
      “If you'd listen to me, Mr. Clancy is not in the office,” the admin spat at us, hands on hips.
    


    
      “Where is he?” Guidry said, while looking through items on Gerald's expansive desk.
    


    
      “He left early. He had a fundraiser cocktail party to attend.”
    


    
      I caught a waft of a familiar scent, and I wondered if my nose had already made the connection to the Jeremiah at our house.
    


    
      The blonde gave us the name of the hotel.
    


    
      “Don't call him and tell him we're looking for him. Got it?” Guidry warned.
    


    
      “What's wrong? Is Mr. Clancy in trouble?”
    


    
      Guidry ignored her, but left two agents, a CSI team and cyber team to begin dismantling his office, starting with his computer.
    


    
      On our way out, I spotted a framed picture—a person holding a drink next to a fat, balding man. The nameplate said CEO Gerald Clancy. I stared so intently I forgot to blink. The stature looked familiar, but the face was deformed or not developed all the way. I wasn't sure how to process it. The person wore an expensive suit and smiled, but I couldn't stop looking at the nonexistent chin and flawed cheekbones. That was Jeremiah...Gerald. The face of a perverted killer.
    


    
      “Take that with us,” Guidry ordered, pointing at the picture.
    


    
      Five black SUVs pulled up to the Four Seasons Hotel. More orders were barked out. We found a marquee that listed a banquet room hosting a fundraiser for the Abused Children Foundation. I recalled the first three emails from Yours Truly, his stories of abuse as a foster child. Jeremiah...Gerald was an actual child at one point in time. Adults might have really hurt him—physically, his psyche. I considered how much that had influenced what he could have done these last few weeks.
    


    
      Wide-eyed stares met us when we marched in. All agents had hands on their exposed guns in their holsters, and I heard a few gasps. I looked at each face to see if I recognized Gerald. Nothing. Guidry and team asked a lot of questions in a not-so-pleasant tone and had to threaten to arrest one couple who demanded the FBI leave the hotel. Four agents remained to continue the questioning. Guidry snapped his fingers and six agents and I followed him into the lobby. “I'm concerned he's on to us. Maybe he saw that last email from the Chinese hacker. I got his home address. Let's move.”
    


    
      I realized I didn't know Gerald any more than I knew Jeffrey Dahmer—but they both might be wired the same way. I'd heard the debate for years. Are serial killers born with a missing link, or are they a product of their environment?
    


    
      We hauled ass north on Brickell, turned right, then a quick left on Biscayne. We took the elevator to the ninth floor of a building with condos priced at one million-plus, from what the sign in the lobby said. The mammoth knot in my stomach seemed like it was being pulled into my chest as Guidry knocked twice on the door and announced himself with the FBI.
    


    
      “Do you hear someone screaming?” He looked at me, then at his fellow agents. “I thought so.” Two agents appeared and, with two swings of a flat-edged, black steel pole, demolished the front door. We stepped in. Besides another amazing view and a few pieces of modern furniture and boxes, Gerald was nowhere to be found in the condo. Guidry called in a CSI team, who arrived in minutes.
    


    
      “In here,” a female agent called out.
    


    
      I followed Guidry into a swanky bathroom. The counter was filled with face prosthetics and makeup. It looked like a movie set, a sci-fi movie set at that.
    


    
      “Son of a bitch.” Guidry picked up a piece of fleshy silicon rubber.
    


    
      I spotted a plastic case with labels on it. Each of the labels had names of colors. I opened one and found a pair of contact lenses. .
    


    
      I whispered, “The eyes. He must have been changing his eye color.” The story grew more disturbing with each stop, each piece of news. Gerald was a conniving, cold-blooded killer. Then I thought about the photo, the expensive suit, his role as CEO. I wondered: God love Ireland
    


    
      At this juncture, did it really matter?
    


    
      A parade of agents and specialized FBI teams marched into the condo, carrying metal boxes and wearing rubber gloves. Dozens, if not hundreds, of pictures were taken. Evidence was bagged and labeled and carted away. They looked like a colony of ants, each performing their assigned task as quickly and efficiently as possible. I stood in the main area, as Guidry talked on his phone in the kitchen area. He hung up, took another call.
    


    
      He jogged back into the living area, calling out names of his comrades. “Agents are following a red Ferrari with two men inside.”
    


    
      I panned the other faces. They looked serious, but confident, ready for any twist or turn. I wished I was as prepared.
    


    
      “The car is registered to Gerald Clancy,” Guidry said as we marched out of the condo.
    


    
      We hit the road again, moving north on Biscayne, then we took MacArthur Causeway east across the ocean toward Miami Beach. Small islands dotted both sides of the roadway.
    


    
      Guidry's radio crackled, and he exchanged status updates with his colleagues who had found the car in question. Then he glanced at me, while keeping one eye on the road. “Apparently, every time the agents catch up, the Ferrari pulls away. I think he's toying with them.”
    


    
      “Turning left on Collins. Suspect will not pull over. He just sped up and ran a light.” A voice provided updates through the radio. I listened intently.
    


    
      A minute later, our SUV screeched around the corner, heading north on Collins.
    


    
      “We're not letting this sick fucker get away.” Guidry slammed the steering wheel and gunned it.
    


    
      “Just passed the museum. Suspect moving at accelerated pace,” the voice said. “Suspect just turned left on to 21st Oh wait, now turning back south on Washington. He's hauling ass. Shit!”
    


    
      I looked up and saw the sign for 17th Street pass over the hood. Guidry slammed his right foot and the SUV squealed and twisted until it faced the opposite direction. I smelled burning rubber, and Guidry laid some more and clipped the curb while turning west onto 17th. Within seconds, out of my peripheral vision, I spotted a red car approaching the intersection. Guidry looked right and didn't slow down. God love Ireland I gripped the handle next to the window and tensed every muscle in my body.
    


    
      Just before impact, Guidry hit the brakes, and the Ferrari swerved and skidded right, fishtailing into the pristine, green lawn surrounding the New World Symphony. Smoke and dust drifted around the scene, and agents jumped out with pistols aimed at the car.
    


    
      “Get out with your hands in the air,” a booming voice barked from my right.
    


    
      The passenger door opened first, and a man who looked like a Latin model got out. The driver's door opened, and a man showed his hands then stood up. I stared intently, wondering what disguise Gerald had on this time. Agents rushed him and took him down to the roughed-up turf. I couldn't get a close look, but the pounding in my chest slowed. I knew the killing had finally ended.
    


    
      A few minutes later, Guidry walked back to where I sat in the SUV, a perturbed look painted on his square head.
    


    
      “That's not Gerald. It's his fuckin' brother Vincent.”
    


    
      My head started spinning, and I grabbed the dashboard. “What?”
    


    
      “Apparently, Vincent had been the CEO, ever since his father died a few months ago. Something happened and Vincent was replaced by Gerald.”
    


    
      “Why is Vincent in Gerald's car?”
    


    
      “The Ferrari is Gerald's new toy, and he let Vincent take it for the night. He was running from us because he and his boyfriend had been smoking a little weed.”
    


    
      Guidry mumbled something under his breath, possibly a string of Cajun curse words.
    


    
      “What does this mean?”
    


    
      “We have a killer on the run, that's what it means.” Guidry kicked the side of the SUV.
    


    
      All air was sucked out of my lungs. I felt certain we'd capture Gerald and put an end to this deadly charade.
    


    
      “Where to now?”
    


    
      “This guy's a freakin' chameleon. He could be working as a cashier at a Miami car wash, or he might be half a world away by now.”
    


    
      I exhaled and suddenly had a thought: did I fit into Gerard's master plan?
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Four


    
      
    


    
      The freezer dropped ice, causing a slight palpitation in Gerald's regular heartbeat. He opened the freezer door and let dry air cool his face and chest, his purple, silk shirt draped open all the way down to the top of his six-pack. His five-hundred-dollar shoes tapped the kitchen tile, then he sauntered through the rest of the dark, empty home.
    


    
      Gerald came upon a large bookcase. Rows and rows of hardbacks and paperbacks. He picked up one and ran his fingers across raised red lettering. The room smelled like a musty library. He moved further and touched the edge of a frame, a picture of an older man standing in snow with horses on either side. God love Ireland Gerald squeezed the fabric on the chair he'd sat in just a week prior and recalled all the stories he'd consumed about his older sibling. Michael rescuing Marisa and the community from a group of corporate thieves. Michael uncovering a drug-smuggling ring. Michael the hero. Michael, Michael, Michael.
    


    
      “Ahhhh!” Gerald screamed and dug his nails into his skin. He didn't stop until he felt puncture wounds and blood oozing onto his blemished face.
    


    
      Gerald heard breath leave his nostrils, and his eyes narrowed. He searched for more evidence of a perfect life, with a perfect wife—salt to throw into his wounds. A spark to ignite fury—the kind of rage he'd felt only twice before. The first time came when he was just eighteen, and he'd snuck into the home of his former foster parents. He'd walked through the home, similar to this evening's patrol. He found pictures that showed a happy, well-adjusted family. He wasn't in them. He never existed to them, except when they made him do those awful things with the animals. And his foster mom...she'd tortured Gerald like a slave. He wasn't allowed to utter a word, unless he was spoken to. And she never shut the fuck up, always babbling to her fake friends; then when she'd see Gerald, she'd rip into him for just being a little boy, cursing his very existence. He hated her. He loathed the sound of her voice. Perhaps she was the seed that spurred him to be the man he now was.
    


    
      Gerald licked his lips, tasting a hint of copper from the blood that had trickled into his mouth. He swallowed it. He recalled the grip he held with each end of the pliable wire, wrapping it around the neck of his foster dad. The wire ripped flesh, arteries. Gerald screamed and pulled until metal hit bone. His foster mom fainted. He sat on top of her and pummeled her with blow after blow after blow. He took a kitchen knife and cut her open like a deer, then stuffed her organs down her mouth and her husband's.
    


    
      Gerald ran his fingers across his rippled muscles on his stomach, and his mind wandered to his journey through Ireland, a college trip that had redefined his purpose in life. God love Ireland He'd finally acknowledged his desires and set course to express himself in a way that brought about the ultimate fulfillment. His fetish du jour was strawberry redheads with skin as white as linen tablecloths. But it was their perfect necks that aroused him, drove him to commit all of the acts that he considered intimacy. He touched his face and knew the success of that trip was only made possible because of the knowledge he'd gained through his involvement in the theatre department at the University of Miami. Open-minded, smart as shit, a body like a pro athlete...he God love Ireland quite the catch.
    


    
      He spotted a folded God love Ireland newspaper sitting on the coffee table and thought more about his latest excursion. A college road trip of the most luscious variety. Had he taken too many risks? He simply expressed himself, in the most personal ways. He couldn't extricate his urges any more than he could alter the path of his life when he was seven years old and bouncing around foster homes. He exhaled and realized fate had caught up to him, but it wasn't a complete surprise. He wouldn't be allowed to sit atop the Clancy Construction mountain, living the life of a filthy rich executive. Yet, he'd always learned to look at life as a glass half full. He'd made some modest advanced plans, and now he'd be able to be himself all the time without faking it for anyone. And with his skills and craftsmanship, he could be anyone he wanted, imposing his will on any girl he desired.
    


    
      Gerald's head jerked left. He heard a car door shut, then heels clapping pavement. He moved into the kitchen, and causally leaned against the counter.
    


    
      “Bye. Thanks for everything.” Marisa closed the front door and turned the deadbolt, then walked into the kitchen and set down her bag.
    


    
      “Please don't be alarmed, Marisa. It's Jeremiah.” He wondered how much she'd learned from her idiot husband.
    


    
      She jumped six inches and grabbed her chest. “Jesus. Jeremiah, what are you doing? Just standing in the dark?”
    


    
      “I've been upset.” He sniffled. “Please don't turn on the light. I don't want to be seen like this.” Another sniffle, followed by a heaving breath.
    


    
      “How did you get in here? Where did you come from?” She took a step closer.
    


    
      He raised a hand to his eyes, wiping imaginary tears. “I think it all just hit me. How much I'd missed out by not growing up in a normal family. A brother to play ball with, my real mom to put me to bed at night, my dad to tell me stories. It's just all imploded. I have none of that, and I never will.” He released a soft cry. "I've been driving for days, then something led me back here. No one was home, so I just came in the back door. It was open."
    


    
      Marisa's head turned.
    


    
      Did she believe him? It would be so much more fun if she did.
    


    
      “Jeremiah, I don't know what to say.” She took a step closer.
    


    
      He knew the window behind him created a silhouette, outlining his V-shaped body.
    


    
      “You just wouldn't believe the pain, the unbelievable torture I was put through,” he said, as his head rocked from the muted sobs.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Not really thinking, but instead just reacting, Marisa approached Jeremiah one step at a time, her heart full of empathy. She slowly reached for his hidden face. He took her hand and moved it to his chest. Instinctively, she kneaded his bulging pecs. His hands touched her shoulders. Was he going to kiss her? She purposely didn't look up, but her hands couldn't stop. They traversed the outside of his torso then followed the trail of muscle down to his ripped stomach. She skimmed the bulges back and forth, her heart starting to beat faster, her heaving chest now leaning against his. She inhaled strong aftershave, and her eyes rolled. She hadn't been with a man built like this in...ever.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      For a brief moment, he actually considered the act of sex with this woman. His brother's wife. He outwardly shook his head, unsure about the origin of his thought. Did he lust after Marisa? She was sensually attractive, beautiful in a way that college girls couldn't replicate. Her confidence was natural, self-assured. Maybe this is what he'd been missing his entire adult life?
    


    
      Gerald searched his soul for an authentic emotion, any inkling of kindness, caring for another human being, a lady. Nope, it simply didn't exist within him. He couldn't create a feeling from nothing. Yes, Marisa was stunning in every sense of the word. Her curly hair tickled his neck, and he became aroused. He quickly recalled why he'd made this trip, why he longed for girls like Marisa. Knowing she was Michael's wife might vault this moment to the top of his illustrious career.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Marisa squeezed her eyes, remembering what true love was all about. Michael meant everything to her, a best friend, a confidant, a partner in life that no one could match, and an amazing lover. Michael had been emotionally absent recently, but it was warranted. A murderer preyed on young girls. She jumped back two steps and flicked her hands, wishing she could take a shower, wash the thoughts away. She'd had way too much to drink on her girls' night out with Carrie. What was she thinking? She wanted to slap herself.
    


    
      “Look, Jeremiah, I don't want you get the wrong impression here. I love Michael, and I'd never cheat on him. Ever. He's the best thing that's ever happened to me.”
    


    
      Jeremiah didn't respond, didn't move. Silence engulfed their space for seconds, but it felt like ten minutes. She questioned everything she'd just heard and felt. Finally, she walked to the side of the room. “I think it's best that you leave.” She flipped on the light, and bile exploded into her mouth.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      “God love Ireland, Marisa. We had such a moment going there, and you had to ruin it.”
    


    
      Marisa just stood there, her eyes stuck open, nasty chunks still clinging to her lips.
    


    
      “Cat got your tongue?” A blue eye and a red eye glared at his next victim.
    


    
      He removed the scalpel from his pocket and tapped his hand. Suddenly, she bolted from the room, moving a lot faster than he'd expected. He leaped over the counter and lunged for her heel, clipping her foot. She dropped like a rock, her chin popping off the tile. She moaned and held her bloody jaw. He gripped her ankle and slid her closer.
    


    
      “Please don't do this, Jeremiah. You'll regret it. You're too good of a person.” Her head turned, and tears bubbled in her recessed eyes. Her hands protected her private parts.
    


    
      He was offended. “Do you even know who I am? I'm not going to rape you.”
    


    
      He leaned forward and gently felt her hair, then stroked her neck. He could see the wheels turning. Her eyes looked away, then back at him. Her head swiveled slowly back and forth.
    


    
      “No, no, nooooo!” she cried out.
    


    
      It meant nothing to him. Not a stitch of sympathy or regret.
    


    
      Gerald grabbed her by the neck and stood her up, blood trickling off her bruised chin. He whipped her around and buried his face in her hair, taking in her unique scent, her body quivering like she was packed in ice. His heart raced with excitement, his primal urges on cruise control. He wrapped one arm around her chest. She tried to squirm loose, but it was futile. He rotated the gripped handle and moved his right arm in front of her neck.
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      Seconds before he struck, Marisa released his arm and relaxed. She could feel her heart beating against her chest, her breath slowing to a normal pace. She felt Michael's touch, and a flood of images darted through her mind. She wanted to hold on to each one like a precious jewel, but she couldn't stop the light-speed slide show documenting every expression of love they'd ever shared—the purest form of love anyone could imagine. She'd been lucky. Most people lived eighty or ninety years and never felt it for a day. She thanked God for Michael entering her life, and prayed that he would never forget what they shared together.
    


    
      Marisa grasped the diamond around her ring finger. “I'll always love you, Michael.”
    


    
      Then a flash of silver, and she fell asleep for the last time.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Five


    
      
    


    
      Unable to reach Marisa before Guidry and I boarded the FBI jet back to Dallas, I called Carl and asked if he'd make a swing past our home—for peace of mind, if nothing else. He grudgingly accepted.
    


    
      Tires squeaked, and the nose of the FBI jet touched concrete in the softest landing I'd ever experienced. I hadn't been able to fall asleep on the way back. Something was chewing at my mind, and it likely started with Gerald's photo, then it segued into a plethora of data, mounting evidence that pointed at Gerald for the killing of at least six college girls. How many more were out there? Corpses rotting in a field...or some other horrific ritual.
    


    
      “We've got a boatload of evidence, computers, his home, people who knew him...we will piece this together into a cohesive case.” Guidry plodded down the last two steps from the jet.
    


    
      “But will you guys find him?” I hated doubting Guidry, knew he was being torn apart by this case as much as I was, but so far, I'd not been impressed with the FBI's results.
    


    
      I had called home twice with no pick-up; now I saw my phone light up with three voice mails and two text messages as I stood next to Guidry, my hair blowing from a stiff northerly wind.
    


    
      “Eventually, we find everyone. He knows we're after him, so he might be out of the country by now. You guys going to break the story in tomorrow's paper?”
    


    
      I didn't hear a word Guidry uttered.
    


    
      “Michael, what's wrong?”
    


    
      I lifted my head, unsure if words were leaving my mouth. “Carl called and texted me. He just says: God love Ireland.”
    


    
      Guidry didn't respond. He just ran fifty yards to his SUV, and I was right on his heels. He flipped the gear into drive and shot out of the garage. We reached the Dallas North Tollway in five minutes; then my Cajun friend gunned it, climbing above ninety, his knuckles white, which likely matched my facial color. For the first time in my life, I tried not to think about the worst-case scenario and instead forced into my head thoughts of fun, loving times with Marisa. I hummed out loud to drown out the swell of doubt swirling in my gut.
    


    
      The SUV leaned so hard I thought it might tip over as we turned right into our neighborhood. No more than forty degrees outside, sweat poured out of my pores, clinging to my shirt. Before our final turn left, flashing lights splashed across houses and spilled into the nighttime sky—red, blue, white, all in different cadences.
    


    
      I spotted a fire truck first, parked in front of an ambulance and there were three cop cars and one unmarked car with a red flashing light spinning on the roof. Carl stood on the lawn, a phone to his face, which was blank. My chest pounded—I just wanted to see that Marisa was okay, breathing, smiling, and full of life.
    


    
      Dread engulfed my cavity, but I blinked my eyes and gritted my teeth.
    


    
      I jumped out of the SUV before Guidry had stopped the vehicle. Weaving through cars like I was running an obstacle course, I heard Carl call my name. I leaped onto the sidewalk, but I missed and fell face first onto the unforgiving concrete.
    


    
      “Jesus, Michael. You okay?”
    


    
      I felt Carl's grip on my shoulder, and I winced in pain. Both elbows and knees bled and my left shoulder felt dislocated. He continued talking, but I didn't hear it. I dragged myself up and ran past two more uniforms through the open front door. There was a crowd near the kitchen table.
    


    
      “Marisa!”
    


    
      Everyone stepped back, and I collapsed next to her.
    


    
      She was wearing the green V-neck sweater that she looked so good in, and tight jeans. All of it was coated in her blood. A stiff hand clutched her ringed finger. I put my hand on hers, then dropped my head and cried.
    


    
      I wiped my face, leaned over, and inhaled the last remaining coconut scent from her tousled, beautiful hair.
    


    
      I could no longer ignore the worst moment in my life.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifty-Six


    
      
    


    
      I asked Arthur to read the eulogy. My boss and good friend had a way with words that would accentuate the most endearing qualities that Marisa offered this world. I was numb through most of the service, although I broke down near the end of Arthur's touching tribute. I'm not sure I actually heard the words, I just felt the emotion and then the pain devoured me like a man-eating beast.
    


    
      Teary-eyed half-smiles greeted me as I shuffled through the home I shared with Marisa. People held plates of food and drank punch and wine, a well-done event put on by Arthur and his wife Trudy. Marisa would have been proud. My shoulder was slapped about a hundred times—a form of condolence for people who couldn't find words to express their sorrow or shock at what happened, how it happened.
    


    
      I didn't blame them. I couldn't find words either.
    


    
      I took in a deep breath. My chest ached like I had permanent heartburn. Actually, it felt more like a rusted, metal pole had pierced my cavity and stuck all the way through my back. I couldn't breathe right, I couldn't eat, and I wanted no liquid.
    


    
      I scratched my chin, hadn't shaved in forever. Why bother? I'd been sleeping the last seven nights with Marisa's robe wrapped around her pillow. I spent hours in bed, but real sleep was hard to come by.
    


    
      Mired in a catatonic, depressed state of mind, I stared blankly at the throng of visitors wearing black. Suddenly, music shot from the speakers in the living room. Initially annoyed, I realized it was a nice change of pace for the morbid scene.
    


    
      Pop appeared out of nowhere.
    


    
      “Michael, I know how much you loved Marisa. Everyone knew. You couldn't hide it. She couldn't hide it.” Pop rubbed away a tear and he grinned.
    


    
      “Yeah.” He got me to smile.
    


    
      “Loss is hard. You don't want to live without her, I know.”
    


    
      “I'm not sure I can.” I looked down, wondering if my heart had any desire to continue beating.
    


    
      “You can. You will.”
    


    
      I raised my eyes, a bit taken aback by his directness.
    


    
      “Shed your tears today, let them flow like a flooding river. Then, do what Marisa would want you to do. Live your life, and live it with no regrets.”
    


    
      I nodded and dabbed my swollen eyes with a tissue.
    


    
      “Marisa is watching you. Don't ever forget...she will always be your angel.”
    


    
      I hugged Pop with every ounce of strength I had. Then I went into the bathroom and doused my face with water.
    


    
      What would Marisa want? I knew...she'd want me to remember the good times, the joy and laughter, and yes the incredible connection we shared. Self-pity wasn't in her vocabulary, and I couldn't—wouldn't—let it eat me alive. God love Ireland.
    


    
      I opened the door and didn't just see faces. I saw loving, caring friends. I went up and gave them hugs, shared stories, and laughed. The whole vibe of the place had changed, thanks to Pop. I had a drink and loosened my tie. Everyone wanted to get in their silly stories about Marisa, how the two of us were so in love it nearly made them sick. I let the positive support soak into my skin.
    


    
      Guidry and Carl arrived. I thanked both of them for all they'd done to help. “Vincent told us he suspects that Gerald was feeding him bad data so that he would get removed as CEO,” Guidry said. "We found numerous text messages between Gerald and this board member, Ron Riffmeier—they'd been plotting the takeover."
    


    
      “But Ron had nothing to do with these murders, right?” I asked.
    


    
      “Amazingly, it appears to be a solo operation by Gerald, at least the serial killing.”
    


    
      "Am I missing something?
    


    
      “We've found a number of emails between Gerald and Roy Dixon, a federal air marshal, as well as with some punk who hijacked a plane recently. In piecing it together, we figured out that Gerald hired this Dylan kid to hijack the plane, throw Gerald's father, Stephen, out of the plane while still airborne, and then Dixon stepped up and shot Dylan.”
    


    
      “Unfuckingbelievable.” Carl tipped back his glass.
    


    
      “Gerald paid them both. Dixon got careless and started flaunting his money. Gerald killed him in his last stop before returning to Miami.”
    


    
      I shook my head, amazed at the nonstop brutality. The guy was a freakin' animal.
    


    
      Brandon and Carrie came up, and we shared a few laughs, mostly at Carrie's expense, allowing me to put Guidry's update in the back of my mind. Rolando joined us, then Stu, Arthur, and Trudy. Finally, Andi, flanked by her new boyfriend, Trevor with the green eyes, slid in through the throng now surrounding me.
    


    
      She whispered in my ear. “Marisa was the best.”
    


    
      “I know.”
    


    
      “I'm not sure you do. She was the kind of lady we all strive to be, but probably never will.”
    


    
      Her dark-brown eyes penetrated through all of my pain. We hugged, and I felt a hint of relief knowing someone else got it.
    


    
      Hours passed and no one seemed fazed, the music only got louder. I meandered down to our bedroom and peered at pictures, bottles of perfume, even her clothes that I'd taken out. I knew I couldn't continue living in this house, with her stuff ready to uncork my tear box. I had no kids, and I felt little obligation to my current job—the one that only stole more moments with my Marisa.
    


    
      I knew what I needed to do, and I wasn't going to wait until it was socially acceptable.
    


    
      I pulled out two suitcases and packed everything I could fit, including just one picture of Marisa. I walked out into the living room.
    


    
      “I'm leaving. I'm not sure when I'll be back...weeks, months, who knows?”
    


    
      No one pushed back. They all hugged me more. I asked Arthur to take care of everything at the house, and I'd be in touch about selling it and moving my things into storage—if I decided to keep anything.
    


    
      I walked outside and tossed my bags into the trunk, then slid off my tie and took off my coat. Pop came up for a last goodbye.
    


    
      “Feel free to drop by the ranch sometime.”
    


    
      “Thanks, Pop.”
    


    
      “I'll always love you, Michael. Just remember—”
    


    
      “I remember, Pop. Live my life and live it with no regrets.” I tipped a pretend hat at him and hopped in the car. Nodding and smiling, he waved.
    


    
      I coasted through the neighborhood then pulled up to the first four-way light—it was green—but I stopped anyway.
    


    
      “Marisa's watching you. Which way now, Doyle?” I stared in each direction.
    


    
      I followed my gut.
    


    
      No regrets.
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    Chapter One


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      I'm conscious...I think.
    


    
      A brisk, cutting wind slapped my left side, churning in my ear like I'd been engulfed by a giant wave. Thumping heartbeats hammered my chest cavity. Sticky eyes peeled apart, unsure what I'd see, where I was.
    


    
      Shooting a glance left and right, I leaned against a wrought-iron railing, my back wedged against a massive stone building, my butt planted on a city sidewalk, legs splayed out like I'd been taking a nap.
    


    
      I shuddered and felt a biting wind penetrate my core. I rubbed both arms. No coat, only a green, ribbed sweater. Then I felt the top where a thin T-shirt clung to my neck. I had on jeans, looked like designer, and some trendy brown shoes, a couple of minor scuffs.
    


    
      I squeezed my eyes shut for a second and tried to recall how I got here. I couldn't focus, and I touched my chest. My heart felt like it had just been shot from a cannon, and quivers began to rock my core.
    


    
      A throng of young people skipped my way, full of energy and enthusiasm, the opposite of my current state of mind. Arching a stiff neck with the support of an unsteady hand, I found a black sky. It was night, but a street light illuminated my space like it was two in the afternoon. Something wasn't right. Beyond the tremors, I hurt like I couldn't recall hurting before. I couldn't recall much of anything, actually.
    


    
      Giggles, laughter, and flamboyant voices filled the air that still swirled in my left ear. A shaky fist rubbed blurred, watery eyes, then I zeroed in on the person closest to me—a young girl, maybe in her early twenties, bleached hair so blond it was almost white. She moved closer, her feminine stride confident, full of life as she told some animated story to her friends.
    


    
      “It was like so...how should I say? Lame. After that, he just couldn't get it up.” Screaming laughter followed. I tried to roll my eyes, but realized my head throbbed.
    


    
      The girl's straight, blond hair fell down to her shoulder blades, the last three or four inches a rainbow of colors. Pink and purple, and I think I made out blue on one side. Pink-fingernailed hands gripped a waist-high jacket, which she constantly flapped open. Underneath was a purple half-shirt that exposed her flat stomach. She wore a gray miniskirt with gray fishnet stockings and matching gray leather boots. Or was that faux leather?
    


    
      The group moved closer. Not a single head turned my way. I must have been invisible. It seemed strange, sitting on a city street, observing people. The girl was only a few feet away. All I noticed was the hair. The platinum-blond base looked frayed, frizzy, almost lifeless.
    


    
      I wondered if she ever noticed me, or cared.
    


    
      They skipped away, and I realized I'd let their presence distract my thoughts, and the pain. Shit! I brought up a jittery hand and touched the back of my head. It felt matted, like I'd taken a shower and gone to sleep. Had I simply dosed off on a cold slab of concrete?
    


    
      How the hell did I end up here? I looked around again and realized my surroundings were unlike any I'd ever seen. The streets had sloping, dramatic hills, although I couldn't see too far in the nighttime sky. I only leaned against the iron railing because of the severe angle of the hill—my entire balance was off-kilter.
    


    
      My brain became more lucid, but I still couldn't get my bearings. What the fuck was going on? I felt dizzy, heard my stomach growl. For some reason, fluffy pancakes flashed in my mind. I craved pancakes, with melted butter, drowning in syrup.
    


    
      I glanced away, finding a substantial crack in the sidewalk and began to pepper myself with more questions...where am I...how did I hurt my head...why had I fallen asleep on a city sidewalk? I couldn't answer a single one. I realized I'd stopped breathing, and I forced out a breath. A cloud of smoke brushed my hand and disappeared. Keep breathing, everything is okay...
    


    
      What? I couldn't recall my name!
    


    
      Now I wasn't sure if my shaking had more to do with my inability to decipher my surroundings than the teeth-chattering cold.
    


    
      Another thought. I fought through the shakes and touched each pocket. I found an iPhone with a metal casing in my back pocket, pulled it out and tapped buttons to find my contacts. I thumbed through dozens of them, but nothing connected. An Arthur, a Brandon, a Carrie, a Marisa. No name looked familiar. Whose phone was this? I was getting fucking annoyed.
    


    
      Intense pressure plowed through my veins, which sent a lightning strike of unbearable pain into my skull. I touched my head again, on top, and found a knot the size of an egg. I squeezed clumped hair. Dark burgundy smeared between my fingers. The smell of copper. Is that blood? I winced, struggling to recall...anything. I must have been in a fight, or just flat-out assaulted. It was all a fucking guess. I had no clue. Was anyone else hurt? Another waft of blood passed my nose, this wave combined with salt. Panic gripped my gut. As my breathing picked up and my pulse raced, a tingling sensation crawled up my spine. Attempting to keep it together, I swallowed hard and bit down on my lower lip.
    


    
      A single thought consumed me—I'd literally lost my mind.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    
      

    


    
      One Month Ago
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Stuffed into a body-molding silver dress on four-inch fuck-me pumps, a voluptuous waitress sauntered past my table, shot me a glance, and even gave me a quick wink.
    


    
      “Too obvious,” I said, then turned my head without acknowledging her overt flirtation. I jiggled ice against a crystal glass half-full with whiskey and Coke and took a sip, feeling eyes glaring at me from across the table.
    


    
      “Seriously?” Marisa sat back in her chair, arms folded, her leg kicking like a Rockette. Her crazy chestnut hair, expertly highlighted with subtle blond streaks, was corralled into a large bun, a plethora of curls dangling around her face.
    


    
      I peered into Marisa's honey-brown eyes, and my heart paused. Looking down at the plush carpet, I thought about why I was at the Fairmont Hotel, lounging in the piano bar late on a Friday night.
    


    
      I licked my lips and took another fortifying swig of my drink, searching for the courage to continue. I raised my head and saw two girls walking directly at me, both wearing long, flowing gowns like they'd been performing in one of the banquet halls. They even wore silk gloves pulled up to their elbows. Their gait was so smooth it appeared they hovered over the salmon rug. The Alpha of the pair, a sultry-looking redhead, eyed me. I looked down, then shifted my eyes just enough to see if she was still staring my way.
    


    
      They moved closer, and I saw a handkerchief flutter to the ground. Instinct took over. I picked it up and handed it to the redhead, who was only an inch shorter than me. Her face was so coated with makeup she looked like a clown, one that might make kids cry.
    


    
      “I knew there were still a few gallant knights left on this planet.” She closed her eyes and brought her hand to her forehead.
    


    
      I just stood there and tried to muster some semblance of a conversation.
    


    
      “Uh, yeah, I guess there are.”
    


    
      “Would you like to buy a lady a drink?”
    


    
      The direct question caught me off guard. I wasn't ready to play this game, not this quickly. I think she sensed my hesitancy.
    


    
      "Oh, I get it. You must hit from the other side, right?
    


    
      “I, uh...what?”
    


    
      Before I could catch up with her quick assessment of my sexual persuasion, she and her follower had glided away.
    


    
      “Gallant knight, my ass.” I plopped down in my chair, and wished I was at home, veggin' in my sweats, tuned into a mindless ESPN event, one hand holding a beer, the other a remote.
    


    
      “Michael, people aren't perfect. Everyone has flaws. But once you open up and get to know them, you accept their flaws, even love them for it.” Marisa put an elbow on the table and raised an eyebrow, followed by a knowing grin.
    


    
      My heart fluttered. “But no one has all of your qualities. You're the perfect combination of sexy, cute, compassionate, beautiful, open-minded, confident, witty. And did I say sexy?”
    


    
      She giggled in her special way, her dimples lighting up the room. "You said sexy and beautiful. Kind of the same thing." Marisa winked, and I could feel the warmth of her love from the inside out. Her bronze skin reflected the soft lighting in the bar at one of the swankiest hotels in the city by the bay. I wanted to eat her up, to make love to the only woman I had ever loved—could ever love.
    


    
      But I knew that would never happen again. My Marisa had passed away eighteen months ago at the hands of a conniving, murdering animal—my half-brother.
    


    
      I guess she read my thoughts.
    


    
      “Don't feel sad, Michael. We all have our time, and my time ended. It's so unpredictable, you know.”
    


    
      A lump formed in my throat as I ogled every inch of her, admitting to myself that I could see what no one else in the room could.
    


    
      “Unpredictable, as in you being murdered by my brother?” My anger swelled like a torrent river.
    


    
      “Life. None of us can ever determine how we go, or when we go. So you've got to make the most of it while you're here.”
    


    
      I drew in a deep breath. “But I've tried. I'm just not sure I can do this without you. I don't want to.”
    


    
      “Oh, Michael, you just turned thirty-seven, but you sound like you're three years old.”
    


    
      I chuckled so hard I rocked back in my seat. An older couple sitting two tables away turned my direction.
    


    
      “I just can't look at another woman like I look at you.”
    


    
      “I would say I'm flattered, but it's been eighteen months. You've grieved far too long. We had a love no one can replicate. But I can't keep you hostage the rest of your life. That's not fair. I will always love you, Michael. And I know you will always love me. Open your heart, and you'll feel alive again. Pop said—”
    


    
      “I know...live your life and live it with no regrets.”
    


    
      “It's time.”
    


    
      Suddenly, a splintering crash. I snapped my head left only to see a red-faced bartender with scrunched shoulders looking like he'd just peed his pants. He must have dropped one of their expensive bottles, maybe a Dom Perignon, given his stressed expression. The bar patrons offered him a light applause, and I turned back to Marisa to share a laugh.
    


    
      She was no longer there. I bit the inside of my cheek and sipped my drink.
    


    
      Off to the side, I spotted a youngish-looking woman in a sequined, slate blue dress moving toward the bar. I think she looked my way. Or did she just adjust her earring? She had that look. She was naturally pretty, with wavy, golden blond hair that hung just below her shoulders, and a flawless complexion. Jennifer Aniston, maybe ten years ago. She seemed pleasant, approachable even. There was something there. Some substance, and a pretty face.
    


    
      How should I introduce myself? I can't just walk up and say, "Hi, I'm Michael Doyle, what's your major? Or, what's your sign?" I literally had no clue how to approach another woman.
    


    
      I closed my eyes and heard Marisa's voice: “She's not another woman. She's just a woman. It's okay. Let it go. Let me go.”
    


    
      I could just sit and wait for the place to clear out, and maybe when there are only two of us left listening to the piano, she might wander over and ask me if I'm free for coffee tomorrow.
    


    
      Man, I was either desperate or clueless. How do you expect to meet people, dumb-ass?
    


    
      I chuckled at myself and decided to observe a while longer. Surely, a woman with her confidence and beauty wasn't alone. Essentially, I gave myself a good excuse to do nothing. Wait for the inevitable reason to not act.
    


    
      Ten minutes passed, but she only sat there—alone—and drank a glass of red wine, occasionally glancing at her cell phone. She was maybe thirty feet away, but I could see she had on very little makeup, certainly not like that redhead or the many waitresses patrolling the scene.
    


    
      I tried not to gawk, but her simple look was radiant. Small ripples of muscle covered her shoulders. She crossed a leg; an open-toed, blue heel dangled off her smallish foot. She seemed playful. The blue dress wasn't form fitting, but I could tell she was petite, at least smaller than Marisa. Dammit, stop comparing everyone you meet with Marisa! I chided myself.
    


    
      Meet? Who was I kidding? I was only a step above a peeping Tom right now. Actually, I could hear my buddies calling me a chicken shit, or worse.
    


    
      “The Natural,” my quick nickname for the cute blond sitting at the bar, toyed more with her phone, possibly reading text messages or posting this or that to some type of social media site. I was, after all, living in San Francisco, Silicon Valley a stone's throw away, the heartbeat of American innovation. Here, most people under the age of forty don't follow new trends, they establish them.
    


    
      Fortunately, I'd been able to land a job at one of the newer high-tech startups funded by a couple of former executives at Google and three former NFL players. Our company was called Playa—as in the slang term for “player.”
    


    
      A handful of former Stanford graduate students had been able to take old film footage, digitize it, and then give users—rather "playas"—the ability to manipulate any player on the field, call a new play, even change the outcome of a play. Essentially, it allowed for lazy humans sitting in their living room to play puppeteer in a game setting with real humans, not some cartoonish figures. Our latest innovation actually placed a camera on the helmet of the real-life quarterback, allowing the playa to feel like they were dropping back for a pass, scrambling for their lives, and over the outstretched arms of a six-five, three-hundred-pound defensive end, connecting with a receiver in the corner of the end zone to win the 1983 NFC Championship game.
    


    
      We—actually the real technology experts in the company—had truly blurred the lines of make-believe games and reality, at least compared to games played in the past. We'd formed a partnership with the NFL and had visions of expanding our technology into the NBA, MLB, and even FIFA, the international governing body of soccer.
    


    
      Life on the West Coast had grown on me, a far different day-to-day existence than my previous life back in Franklin, Texas. Then again, life back in Franklin was all about my partnership with my lifelong partner, Marisa.
    


    
      From the moment I'd rolled out of the driveway following Marisa's funeral, I'd only had limited interactions with friends from my former adopted hometown. I traded a few phone calls with Arthur—just enough for him to sell my house and give away the furnishings. Brandon and I exchanged a few text messages, discussing the splashy headlines he'd written for a few salacious stories published in the Times Herald—where I formerly held the associate publisher position.
    


    
      A small piece of me missed the hustle and bustle of the newsroom, and the hunt for the truth. But when I dug deeper into my professional motivations and desires, the memories only uprooted sadness and guilt that I'd allowed my job to interfere in my relationship with Marisa. Sometimes, I could even make the leap that I was the reason she'd been murdered. In our "talks" since her death, she tried to convince me differently—both when I was inebriated and completely sober—in a setting much like tonight. She always had a way of calming my nerves, releasing me from a guilt trip, boosting my confidence.
    


    
      Damn, she was the absolute best.
    


    
      I had to move beyond this mental or emotional barrier, to figure out a way to live my life with no regrets. While I'd been mildly successful in carving out a new routine in this foreign world, I knew I had only a single toe in the frigid Pacific Ocean. I had yet to go all in—in my new job, even with my new work buddies. The lady department was a complete disaster, and I did nothing about it. Whispers from my guardian angel reminded me that I couldn't sit on the sidelines for the next fifty years.
    


    
      Remnants of whiskey and melted ice swirled in my glass, and I wondered if I'd seen Marisa, spoken to Marisa, for the last time tonight. Was I prepared to leap headfirst into chilly, turbulent waters, a vast sea of uncertainty, to find another mate? I wasn't sure if I deserved happiness, at least not in the category of relationships. Shit, there I go again.
    


    
      The same busty waitress dropped off a bowl of mixed nuts, but this time she made no eye contact. I ordered another drink and popped a couple of cashews in my mouth.
    


    
      Without warning, screams rippled through the hotel, bouncing off scenic ceilings, massive columns, and enormous tiled floors. I glanced all around me and saw nothing, then jumped up to look beyond the bar. Heads swiveled, everyone searching for the source of the medical emergency or drunken fight in progress. A nearby agonizing groan jolted my senses, and I swung back to see a man in a white tuxedo shirt lunging, or falling over, the decorative railing next to my table—his eyelids flickering like a candle about to be extinguished.
    


    
      I jumped back a couple of steps, and he crashed chest-first into the table, sending nuts, glass, a candle, a drink menu sailing. The man slid right and face-planted on the floor next to me. The table teetered for just a second, then slammed onto the hairy man, the stone edge crunching his head.
    


    
      More screams, high-pitched and otherwise.
    


    
      “Holy shit!” I yelled.
    


    
      It wasn't the blood trickling down the side of his temple that created the stir. Nor was it his nearly unconscious state—his arms twitched slightly.
    


    
      We were all frozen, staring at an ax buried between the man's shoulder blades.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Someone must know who I am. Someone must care that I exist.
    


    
      I flipped the phone back around, and a ten-digit number popped into my mind. I punched in 214-224-7333 and tapped the green circle. My pulse doubled, anticipating a voice I'd recognize, my connection to a lost world that seemed so distant but at the same time was about to suffocate me.
    


    
      It rang four times, five times. No one answered. Finally, an electronic message told me to leave a voicemail.
    


    
      “Whoever hears this, please call me back. I'm desperate. I have no idea who I am, but I believe...I feel like you're the person who can help. Please call.”
    


    
      I punched the line dead and pinched the bridge of my nose. The lack of human connection only accelerated my anxiety. I had to find my anchor. Surely I had one. We all did, right? I wasn't dreaming, but I could feel a yearning deep inside. I loved someone with all my heart. Her name wasn't coming to me. My name wasn't coming to me. It would be okay. I released a breath and tried desperately to keep my emotions at bay.
    


    
      But it didn't take long for my impatience to return, which now bordered on full-fledged irritation, and I couldn't help myself. I punched in a text to the same number:
    


    
      Me: R u there?
    


    
      About thirty seconds passed.
    


    
      The person on the other end: Who is this?
    


    
      Me: I know this is crazy, but I don't really know.
    


    
      The person on the other end: Omfg
    


    
      Me: What?
    


    
      The person on the other end: Can u not
    


    
      Me: Not what?
    


    
      The person on the other end: Just no
    


    
      Me: No what?
    


    
      I held a breath, my eyes glued to the tiny screen waiting to see three dots light up—which meant the other person was typing something, anything. I needed a response.
    


    
      Two minutes passed. Three. Then five. My only connection to the world around me was ignoring me. It felt unworldly, like I'd been transported to another place, another time...hell, even another planet, where steep hills covered the landscape and I never existed.
    


    
      I couldn't let go. Who this person was, specifically, I couldn't recall. I struggled to see images, remember a voice or a scent. Nothing. My heart pounded harder, like it was drilling for oil. I scanned my surroundings again, more hills, a few tall buildings, distant lights, a strange metal trench splitting the street. The cold wind smacked my focus back to the three-by-five-inch screen. The phone was silent—like my memory.
    


    
      Ten minutes. Fuck! Where was she? Didn't she understand I needed her? My emotions were about to explode, my pulse now racing out of control. I braced myself against the building and struggled to get to my feet. My knees buckled for just a moment, and most of my weight fell against the stone edifice. The phone slipped out of my hand; I grabbed for it and missed. Kicking up my left knee, the phone bounced off my thigh, giving me an easier target, and I snatched it out of the air. I was lucky. My lifeline to the rest of the world was still intact, but in just a few seconds, I'd gone from feeling cold down to my bones to breaking out in a fierce sweat.
    


    
      I gripped the phone until my knuckles turned white. Fifteen minutes had passed. I looked up and noticed two flags waving off the stone building. On one I think I read Fairmont Hotel, but I wasn't certain.
    


    
      I'd officially run out of what little patience I had.
    


    
      Me: R u still there? I really need your help.
    


    
      The person on the other end: I don't know who u r asshole!!!
    


    
      My hopes and my head dropped. I was alone, and I couldn't remember a damn thing. Something must have happened to me. I felt my egg-shaped bump, then clenched my teeth and closed my eyes. Focus. Look within and find that missing link that allows everything to come back to you.
    


    
      My breathing calmed, I touched my face then scanned the back of my hands. I was young. The number thirty-seven popped in my mind. Was that my age? Good gosh, I was pathetic. I needed a mirror to find out who I was, what I looked like.
    


    
      My wallet. What had I been thinking? I slapped each pocket searching for a wallet, driver's license, credit cards, any form of identification. All empty. No wallet, no keys, no money. Was I homeless, destitute? I looked back at my shoes. Doubtful. Maybe I'd been mugged, knocked unconscious, all of my things stolen. That seemed the most logical. I just needed to find a police station, and they'd help me piece my life back together.
    


    
      Unless this was all a dream, or maybe I'd been pulled through a time warp, and I existed as a different person in a different world.
    


    
      Didn't feel right. I wasn't even sure if I liked sci-fi crap.
    


    
      Fuck it. I started walking—trudging, actually, considering the angle of the hill I was climbing. After about twenty steps, I paused at a corner. A few cabs whizzed by, but I couldn't make out the names, hoping to see a city reference. My mind was still scrambled to a degree. I checked my phone and finally noticed the time: eleven forty-eight p.m.
    


    
      A renewed sense of purpose overtook my thoughts, and I just started walking. I ignored the throbbing head pain and used my arms as pendulums to help propel me forward. Keep moving. The blood rushing through my body made me feel alive, human. I've done this type of activity before. I must be in decent cardio shape. Up and down hills I marched with relentless motivation, moving along Pine Street then veering left onto Masonic Avenue. I kept my focus on the sidewalk, the next step. I didn't look around. I didn't make eye contact with any of the few late-night stragglers. I was on a mission, like I had some place to be.
    


    
      I did have a purpose. I must have a purpose.
    


    
      I crossed a small bridge, then noticed a park off to my left. The name, Buena Vista Park, was imprinted in gold, wooden letters. Like everything else, it meant nothing to me. But I wasn't dissuaded. I persevered, like a ship steering toward a beacon of light. My light was inside me, an instinct that told me to keep moving. Another right onto Turk Street—another dark hole in my memory. Screw it. I kept walking, like someone was waiting on me. Maybe that love I'd felt earlier was real, and I'd find my way back home—to her.
    


    
      I hung a right onto Frederick, dotted with more homes, all sorts of colors. I tried not to gawk, not to observe too closely. It would only remind me of what I couldn't remember. My mind was singularly, even obsessively, focused. Keep walking. I will get where I needed to be.
    


    
      Some type of green patch off to my right, a kid's playground. Looked like some teens messing around on a swing set, a few yells, some cursing. They must be drunk.
    


    
      Left on Willard Street. The hill was ominous, but something told me to not stop until I reached the top, about a hundred yards or so.
    


    
      While the pace and lengthy trek had sparked hope and given me purpose, my legs now felt like thick, lead bricks. My head pain was more intense, and I was hungry. I struggled to lift my legs the last few steps. Finally at the apex, I bent over and leaned on my knees.
    


    
      What drew me here?
    


    
      A bird, possibly a blue jay, swooped past my face, gliding off to the right. Startled initially, I spotted a trailhead across the street, opening onto a strange land of vegetation in the middle of the concrete jungle I'd been traversing. It magnetized me, and I ambled over.
    


    
      I was immediately engulfed in a foreign world, filled with lush trees, wild plants, flowers, vines, and darkness. Only splinters of light invaded the sanctuary. There were no homes, no buildings of any kind. The area was hilly, secluded. I trudged through the vegetation, wishing I had a machete. I imagined myself swatting away dense, invasive foliage.
    


    
      Was that a memory? I couldn't tell.
    


    
      These new surroundings intrigued me. Keeping my lonely existence in the back of my mind, I plodded up another slope toward a slice of light. Finally at the top, I could see the city beneath me, but not very far. A dense fog huddled over the city like a layered, fuzzy blanket.
    


    
      I turned back around and stared into the dark forest. I heard leaves ruffling, then two birds fluttered overhead. A branch snapped—at least I think it did. I'm sure animals roamed this oasis, but of what variety? Rabbits, squirrels certainly...anything bigger, I wasn't sure.
    


    
      I thought about a zoo breakout, where dozens of wild animals had escaped, including a lion, creating panic and havoc in a city. Was that just a random thought or an actual memory? This time I hoped it was my active imagination. I didn't want to think about a grisly seven-hundred-pound beast with claws that could rip out my heart lurking a few feet away, ready to pounce and devour me for his late-night snack. He'd chew off my neck and...
    


    
      What was I thinking? Geez, I was really losing it.
    


    
      Out of nowhere, I heard rapid sounds, leaves crunching, like someone was running. I narrowed my eyes, straining to find the source of the sounds in the forest, but saw no movement. It could be one of those tiny creatures frolicking around with an animal friend under the safety net of a dense layer of vines, or maybe they were on the hunt. Survival of the fittest.
    


    
      The sound ceased. I lowered my head, curious if the little runt would appear right under my feet. I could use a little friend, even if they weren't my species. Then again, I could just live here, start swinging from tree to tree. I'd adopt the name Tarzan. Eventually, though, I'd long for my Jane.
    


    
      Suddenly, leaves crunched; they were getting closer. Heavy steps, branches flapping. Was that a yell or some type of moan? I lowered my body like a linebacker and looked inward. Nothing visible. Had my fried brain finally created a new, fictional world just to keep me from going stir-crazy? I listened again. The sound stopped. It was nothing, just a sound mirage, or maybe the wind whistling through the immense trees.
    


    
      I took in a breath.
    


    
      “Michael!” I heard it before I saw anything. I jerked my head around, and I was tackled head-on, which sent us tumbling down a vine-covered hill, twisted and tangled, both of us yelling out of fear, out of pain...God only knows. Slipping, sliding off enormous dewy leaves.
    


    
      Finally, the falling stopped. I felt my body parts, and they were all intact. But a girl sat on top of me. The lighting was poor, but she had dark hair.
    


    
      “That shithead. When I get the chance, I'm going to kick him in the nuts,” she yelled, then brushed off leaves and pulled things out of her mouth and hair.
    


    
      Her legs wrapped around my waist. Did I even know this person?
    


    
      “Let's get the hell out of here, Michael.”
    


    
      “You said my name.”
    


    
      “Huh? Quit screwing around.” I could only make out her silhouette. Her head swung back and forth—like she was searching for someone—her dark hair flipping side to side. One swing smacked me in the face.
    


    
      “You said my name.” Blood rushed to my brain. I hoped, prayed this was real, not a fantasy I'd pulled out of my ass to avert a mental breakdown.
    


    
      I found my hands grabbing each side of her waist. She had trim, tight abs, but this didn't jog any memories. I still couldn't make out her face. Her youthful voice was lower than most girls'.
    


    
      “Michael, are you okay?”
    


    
      “I don't know who you are.”
    


    
      “What the hell are you talking about?” she exclaimed, irritation in her voice.
    


    
      “It's a long story, but the good news is, you know me, right?”
    


    
      “Know you? I worked for you. Are you tripping on some West Coast acid or something?”
    


    
      “West Coast?” My head began to ache. I was lying at a downward angle, head first. I attempted to prop myself up on my elbows, while this person who says she knows me, worked for me even, straddled me like a horse.
    


    
      She said, “I'm not going to deal with your...uh, situation right now.”
    


    
      “Umm...” I tried to get her attention, so I'd be allowed to crawl out from under her and we could have a sane, adult conversation. But she continued surveying the hills and shrubs surrounding us, her mind apparently elsewhere.
    


    
      “Look, Michael—”
    


    
      “I like hearing my name. Michael. What's my last name?” I sounded like a five-year-old, but I didn't care. I finally had an identity—if she wasn't bullshitting me.
    


    
      She mumbled something.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      She looked left to right twice more, the grip of her legs around my waist on the verge of cracking a rib.
    


    
      “Hey, can you ease up a little? Jesus, I need to breathe.”
    


    
      Another indecipherable mumble.
    


    
      “Listen, can you act like I'm here? I'm a real-life person with a real-life brain. And while I do have a bulging knot on my head, I haven't broken any bones—not yet anyway.”
    


    
      “Shit!”
    


    
      “Huh?” I peered around, wondering what she saw. Maybe she didn't like my sassy attitude. “Hey, I'm sorry if I came across like a—“
    


    
      “Duck!”
    


    
      A split second later, I saw a fist the size of a HoneyBaked Ham two inches from my face.
    


    
      Lights out.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Four


    
      

    


    
      One Month Ago
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      This wasn't Los Angeles, so it couldn't have been a scene from an upcoming Bourne movie. The ax was real and so was the thick blade buried deep in the man's massive back, a matted, crimson shirt sticking to his skin.
    


    
      I shot a glance at my fellow witnesses, most of whom had a date on their arms, as we encircled the man.
    


    
      “Call nine-one-one!” I got down on one knee, picking up a sour, pungent odor...sweat, maybe blood. I scanned the body and lifted a hand toward his back, unsure if I should touch the ax handle.
    


    
      “Don't touch it,” I heard a man's voice say.
    


    
      “Get me some water, a towel,” I ordered to no one in particular, not sure how I'd use the accoutrements.
    


    
      Just as a bottled water and a white towel appeared, a petite woman in a slate blue dress burst through the packed crowd and hovered over me and the body that had ceased movement.
    


    
      “Dear God, Gustavo!” A slight accent came from the alluring blond girl from the bar, and The Natural fell to her knees. Water spilled from her turquoise eyes. Her shaking hands touched his cheek, and she moved closer, her face nearly touching his as she stroked his dark stubble.
    


    
      She cried out again. “Gustavo, oh no. Please no!”
    


    
      The man, who looked to be north of two hundred fifty pounds, didn't respond. I wanted to touch his neck, check for a pulse, but I took her lead. The Natural knew this person. Maybe it was her husband or boyfriend. He looked to be older, ten years or more. I held the open bottle of water and the towel, and could only think to offer them to her. I motioned in her direction, then we locked eyes, just briefly, like she recalled me from earlier, when piano keys danced in the background and pretty people frolicked like they didn't have a care in the world.
    


    
      I'd been right—she wore very little makeup. Creases formed between her eyes, a trail of tears racing off her face, some finding the corner of her mouth. I could feel her anxiety, her undeniable pain. I wanted to say something, but I couldn't find the words. Flashes of images darted through my mind...the night I came upon Marisa, motionless in our kitchen, blood pooled against her body. I forced the thoughts into another segment of my brain and focused on the here and now.
    


    
      Another voice yelled out from the crowd. “Check for a pulse!”
    


    
      The Natural paused, glanced at me, and I nodded. She closed her eyes briefly then put her hand on his hairy neck, the size of a tree trunk. Her tiny hand with a French manicure moved to different spots, each rigid movement contorting her face more and more. A slow shake of her head, her blond hair sliding back and forth across her shoulders...then she cupped her face with her hands.
    


    
      “He's dead,” said a random voice.
    


    
      Gasps filled the air, followed quickly by bursts of crying throughout the crowd.
    


    
      I stared at Gustavo's back and noticed the weapon actually wasn't an ax. It looked more like a meat cleaver, with a shiny metal blade, at least the part that wasn't buried in flesh or coated in his blood. The handle was black with metal edging. How did this man, Gustavo, have the energy to take those last steps? He must have seen The Natural from across the way and was striving to reach her.
    


    
      “Did anyone see anything? See where he came from?” I asked, looking around. Shoulders shrugged, and people pointed and murmured, but nothing discernible.
    


    
      The Natural rocked backward, her head bowed, her sobs bouncing her head up and down. An uncontrollable grief. I could feel it all over again. I wanted to reach out and hold her, tell her she would be okay—eventually she'd want to live again.
    


    
      Instead, I instinctively reached for Gustavo's neck. I couldn't help but learn for myself if there was a pulse, to provide at least a hint of hope for the striking blonde whose psyche was held in the balance. The skin felt clammy cold, the stubble prickly. I must have touched ten places, but not a sign of life.
    


    
      She looked into my eyes again then dropped her hands.
    


    
      A chirp, then another chirp. She instinctively grabbed her purse and pulled out her phone. Then someone yelled, “Get out of the way. Paramedics need access to the victim.”
    


    
      The crowd opened, and two thick-waisted women and one thin man swooped down to the floor. I scooted back and realized I was still holding the towel and water. But I didn't know where to put them.
    


    
      The medics couldn't get to his chest or his mouth to start resuscitation. They all looked at each other. Finally, the thin man grabbed the handle of the meat cleaver and pulled. Gustavo's back raised a couple of inches. The other two medics then held the body down, providing enough leverage for the next attempt. A meaty, moist suction noise could be heard as the cleaver exited the wound.
    


    
      They plugged the gaping hole with gauze, turned him over and began their revival process. One performed mouth-to-mouth, the other thumping and pushing his chest. I glanced over at The Natural, her sad eyes dark with mascara, her mouth agape. She seemed catatonic.
    


    
      Another click came from her phone, a different sound than before. At the same time, the medics, all doused with a layer of sweat, ceased activity. They looked at each and shook their heads.
    


    
      The Natural fell backward, her eyes moving from the dead man to the phone.
    


    
      “It can't be,” she said with a bit of defiance.
    


    
      “Miss, do you know this man?” one of the lady medics asked.
    


    
      The Natural ignored the question and started crawling backward. She bit on her lower lip, her eyes darting from side to side, as if she was contemplating what to say or do. She seemed absolutely devastated, almost to the point of not being in control of herself. I wondered if the medics should step in and give her a sedative.
    


    
      “Miss, are you okay?” the other chubby medic asked. “Can we help you? I know this must be difficult for you.“
    


    
      I almost couldn't bear to watch. My mouth was parched, probably because my jaw had been open for several minutes. I looked down at my hands and again noticed the towel and the water, apparently glued to my fingers.
    


    
      “Miss, seriously, can you hear us?” The male medic sounded concerned and took a step in her direction.
    


    
      “Cops just arrived outside,” someone shouted.
    


    
      The Natural glanced toward the front, a confused, frightened look painted on her wet face. Leaning back on her right arm, I could see her clavicle bulging under her smooth skin, reminding me of my earlier assessment. She had all the refined, natural looks of someone who'd been blessed with a gene—no, a gift—that left others, me included, longing for more. But there was more to her, to her life; that much was obvious. And it didn't match the version I'd seen earlier—her satiny skin and playful spirit, her poise and seeming confidence that life was good and settled.
    


    
      I had to reach out to the pretty girl in the slate blue dress. I felt it now more than ever, even with a hundred people watching intently. Pushing off my knees with the towel and water bottle, I rose to my feet just as the sea of humans parted to my left. I saw cop hats in the distance making their way toward this scene. I glanced back at The Natural, who spoke at the phone like the person was lurking under the casing.
    


    
      “You have it all wrong. It didn't...I wouldn't.”
    


    
      She touched her face and released more tears, then shook her head violently.
    


    
      “Stop!” I yelled toward her, not knowing how harsh it would sound.
    


    
      Her eyes looked directly at me, but I wasn't sure what she saw.
    


    
      “No one can save me now!” She screamed and pulled at her hair. Then she leaped to her feet and pushed through the crowd.
    


    
      “Get out of my way, dammit!” Her accent grew thicker with each word.
    


    
      I hopped over the dead man, Gustavo. “Please, wait, we can help you. I can help.”
    


    
      At that exact moment, she found an opening and burst through the wall of people, running for the door. She was as quick as a squirrel, dodging and spinning around people like they were statues. Without thinking, I took off after her but then heard a distant voice behind me.
    


    
      “Stop! Do you hear me? I said stop where you are!”
    


    
      I ignored it. I only wanted to get to The Natural, to console her, to explain what I'd experienced, how I could help her deal with this insane situation, the grief. Tossing the towel and water behind me, I tore through the shocked crowed. I thought I spotted a flash of blue turning right. I headed in that direction, although I seemed far less athletic than she. I flipped a right at the elevators and was forced to halt my movement. Where to? Mammoth walls, six elevators, and an exit door to a staircase. On the floor, two blue shoes. I picked up the three-inch leather heels. They couldn't have been anything larger than a size four or five. She had tiny feet. Quick tiny feet, at that.
    


    
      I contemplated which door to take, knowing the massive hotel was like a small city. That thought lasted less than ten seconds. I heard loud stomps off to my right. I turned my head and was steamrolled by a pair of San Francisco's finest. Did they play for the 49ers?
    


    
      “You're under arrest for obstructing a crime scene.”
    


    
      “What the hell are you talking about?” The cop's knee was jammed into my back, forcing my pitch an octave higher.
    


    
      I heard heavy breathing, like they'd both run a marathon, although I'm not sure they would still be standing if they'd sprinted forty yards.
    


    
      “Don't say another word. We saw you chasing after that poor woman.”
    


    
      My eyes scrunched together. “I was trying to help her. I couldn't save her boyfriend or husband, or whoever he was. She is—”
    


    
      “You have the right to remain silent. By the way, I'd take that advice.” One officer chuckled, although I couldn't see him since my face was being smashed into the tile floor by a sweaty hand that smelled like salami. “Everything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.“
    


    
      I drowned out the rest of the Miranda Rights and closed my eyes, seeking a peaceful respite from the entire surreal scene: the dead man, the distraught blond woman to whom I was drawn, and the body tackle. I took in as deep a breath I could with a knee choking off my capacity to breathe.
    


    
      Ten minutes later, I surveyed the world through the back window of a squad car, rhythmic blue and red lights splashing on the hotel facade, the street, moving cars, even faces all around me. Through the reflection of the window, I could see a nice shiner forming under my left eye.
    


    
      I still couldn't stop thinking about what had happened to the cute blonde in the slate blue dress—The Natural.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      At first, I just heard her familiar voice. "Don't you get it? We're being chased by a maniacal killer. A hired assassin."
    


    
      Closing my eyes, I gripped the side of my head and felt the tiny bumps of an ACE bandage wrapped around my head. It felt like I was wearing a turban. I knew I wasn't part of the Sikh faith, although I might have believed it a few hours earlier when I questioned every aspect of my life.
    


    
      I peeked open one eye then the other.
    


    
      “Still have a headache?” she asked.
    


    
      “Uh, yeah.” Cupping a mug of hot chocolate to warm my hands, I noticed three marshmallows melting in the middle. I took a sip, slurping in the marshmallows before they were devoured by the hot substance. They tasted good. “By the way, I don't disagree with your theory. My memory is coming back like the doctor said it would, but it's still patchy.“
    


    
      “Like a quilt.”
    


    
      “Huh?”
    


    
      “Like a patchwork quilt. Bad pun, I know.” She snickered.
    


    
      “I'm a little slow on the take.” I gingerly touched the bump on the bridge of my broken nose, then gently brushed the wax coating that bridged two sets of stitches, five under one eye, eight under the other. I looked like I just climbed out of the ring with Mike Tyson, or was it The Road Runner, given the egg-shaped lump on my head?
    


    
      “Looks painful. I'm really sorry. I did tell you to duck.” She covered her mouth to half-hide a reluctant smile.
    


    
      Andi Osborne. I never expected to wake up from my temporary state of amnesia and see her huddled over me. Former student at the University of North Texas. Former intern turned reporter at the Times Herald. Yes, as the former associate publisher of said newspaper, she was my former employee. But, as she'd reminded me several times in the last hour, and apparently countless other times in the last week, she no longer worked for me and, therefore, was no longer beholden to my instruction or opinion.
    


    
      “So, again, why didn't we go to the cops?”
    


    
      Her eyes bugged out a bit, but not in a strange way. They were warm and brown, contrasting beautifully with her olive skin. Her wavy, brown hair had a reddish tint, but seemed full of life, like her. She was cute, in a girl-next-door kind of way.
    


    
      “You have more than a few holes to fill in that memory of yours.” She leaned on her elbows across the orange-speckled laminate table.
    


    
      The twenty-four-hour restaurant had just two other patrons: an elderly Asian man wearing black-rimmed glasses, drinking coffee at the bar, and a younger kid with a huge afro, studying intently, books spread across his four-seater booth. Both patrons were on the other side of the restaurant.
    


    
      “I guess you don't recall your other run-ins with the cops? Apparently, they don't seem to think you're one of the good guys, at least not one of the sane guys. You've been arrested three times in the last month.”
    


    
      I winced ever so slightly, my recollection still more of a foggy, distant dream.
    


    
      “At least that's what you told me when we first ran into each other a week ago,” Andi added.
    


    
      “A week ago,” I said, trying to connect the dots—too many dots at this stage of my recovery.
    


    
      “Do you need me to give you a recap of what we've been through in the last week?” Andi clasped her hands, her elbows anchoring her weight on the table. She had no problem being straightforward, even blunt. Her behavior seemed very familiar to me, which given my current state of mind, felt comforting, even a tad endearing.
    


    
      I drew in a slow breath, my pulse reverberating against my four pain points.
    


    
      “Let's start with how the hell we got away from Meat Hand.”
    


    
      “Meat Hand, or Meat Head?”
    


    
      “The guy who landed the haymaker—bone in. He looked like Iron Fist out of The Avengers.“ I tried mimicking the fist by curling fingers into my palm.
    


    
      “You see, you are remembering more.”
    


    
      My lips formed just enough of a line to let her know I smiled. She grinned back, flashing pearly whites under naturally red lips, though I could see a slight grimace forming, an unconscious response to my bashed face, no doubt.
    


    
      I gestured an open hand her way, hoping she'd see I was ready to hear the story.
    


    
      “Meat Head, believe it or not, actually meant no harm.”
    


    
      I attempted to raise an eyebrow.
    


    
      She rested her hand on top of mine, a motherly instinct, it appeared. Her fingers were long, although her nails were clipped fairly short. Feminine, yes, but they wouldn't be called upon to model diamond rings or nail polish. She batted long, plush eyelashes, something I didn't recall from my daily interactions with her more than eighteen months ago. Then again, at the time, she was finishing up college.
    


    
      Now, she was...uggh. I couldn't recall what she was doing now. More time for small talk later. First, I had to hear about my run-in with Meat Head.
    


    
      “Apparently, our tumble down the embankment landed within a few feet of the makeshift home of Larry, a former bond trader who'd lost everything during the recession. Then he got hooked on meth. Says he's clean now, but he's living out of a cardboard box and a grocery cart.”
    


    
      I just stared at her, both amused and amazed at her quest to know everything about anyone who interested her.
    


    
      “What? I'm a reporter, remember?”
    


    
      I tilted my head. “Barely.”
    


    
      “Uh, sorry. Bad choice of words. You'll get there.”
    


    
      “So, was he also a former heavyweight champion?”
    


    
      “Actually, a former Golden Gloves champ while growing up in Santa Cruz.” She smiled, enjoying the fact she knew more than me, again. “The one-hundred-sixty-pound weight class.“
    


    
      “And...”
    


    
      “And he admitted kind of flipping out. Apparently, kids sneak up to Mount Sutro—”
    


    
      “That's where we were. Damn.” I curled my lower lip inward and clenched my teeth slightly, creating a blood rush that whipped through my veins.
    


    
      “Teenagers sneak up there and do everything their parents wouldn't want to witness... smoke weed, have sex...”
    


    
      “But we weren't doing either,” I explained in a higher pitch, like I was trying to make a case to change a past event. It sounded like whining.
    


    
      “Well, he thought...ahem.” She fake coughed, bringing a hand to her mouth.
    


    
      A hint of pink saturated her cheeks as she looked away briefly. Is Andi actually blushing?
    


    
      Her head still lower, suddenly she raised her eyes. All I could see was white and brown.
    


    
      “He thought we were having sex.”
    


    
      “What? We'd just fallen down a hill.”
    


    
      “You were jostling around, and I was sitting on top of you. Remember?”
    


    
      “I think so.”
    


    
      The pink had morphed into deep red and had now invaded her neck. It almost appeared she was having an allergic reaction.
    


    
      Her chest rose as she took in a breath. "Larry said he thought I had 'mounted' you." Both eyebrows flexed upward, followed by a combo eye roll and two quick bats of her lashes. Impressive dismissal.
    


    
      I now recalled finding myself at the end of the fall sitting under Andi, her legs squeezing my rib cage like she was a jockey heading down the stretch at the Kentucky Derby. I could see where Larry was coming from.
    


    
      “He said he was sorry almost as soon as you landed.”
    


    
      “How kind of him.”
    


    
      “There's another reason I didn't call the cops. Larry said if we did, he'd be sent to jail, charged with crimes. He'd lose his makeshift home. Turn his life upside down.”
    


    
      “Wouldn't want that.” My right eye twitched inadvertently, and I felt the stitches tug my tight, fragile skin.
    


    
      “He had worn, sad eyes. You were waking up, so I knew you'd be okay. He even helped me get you to the nearest twenty-four-hour emergency care center, courtesy of Larry's grocery cart.”
    


    
      Andi snorted then released an outward giggle.
    


    
      I tried to smile but reached back and felt my spine. It was tender, likely bruised.
    


    
      “We had a bit of a struggle getting you out of the cart.”
    


    
      Andi told me the doctor concluded I'd suffered a concussion when I was knocked unconscious the first time, causing temporary amnesia. The second knockout punch by Larry essentially jarred my memory back to my conscious state, following a brief nap.
    


    
      “What a mess. This is my life though.” I could only imagine what the nurses and doctors thought when Andi and Larry wheeled me into the facility.
    


    
      “It's been our lives for the last week.” Andi sipped coffee from a brown mug.
    


    
      “Lots of questions still. The first concussion. What the hell happened?” I peered over Andi's shoulder and watched the student bury a pen in his afro. My fingers gingerly touched the puffiness under my eyes, just over the stitches.
    


    
      As Andi opened her mouth to respond, I jumped in. “Before we go back to square one of my fun night, perhaps you could provide some commentary on what made you tackle me in the first place.”
    


    
      “We'd planned on meeting at Mount Sutro earlier. It was part of the plan when—”
    


    
      Ding dong.
    


    
      She jerked her head left, her eyes appearing to shoot instant messages to her brain to determine if the sound meant friend or foe, safety or flight.
    


    
      The glass front door opened, and a tiny Asian woman entered, calling out to the man at the counter as she waddled like a penguin and lifted herself onto the barstool next to him.
    


    
      “You're on edge, worried about something, someone,” I said.
    


    
      She licked her lips. “We both are, should be.”
    


    
      Images blinked in and out of my mind, but I couldn't compile them into any type of cohesive thought or storyline. Was I was missing a hundred pieces of the puzzle or one key element that would burst a hole through the dam holding back a flood of memories?
    


    
      A new waitress with kinky, blond hair walked up. “More coffee or hot chocolate? Early breakfast?”
    


    
      A spasm of energy jarred my body. I glanced out the spotty, stained window, staring at nothing but watching everything flash before my eyes. Two of us nestled on a plaid couch while a fire crackled nearby, silly pillow fights, fancy parties where every eye in the room ogled my lady, watching sappy romantic comedies, taking long walks where the palms of our hands never separated and neither did our lips, and romps under the stars while two ducks glided nearby. A million images. A million feelings. Sensuality. Affection. Respect. Empathy. Red-hot passion. A warm, settled heart.
    


    
      I reached my hand upward, my eyes now shut, hoping to touch the side of her perfect face, her magical curls, feel the back of her neck. I couldn't re-create the texture of her skin or curves of her body. Deep within, I could only recall the gaping hole in my heart.
    


    
      The love of my life. My Marisa.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    
      
    


    Three Weeks Ago


    
      
    


    
      I rolled a pinch of sea salt between my fingers then flicked the little nuggets on top of a large fillet of black cod, which had been soaking in a teriyaki marinade for the last two hours.
    


    
      Shifting to the right in my small kitchen, I sliced carrots and broccoli then added smaller pieces of diced onion. I dropped them in a bowl and added fresh seasonings I'd purchased at the open market last weekend. Mixing in organic olive oil, I used my hands to blend the oil and seasonings among the colorful vegetables. I molded aluminum foil and created a pouch, then slipped in my vegetable concoction. My stomach released a cacophony of growls that must have lasted thirty seconds.
    


    
      I crossed through my living room and glanced at the score on the flat-screen: 49ers 14, Cowboys 10 at the end of the third quarter. I'd made a lot of adjustments to my life in the last year and a half, but one change I would never make was my allegiance from the Cowboys to the 49ers. How could I betray the team I'd loved ever since I was old enough to hold a football? Yes, the Cowboys had struggled recently, and being a Dallas fan on the West Coast presented some social challenges—as if I didn't already have enough of those—but switching to the 49ers was like renouncing your citizenship just to get elected senator. Who did that? Not I.
    


    
      I unlatched one of three bay windows then crawled out onto a fourth-floor metal balcony that faced the street. The fact that it was shared by the neighboring apartment, and was actually a fire escape with connecting stairs up and down, didn't faze me. I'd grown to love my pad.
    


    
      Flames popped metal on the side of my miniature gas grill, and I turned to gaze down Powell Street toward the water. Couldn't make it out since the sun went down a couple of hours ago, but the yellow and white lights that outlined streets and buildings were both soothing and scintillating to me. Living in the city, in the heart of Chinatown, was a choice I'd made soon after I migrated west. The unique architecture, amazing hills, distinctive neighborhoods, and sheer energy infused life into my body and soul. I'd been brooding far too long, and this city had helped re-engage me in this thing called life. We were given one chance to make the most of it, and as I'd learned in the most painful way, you don't know when your number will be called. I hadn't completely moved on, but my thoughts about Marisa and my former life were usually positive, seldom attached to the bottom of a bottle of Maker's Mark.
    


    
      I brushed fingers through my hair and still felt sweat clinging to my sideburns. I'd just returned from a five-mile run, the kind that makes your legs burn, thigh muscles especially. My stomach released a couple of surging growls, and I patted my stomach. I'd probably never show off a six-pack or be asked to model in my Calvin Kleins, but my stomach was flat and tight. My entire core was solid, strong. No love handles hanging off my side. My shoulders and arms rippled with more muscle than any other time in my life. I'd actually had the guts and confidence to wear a sleeveless Dri-FIT shirt on my run. It wasn't about being cocky; it was more about looking in the mirror and feeling prideful for being me. With my new residence came a renewed sense of living the right kind of life. Friends, both online and offline, taught me how to cook. I was in the best shape of my life and felt like I was getting stronger every day—I just hoped that strength included my mental and emotional sides as well.
    


    
      Unfortunately, I'd yet to take any steps toward making true female friends, certainly not the kind of relationships that would lead to anything "serious." Yep, in that department, I'd have to still classify myself as puny and gutless. Except for that one night when I ran after the pretty blond girl at the bar in the Fairmont Hotel. The Natural had captured my attention unlike any woman since Marisa. I recalled her turquoise eyes, radiant skin, and mesmerizing features on her smallish frame. And ever since I'd held her tiny, blue-heeled shoe, I wondered where she was, if she was still suffering, and if she was in trouble like her voice had sounded: "You have it all wrong. It didn't....I wouldn't." Then she had disappeared faster than a rabbit being chased by a rabid coyote.
    


    
      The gauge on the grill showed three hundred fifty degrees. Leaving the balcony window open, I returned to the kitchen to gather the food I'd prepped. I took in the sweet aroma and recalled how Mr. Chao had provided me his secret ingredients for this dish. I guess his was the longest friendship I'd made since I moved to San Francisco. His restaurant, Chao Town, was just a few blocks and hills from my apartment. He had hand-scribbled the recipe, which resembled gibberish written by a fourth-grader, on the back of a crumpled receipt, using a pencil that looked like it had been carved out of a tree back in 1920. In a city surrounded by technology and innovation, Mr. Chao's archaic business methods were puzzling at best. He used a lone register, not hooked into any database, to capture customer information or financials, and didn't have a website, Facebook page, Twitter handle, Pinterest page, or any other time-sucking venture—those are his words, of course.
    


    
      I'd never learned his first name; no one dared ask. He essentially ran the place like the Soup Nazi from Seinfeld. I chuckled, recalling the exact moment he slammed the paper on my table and said, "You want to eat good food at home, you eat this. Take it, but don't fuck up recipe."
    


    
      Truly, though, Mr. Chao could see I was lost in so many ways, and a week after I'd met the sixty-something chef and entrepreneur, he offered for me to live in the spare apartment above his dilapidated restaurant. Similar to his business practices, the building was old and on the verge of collapsing. Unable to find a place that worked within my budget, I took him up on the offer. The sheetrock sagged above my mattress, which laid on a parquet linoleum floor. Occasionally, I'd have to deal with his employees barging in to grab packages of napkins, straws and other non-food products. A locked door meant nothing, since multiple people had a key. It came with the price of the rent—only four hundred a month. And that was as long as I could take it.
    


    
      My entire wardrobe smelled like Chinese food. Looking back, I think he knew it would spur me to find my own place. Smart man, that Mr. Chao. And crafty, in his own dictatorial manner.
    


    
      Fish and vegetables sizzled on the grill. Within ten minutes, I was scooping the food onto a simple white plate and—bypassing my lonely dining table—sat it on the rectangular, chocolate-wood table in front of a flat screen, magazines stacked on one side of the coffee table, remotes on the other. This had been my MO for every meal since I moved in.
    


    
      The piece of black cod, outlined with a hint of crust, hung off the edge of the plate. I raised my fork then realized I'd forgotten my drink of the night, locally brewed Liberty Ale from Anchor Brewing. Just then, Neil Diamond's "Sweet Caroline" blasted out of my cell phone, which was on the kitchen bar counter. The song was a tie to the past, but it represented one of the few memories that always brought a smile to my face: Marisa, Brandon, Carrie, and I belting out the song played during Red Sox games on one of our double dates. Good friends and a special sparkle in Marisa's eye.
    


    
      I drowned out the memory now and jogged three big steps to the phone.
    


    
      “Michael here.”
    


    
      “Mr. Doyle, this is Ji. Ji Ho. I've the information you requested.”
    


    
      My heart skipped a beat. I thought back to a week ago, when I witnessed the death of a man with a blade wedged in his back. Murdered. His girlfriend or wife, at first a picture of grace and natural beauty, then a devastated lady, even more frightened after she received the mysterious phone call, escaping the bloody scene.
    


    
      “We need to meet,” I said.
    


    
      “Step out on your balcony.” Ji's voice carried an accent but was even.
    


    
      I moved to the window then scooped my body through the opening. I glanced left then right. Stepping forward under the yellow hue of a nearby street light, I spotted a man shaped like a fireplug with black hair, wearing a black leather jacket. He raised his hand in greeting then spoke through the phone.
    


    
      “Would you mind if I came up?”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Smoke curled off a stack of blueberry pancakes, melted butter lathering down the sides. I drenched the fluffy mountain in maple syrup, and then I coated some tangled, crispy bacon with the addictive sugary topping.
    


    
      “Would you like me to calculate the fat grams you're consuming?” Andi pulled out a green-encased cell phone, most likely paying homage to her collegiate Mean Green roots.
    


    
      I held up a finger, unable to push words through the mound of food crammed in my mouth. I gulped down a mouthful of orange juice and enjoyed the tanginess as it lit up my taste buds.
    


    
      “I like pancakes.”
    


    
      “That's obvious.” She rolled her eyes then stabbed at a piece of pineapple from her plate and ate it.
    


    
      “That was the first conscious thought I had when I had no idea who I was. I like pancakes. Marisa used to make a wicked batch. Homemade, of course.”
    


    
      “Of course.”
    


    
      Before ordering breakfast, Andi and I talked like the old friends we were, recalling the person I often referred to as my "wife for life," Marisa. We shared a few laughs, and at different times, each of us allowed a tear to escape our eyes. Andi had evolved, grown into a charming young woman, someone who could sense the emotion of the person she was speaking to—me, in this instance.
    


    
      The hazy glow of the morning sun peeked above a nearby brick building, illuminating hundreds of smudges on the restaurant's dirty windows. The Asian couple was long gone, but the student indulged in our breakfast brigade. His plate of food, like Andi's, was much healthier than what I was consuming.
    


    
      I scarfed down all five of my pancakes and swirled my last piece of bacon in a pool of syrup, savoring the final mouthwatering bite. Realizing I was coated in goo, I held up both hands.
    


    
      “Had many civil meals recently?” Andi asked with an obvious smirk.
    


    
      I moved my hands closer, like a surgeon waiting for my nurse to slip on surgical gloves.
    


    
      “I know, you like pancakes. I get it. You were a hungry boy. Now let's make sure you clean yourself up.”
    


    
      She dipped her napkin in water then took my hand and cleaned each finger. It felt soothing, like a hand massage. My pulse slowed to a manageable pace, and my eyes finally felt the weight of a night with no sleep and way too much drama.
    


    
      “Tired, I bet. After everything you've been through.” Andi motioned toward the corner of her mouth.
    


    
      I grabbed the wet napkin and circled my sticky mouth.
    


    
      “Happy?” I asked with a healthy dose of sarcasm.
    


    
      “Just making sure you're okay to be in public.” Andi shot me a playful wink.
    


    
      My body slouched against the booth seat, and I released a fat-and-happy breath. “Now that I'm seemingly lucid, well fed, and my myriad of pain points are sufficiently controlled for the time being, let's hear the story.”
    


    
      She tilted her neck. “I thought your memory was back. Completely.”
    


    
      “Hard to say. Some things I'm not sure about. Other thoughts, images, I can't believe they're true. Like why did you tackle me again?”
    


    
      “Earlier in the night, we'd agreed to meet at Mount Sutro if we got separated,” she said.
    


    
      I just nodded.
    


    
      “I thought I was being followed. Actually, I'm sure of it. I'd lost them when I first took off from the wharf—”
    


    
      “Fisherman's Wharf?” I was mastering the obvious question, but saying it out loud allowed me to create a picture, although I couldn't tell if it was fiction or real life.
    


    
      “What other wharf is there in San Francisco?” Her smallish chest expanded as she took in an exasperated breath. I tried not to notice. “Mount Sutro was creepy. All sorts of sounds, things rustling around. I got a little antsy. Then, out of nowhere, I could have sworn something just leaped at me. I tripped on a stump then regained my balance and just started haulin' ass, moving so fast I couldn't see where I was going. I popped through an opening, saw you, and couldn't stop myself. And, frankly, I didn't want to. I knew you'd break my fall. Although I didn't know there was a hill. And who would have thought we'd land right next to Larry's home.“
    


    
      “Whoulda thought?” I touched the bridge of my nose and felt a surge of pain invade my entire face as I remembered Larry's enormous fist. It felt like Popeye had uncorked one of his infamous shots that sent Pluto sailing. I had been Pluto, flying into the world of the unconscious.
    


    
      The waitress stopped by, and since I had no money, credit cards or anything, Andi put down a twenty. We slid out of the booth and walked outside. Another crisp morning with puffy, white clouds racing across the blue backdrop, nestled so close to the ground it seemed like you could reach up and touch them. I sought warmth, so I instinctively headed toward a patch of sun. I got there and turned my battered face directly into the rays of heat.
    


    
      Andi approached me, but didn't say anything. Man, she had changed since we'd worked together. I took in four deep breaths.
    


    
      “Wondering what I'm doing?” I asked without opening my eyes.
    


    
      “Finding peace, I can see. We all have our own way. At least we should.”
    


    
      I turned just slightly in her direction. Yes, she did have a strong sense of self. What life was really about. What it took to survive. What it took to thrive.
    


    
      She patted my back, and we ambled down Taylor Street, walking stride for stride with each other. She had both hands buried in her plum-colored North Face jacket, the collar turned up and touching the bottom of her earlobes, minus earrings. Her hair was a mess, but it wasn't bad looking. It was fun.
    


    
      A block later, I was ready for the first half of the story.
    


    
      “Back at the wharf, how did I get knocked out? What made us create the plan to meet up at Mount Sutro?”
    


    
      She touched my arm. “You thought we were being followed ever since we left the Fairmount.”
    


    
      “Excuse me?” My mischievous mind allowed words to escape without a filter. Were we actually...
    


    
      I couldn't think it.
    


    
      “What? Are you crazy?” She lightly punched my left arm. “You were staying at my place in the hotel the last two nights because we thought your place was being watched.“
    


    
      “Okay...” I was eager to hear the entire story, but I couldn't let go of tonight, or rather, last night. “The wharf?“
    


    
      “We wandered down there, looking for a bite to eat, talk strategy on this whole sordid mess. It was chilly, a cold wind blowing off the bay, and we weren't really on the lookout. For a moment, we got wrapped up in watching the sun set under the Golden Gate Bridge.”
    


    
      Is she serious? Staying in her hotel room, watching sunsets together? I wondered how much of this was just a figment of her imagination, but I didn't interrupt the flow.
    


    
      “Everything happened at once. A bunch of girls ran up, Girl Scouts, asking us to buy cookies. We turned around and realized that, at the edge of the pier, two men were trying to act casual, just hanging out, and not looking at us. But they were doing just that.”
    


    
      I could feel my core tense up, which inadvertently created head pain.
    


    
      “You grabbed my arm and told me to listen as we walked with the Girl Scouts right toward the men. You said we were going to separate at the end of the pier but to meet at Mount Sutro once we felt safe.”
    


    
      “Doesn't sound like a great plan,” I said.
    


    
      “We didn't have time to think of anything else. We knew...well, we felt pretty certain these men were connected to Gustavo's murder.”
    


    
      I shook my head. “The guy with the meat cleaver buried in his back.”
    


    
      “That's the one.” Andi moved closer, our coats making a swooshing sound with each swing of our arms.
    


    
      “I was really nervous. I think you were too. I'll never forget those two guys. The shorter one wore a beret, didn't have much hair, I think. The other guy, I'll never forget. He had one of those wandering eyes. I think it was glass. And it was way off. You could spot it a mile away.”
    


    
      “What else did he look like?”
    


    
      “Jeans, red sweater with a zipper on it. Well built, maybe six three, six four, upper twenties. Looked like a former athlete. But the glass eye...he didn't look human.”
    


    
      I held out my hand, and we both slowed to a stop. I closed my eyes and tried to envision the scene.
    


    
      “Keep going.”
    


    
      “It just all happened so fast. You were holding me close, tight, like we were, you know, a couple. Right at the end, you gave me a kiss on the cheek and said, 'Call me when you get back to Wisconsin. Have a safe trip.' You basically pushed me to the right, and you went left.”
    


    
      My heart fluttered, but I wasn't sure why. The way she told the story...my subconscious tried to crack into my filtered but flawed memory.
    


    
      “In some respects, your plan worked. I glanced behind me, and after a few seconds of confusion and bickering, they both took off after you. I guess they eventually caught you and did some damage. I don't know if they were sending you a message or trying to kill you.”
    


    
      “Anything else you recall?”
    


    
      “Heard them say a few words. Not sure English is their first language. It was quick. Don't think it was Spanish. Maybe French, Italian? I don't know. It was just a few words.”
    


    
      I licked my lips and could feel my heart thumping in my chest, my level of pain increasing with each beat.
    


    
      “So you didn't see it?”
    


    
      “You getting your head caved in, or out, as the case may be?” She gently touched my headdress. “No, I was on the other side of the city, snaking my way up to Mount Sutro, paranoid as hell someone was watching me, following me.“
    


    
      “You never know, maybe there was a third person.”
    


    
      Her dark eyes glanced away. “Hadn't thought about that. Michael's brain is coming back to life.”
    


    
      “In the worst circumstances, it appears.”
    


    
      I stopped and bent down to tie a shoe, a blue and red Nike. I felt dizzy, but I kept that to myself as I stood up. We kept walking.
    


    
      “I'm a runner. I recall running back in Texas, maybe some here?”
    


    
      “Hell, you told me you've run countless 5Ks, 10Ks and even a half-marathon. I think you're in the best shape of your life, by far.”
    


    
      I stuck out my chest and smiled.
    


    
      “Don't let that go to your head. I kept the same pace you did when we went running last week. Just so you know.” She grinned ear to ear, proud of her awesome female athleticism.
    


    
      We went on a jog together; I stayed in her freakin' hotel room. I think she was telling me we were, more or less, good friends. No one had held a gun to my head, so I must have knowingly allowed this to happen. Or, I guess it's possible I just needed a friend, and she was there. That was easy to imagine, given the vast emotional distance I'd put between myself and every other person I'd come in contact with since I headed west.
    


    
      We reached the top of Nob Hill, stopping at the corner of Sacramento and Mason. I turned back around to face north, looking down Mason to the Pacific in the distance, a mostly blue sky outlining a green and gray bump, otherwise known as Alcatraz, in the middle of the choppy ocean. I instantly felt a kindred spirit with the former prison, which now was only a tourist destination. I'd visited the island a month or so into my stay in San Francisco, and I could recount the swell of emotion from my visit. A desperate loneliness. Feeling unable, even unworthy, of bonding with another human. All of my emotions, all of what made me feel alive, human, I couldn't allow to be shared with anyone. I deserved a life of isolation. A life of self-imprisonment—that was the most prevalent thought that bubbled into my conscious state.
    


    
      My stomach twisted into knots recalling my mental state of mind. Was I any different now though? I closed my eyes briefly and looked inward. Something inside swirled through my veins, a pulsating desire to breathe in all that life could offer. But I wasn't sure what had created the change. I glanced to my left. Wind swept Andi's long, brown hair this way and that, but she didn't seem to care. Her gaze and thoughts were somewhere lost in the Pacific, just as mine.
    


    
      She must have felt my eyes on her.
    


    
      “What?” she asked with a puzzled look on her face, her cheeks and nose now cherry red from the cold wind.
    


    
      I felt a lump in my throat but not from loss. I felt like I'd re-emerged from a catatonic state. Without thinking, I brought Andi to me and hugged her. Tight. She paused just a second then circled her arms around my back and reciprocated the squeeze. I felt her warm breath against my neck. I could sense her emotional connection to me. I didn't hold on for long, just enough to let her know what her friendship meant to me. We locked arms and walked slowly toward the hotel.
    


    
      “You're a Nike person too, huh?” I noticed her green running shoes and the familiar silver Nike swoosh on the side.
    


    
      “Guilty as charged.”
    


    
      “You run a lot, don't you?” I asked, still relearning my life.
    


    
      “Run, swim, even bike. Do you recall the triathlon I entered back when you were still running the paper?”
    


    
      “Damn, you're just a natural athlete, I guess.”
    


    
      Natural. I stopped in my tracks.
    


    
      She brought her hand up and squeezed my upper arm. “The Natural. I've got more to tell you. This part is going to be tough.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    
      

    


    
      Three Weeks Ago
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Ji held a fork of black cod while he chewed. Eating appeared to be a passion for the former San Francisco police detective turned private investigator. The whole experience for me felt a bit surreal. We sat at my square kitchen nook table, something I'd never done since moving in. The view of the apartment from this perspective was different, and it took me a second to feel comfortable and regain my typical observation mode.
    


    
      Built like an oil drum, but at least a half-foot shorter than I, Ji consumed his food with tremendous focus, his eyes never leaving his plate. I could imagine him squaring up against a squatty opponent as a Sumo wrestler. I blinked my eyes and tried to remove images of the glorified thong that covered those athletes. Eating the tasty dish I'd prepared was now the last thing on my mind.
    


    
      “Her name is Camila.” Ji scooped up a mound of veggies and gobbled them down. He followed that up with a quick hit of Corona then swiped his napkin across his entire face.
    


    
      “Camila. The Natural.” I had to say the name out loud. It made her more real.
    


    
      I turned and faced the pudgy PI who'd invited himself to dinner. My portion of the meal remained untouched. Only five days earlier, after I'd bailed myself out of jail, I had casually mentioned to a colleague at work that I was looking for someone who could conduct some research...the kind that didn't involve servers or database tables.
    


    
      Turns out, his best friend's cousin knew a former San Francisco Police Department cop, Ji Ho, who had used his connections to quietly make a decent living doing work the real cops couldn't, or wouldn't do on their own. Up until tonight, I'd only spoken with Ji over the phone. He was straightforward, and his bluntness somehow gave me confidence that he could find out the name of The Natural, the girl who had witnessed her loved one's death a week ago, then run away after receiving a message on her phone. At least it seemed like she was running away.
    


    
      Honestly, the old Michael would have never taken the giant leap to hire a PI and dig into someone's life to find out who they were, what they were all about—not until my old friend, Reinaldo, was arrested for murdering his alleged lover three years ago. After that, I questioned everything.
    


    
      I exhaled, realizing ever since Ji had entered my apartment and sat down, he either focused on his diminishing plate of food or glared straight ahead. He'd yet to look at me directly, into my eyes. I wasn't exactly looking for an intimate connection, but I hoped he wasn't bullshitting me.
    


    
      “I think I recall her having an accent,” I said, trying to pull more information from Ji.
    


    
      “She's Brazilian. Born in Rio,” he said, staring at the wall in front of him, or nothing.
    


    
      I nodded then twisted my head. “Reinaldo was Brazilian.”
    


    
      “Who?” he asked with no emotion. A half-eaten piece of zucchini jumped from his mouth back to the plate. He stabbed it with his fork and shoved it into his mouth.
    


    
      “Oh, an old friend. Someone from my past.” I shook my head, thinking how ludicrous it was of me to even think about a connection between Reinaldo and Camila, The Natural.
    


    
      I opened my mouth, but Ji apparently had great peripheral vision and a quick mind—he answered my next question before I answered it.
    


    
      “Rosario. Camila Rosario. Moved to the States when she was fourteen and learned English while in high school.”
    


    
      He paused then actually glanced at me for a brief second. I almost shuddered, wondering if I'd said anything wrong. Then again, I was paying him, right?
    


    
      “She was an All-State hurdler then went to Cal-Berkeley on scholarship.”
    


    
      “Good athlete, smart as hell. You've got to be sharp to get into that school,” I said. “What's she doing now? Managing partner in a law firm, or maybe the Chief Operating Officer at eBay?“
    


    
      “Runs a massage parlor on Third.”
    


    
      “Excuse me? Did you say massage parlor? The kind that—”
    


    
      “She owns the massage parlor. It's legit.” Ji paused all movement for a second, apparently emphasizing his seriousness.
    


    
      I nodded and kept thinking.
    


    
      “So a Brazilian girl comes to the States, picks up English, earns a track scholarship at one of the best schools in the country, and now runs a massage parlor.”
    


    
      “Actually, she calls it Swan Massage Therapy. At times I mix up terms from when I was on the beat.” Ji must have been recalling his days on the San Francisco Police Force. I couldn't tell if that brought him good or bad memories.
    


    
      “It's only her and three other part-time therapists, or masseuses.” His slight Asian accent struggled with the last word. I didn't know how to say it either. “She actually performs some of the massages herself.“
    


    
      “Still seems like a shame to waste that education on giving massages.”
    


    
      I saw Ji open his mouth, but this time I beat him to the next question.
    


    
      “Don't tell me she has a bunch of big-name clients, and she became the target of affection for more than one at the same time. Kind of a triangular lovers' quarrel?” I was half-joking, but I wasn't sure if Ji picked up my sarcasm.
    


    
      “No.”
    


    
      “I was only joking.”
    


    
      He didn't laugh. “She used to work for Facebook. She was one of the first ten employees.”
    


    
      My heart skipped a beat. All sorts of thoughts and theories raced through my mind.
    


    
      “Apparently, she befriended a fellow engineer in her computer science lab at Cal-Berkeley, someone who partied with the Zuckerberg gang since they moved to the West Coast.”
    


    
      I shook my head, unsure how someone could be so lucky. Or was she just sharp as a tack?
    


    
      “Camila met the wonder boy at a beer bash, and they really hit it off. At least that's what my sources said.” Ji pounded his chest once, like he had to force back a belch, then knocked back another swig of Corona. I could now see creases around his eyes. I guessed he was in his mid-fifties.
    


    
      “I'm familiar with sources. Those relationships take time to build. Sometimes they feed you shit just to get you to think or move in a certain direction. It's not a perfect science.” I just realized I'd treated Ji like he was one of my rookie reporters back at the Times Herald. I winced slightly.
    


    
      Ji set down his beer, wiped his mouth, and then attempted to twist his barrel-like torso in my direction. The sound of his crumpling leather jacket was followed by a ten-second stare. His beady, brown eyes locked with mine for what felt like an hour. I wasn't lacking for connection any longer. I just hoped he didn't have a gun stashed under his jacket.
    


    
      Ji didn't say a word. He turned forty-five degrees and tackled the food remnants. A minute later he continued like I hadn't just interrupted his report.
    


    
      “Camila quickly became one of Zuckerberg's most trusted confidantes. Yes, she partied like the rest of the young crowd, but she could hold her own, whether she was partying or talking techie. From what I've learned, every other girl—person—was envious of how Zuckerberg treated her.”
    


    
      Camila, a confident, brilliant young woman. That's the girl I first observed at the Fairmont last week. But maybe her connection with Zuckerberg pissed someone off. Enough to kill her lover or husband...who knows?
    


    
      “How did she transition from Facebook phenomenon to massage therapist? Did she just cash in and take the easy path?”
    


    
      “Partially. From what I heard, it had as much to do with getting out of the rat race and finding peace in her life, at only twenty-eight years of age. Gotta admire that,” Ji said.
    


    
      For the first time, Ji appeared human as his prominent, black eyebrows popped up for a second, signaling his lack of trust in Corporate America, possibly any structured system that tended to use people as pawns just to line the pockets of those who likely already had deep pockets. His teeth became visible, and I was pretty sure I just saw a Ji smirk.
    


    
      The PI set down his napkin and rested his forearms on the side of the table. “Dessert?”
    


    
      I should have known he'd go there, given his self-invitation earlier to partake in the food that was originally meant for just me. I'd split the dish in half, but apparently Ji's appetite was craving for more. I looked at my plate, the food barely touched. I scooted it a few inches closer to the PI.
    


    
      He ignored my offering. "Dessert?" he asked again.
    


    
      I pushed back my chair then walked over and riffled through my pantry and fridge. "I appreciate all the background on Camila. Pretty amazing work." I glanced over, and he nodded his head and briefly shut his eyes, as if waiting for me to find a dessert.
    


    
      “So, were you able to find out what the hell happened to Camila's husband, boyfriend?”
    


    
      “Gustavo was her brother. That's all I know. That, and he's three years older than his sister. Was,” Ji said with less enthusiasm.
    


    
      For some reason my mind sharpened just a tad. Gustavo was her brother, not a lover or boyfriend.
    


    
      “Do you know if she's attached?” I asked, sounding more like a paparazzi reporter.
    


    
      “Can't say for sure.”
    


    
      I found an old package of Fig Newtons that were most likely stale and set them in front of Ji. He looked at the package then back at me.
    


    
      “What? This isn't the famous Postrio, and I'm not Wolfgang Puck.”
    


    
      Ji knocked back the last bit of his beer.
    


    
      “No more info on who killed Gustavo and why?”
    


    
      Ji appeared to bite the inside of his cheek, like he was annoyed with someone. “Don't think the SFPD knows anything. Either that or this investigation is the best kept secret since the escape from Alcatraz.”
    


    
      “We've come this far. Can you keep digging?”
    


    
      “Can't. Going out of town. New client hired me to conduct background checks on execs living in Hong Kong. I'll be gone two, three weeks, maybe more.”
    


    
      “I guess I'll have to go at it alone then. I've got some experience in digging for dirt back in Texas.”
    


    
      “Not sure that will do you a lot of good on this case. New city and no contacts. It'll be tough for you.”
    


    
      I knew he was right, but I wouldn't admit defeat before trying. Something about The Natural, Camila, had drawn me to her. Maybe I was supposed to be her guardian angel?
    


    
      Ji held out his hand. I reached out and shook it.
    


    
      “Thanks, Ji. Really appreciate your work on this one. Keep in touch, huh?” I noticed his hand was still extended.
    


    
      I turned my head like a curious dog. Then it hit me. "Hold on." I jogged back to my bedroom, opened the top drawer to my dresser, and pulled out an envelope. It was heavily padded with the contents. I jogged back to the front door and smacked the envelope in his hand.
    


    
      “All hundreds?” he asked.
    


    
      “Straight cash and all hundreds, just like you asked.”
    


    
      He stuffed the envelope inside his jacket. He then dug in his front pocket and, with a quick twitch of his wrist, flipped a toothpick into his mouth from a foot away. Did he practice that? He was like an Asian miniature version of Jack Reacher. Cool, and a man of few words.
    


    
      Ji turned and walked through the doorway, then he spun back around.
    


    
      “I can tell you have some interest in this girl, Camila. Don't let it blind you. It's not every day that someone is stabbed in the back. And I've seen a lot in my days.”
    


    
      I didn't doubt Ji. But he hadn't walked in my shoes either.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      My legs burned, but I kept moving up the hill at a brisk pace. I knew my cardiovascular stamina could outlast just about anyone, including the two gentlemen who'd taken more than a passing interest in Andi and me back at the wharf. After seeing both of them follow me once Andi and I had split up, I purposely took them on a winding path in the general direction of Coit Tower. I weaved back and forth, picking up speed every half block, and after four blocks, my head was still on a swivel. But no sign of either guy. They were either dumbfounded with my whereabouts or, more than likely, doubled over, hands on knees wondering why God put so many hills in one city.
    


    
      Still, my pulse clocked faster and faster, not as much from the brisk walk—or should I call it what it really was, an escape—but more from the rising level of anxiety from the series of events that had turned my life upside down the last few weeks. I paused at a corner and scanned the crowd of humans scurrying around like a throng of ants whose mound had just been destroyed. I thought more about my life over the last month, first witnessing a man die, crashing down on top of my table at one of the nicer hotels in town. Okay, I wasn't just a witness, but I only wanted to do the right thing, and it all started when the petite, blond girl with a toned back and an engaging spirit entered my life. The Natural. Camila, so beautiful, but seemingly so tormented. Something about her aura pulled me closer. Maybe it was the wings of Marisa pushing me from behind? Some sort of magnetism existed with The Natural. I just couldn't explain exactly what that was.
    


    
      I'd already been targeted once that I know of, although at the time I thought I was being paranoid. So, this wasn't the time to overanalyze the events. I had to stay focused. I could save the deep thoughts for later and do a little brainstorming with my new San Francisco sidekick, Andi.
    


    
      I took in a breath and licked my lips. I was thirsty. A storefront two doors down was calling my name. I stepped inside and viewed the eight or ten heads across the aisles. No sign of Barney or Fred. I grabbed a G2, swiped my credit card, and strode out the door. I decided to take a right down an alley, before I headed south just beyond Coit Tower. Walking at a snail's pace, I hugged the plastic bottle under my armpit as I struggled to find the slot in my wallet for my credit card. Dammit! The wallet slipped through my fingers, and it rained plastic cards.
    


    
      I kneeled down and cursed myself for letting credit card companies own my life. As I reached for the gold AMEX, a brown suede boot appeared two feet in front me. My heart exploded, because I knew I'd let my guard down. Slowly, I lifted my head, hoping to see a homeless person asking for a handout or a tourist asking for directions to Ghirardelli Square.
    


    
      “Michael Doyle.” A man wearing a green beret and ill-fitting khakis smiled at me. At least three teeth were missing. He was the shorter guy from the wharf.
    


    
      Clenching my jaw, I prepared to launch myself into the man's gut. I took in a breath, then I heard gravel shifting behind me. I jerked my head around just in time to see a pipe the size of a baseball bat swinging right at my head. I flipped up my arm, and it just caught the edge of the hurling pole before connecting with my head. I heard the crack from the inside out, like a microphone had been embedded in my skull. I cringed, knowing agonizing pain was a millisecond away.
    


    
      I dropped face first to the pavement, my eyes delirious. I could hear my weak voice groaning, calling out for help, a pathetic attempt to save myself from sure death. I clung to a conscious state of mind, realizing if I fell under, I'd never wake up.
    


    
      “My fuckin' head,” I said out loud. I rolled left and right, writhing in unworldly pain.
    


    
      A man stuck his face inches from mine—the taller guy from the wharf. I remember his red sweater, fashionable, zipped all the way up his long neck. Stylish stubble covered his face, his chiseled jaw. But he was angry, yelling at me, some in English, some in another language. I couldn't understand anything he said.
    


    
      “Leave me alone,” I thought I called out. I wondered where all the people were.
    


    
      The brown suede boot kicked me once, then again, both times in the gut—enough to take my breath away. I tried like hell to get past the pain, to think of a way out. I just couldn't do it. I was completely at the mercy of these two assholes.
    


    
      Suddenly, my arms were pulled back. I was being dragged along the pavement, assorted rocks and lids to metal cans digging into my back. A few made their way down the back of my pants. Seemed like they dragged me for two miles, but it could have been twenty yards. Over a million people in this city, and no one sees what's going on? Had I just lived through an Apocalypse, lucky enough to survive, barely, with two guys who wanted me dead? That's how it felt, like I was the last person on earth.
    


    
      I was dropped like a sack of potatoes, my head bouncing off the concrete. Wherever I'd landed, it was darker. My eyes appreciated the respite from the direct light of day, although I wondered if they'd moved me to a more remote location to finally end it all, right here and now. I drifted off for a few seconds, then I heard the two men arguing. The taller guy poked the shorter man in the chest at least three times. How much time had passed? A couple of minutes, a couple of hours...who knew?
    


    
      I rolled left, looking for relief, maybe a way out. I thought I saw a metal door, painted yellow, chipped paint all around me. A busted spotlight above the door, which had a number on it. Three digits. I squeezed my eyes but couldn't make it out. I heard steps, then a fist grabbed my shirt and lifted me off the ground.
    


    
      “Don't you ever get near Camila again. Do you hear me?” He shook me, and my brain felt like pebbles in a tin can.
    


    
      I tried to speak, but no words came out.
    


    
      “Do you fucking hear me? Don't talk to her, don't even think about her. She doesn't exist to you. Who she is, what she does, what you think you saw is none of your fucking business. Stay away, or we'll come find you and kill you.”
    


    
      The smell of coffee spewed from his face, and my vision suddenly came into focus—on his right eye. It was moving like it had a mind of its own. A glass eye apparently. And it freaked the shit out of me. He barked more words then giggled like a high school girl. The eye bobbed every which way, to the point where it made my stomach queasy.
    


    
      I wanted to spit in his face and tell him to fuck himself. But nothing came out, at least nothing discernible. I couldn't speak, although I did moan. I was falling, drifting off. I felt my body shake side to side, then up and back down. He was slamming my head on the concrete. Each time I came up, the only thing I saw was the crazy eye. Maybe that would be my last memory in this world, a lunatic's glass eye that seemed like a separate living organism.
    


    
      Suddenly the beating stopped, and everything went blank. No vision of anything.
    


    
      “Michael, Michael!”
    


    
      A familiar voice. My head didn't hurt, at least not like it had just a moment earlier. Everything was still dark, and I couldn't answer. I smelled vanilla, then a gentle hand touched my left shoulder. A woman's grip.
    


    
      “Do you hear me? Wake up, please, Michael.”
    


    
      I tried to pull myself out of it. I could feel myself move, then I just yelled out, throwing my arms up in the air. “Ahh!”
    


    
      My eyes finally opened. Andi sat on the edge of a queen bed in a hotel room, a concerned crease between her brown eyes. A window sat to my right, with striped curtains flowing to the carpet. There was a crack in the curtains. I think it was the middle of the day. I touched my head and felt the turban, partially unraveled.
    


    
      “Where am I? How did I get here?”
    


    
      “I think you just had a dream. Make it a nightmare,” Andi said. She left the room then reappeared seconds later.
    


    
      “Here, have some water.”
    


    
      My shaking hand reached for the glass. She took my hand, cupped it around the glass, and helped bring it to my mouth. I shook, but I downed every last drop then used my sleeve to wipe my face.
    


    
      I lifted a piece of bandage that dangled off my head. “I think I recall how this happened.”
    


    
      Andi's lips drew a straight line.
    


    
      “What? No quick comeback or one-liner?” I asked, still getting my breath. I realized I was sweating profusely. Andi handed me a wet rag. I dabbed my face, trying not to poke my new stitches, but darn happy I was still among the living after what I'd relived during my dreams, the first confrontation of the previous night.
    


    
      “I'm guessing we came back to your hotel. I took a nap after my brains were bashed in, twice in one night, and then I saw my life nearly end.”
    


    
      “Something like that,” she said with no sarcasm.
    


    
      “I recall earlier you telling me there was more to Camila that I either didn't know or had forgotten.”
    


    
      “I'm ready if you are,” she said, sitting on the bed opposite mine.
    


    
      “First, can we order some food? I'm starving.”
    


    
      She reached for the in-room menu.
    


    
      “Call Chao Town instead,” I said. “Tell Mr. Chao who I am. He'll have one of his guys deliver it to our room, I'm certain.“
    


    
      “I'm on it.”
    


    
      I stood up and stretched, a surge of pain shooting through my head, my face, and my gut. I recalled the brown boot connecting with my ribs.
    


    
      She put down the phone and crossed her legs, her lips ready to spill the rest of the Camila story.
    


    
      I said, “Let's wait until we've eaten. Given everything else I've experienced in the last twenty-four hours, I'm not sure I want to hear this on an empty stomach.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    
      

    


    
      Two Weeks Ago
    


    
      
    


    
      It wasn't the greatest excuse ever, but I told everyone at the Playa offices in downtown San Francisco that my next-door neighbor had called and asked me to rush over and tend to her hamsters, since her flight from Chicago had been delayed due to an early-season, freakish snow storm. Later, I fully expected to "lose" one of the little rascals and spend hours searching for him before the owner returned home.
    


    
      I shrugged off the perplexed looks, feeling my mission to seek the truth about Camila, and what she knew about her brother Gustavo's grisly murder, was of far more importance than discussing umpteen make-believe use-case scenarios for our latest Playa software release.
    


    
      With overcast skies, a blustery wind felt like sharp tacks prickling my face as I leaned against a BART bus stop tent. I pretended to study the countless emails popping up on my iPhone screen with my head down, but my eyes were locked in on the activities at Massage Therapy, just across Willow Street. Camila had reappeared through the back curtain after a ten-minute absence, but her facial expression was, the best I could tell, still the same—mostly void of emotion. She seemed far less passionate and carefree than when I first saw her at the Fairmont a couple of weeks back. It seemed like her vitality of life had been extricated from her.
    


    
      I thought back to the night I first laid eyes on her, and my heart skipped a beat. Then I recalled the anguish that washed over her face in a nanosecond when she approached the large man who was face down on the carpet in front of me. Her mouth agape, it appeared she had forgotten to breathe when she saw her brother lying in a pool of blood, an ax—check that, a meat cleaver—wedged in his back. I briefly squeezed my eyelids shut, recalling the sucking sound when the paramedics pulled the horizontal blade out of his fleshy back.
    


    
      A female customer who looked to be in her fifties approached the front counter, and I could see Camila's eyes narrow, her heard turn, a smile approaching her lips. A smile that never happened. Instead, she nodded and responded with a strained thank you—I could read her full lips.
    


    
      A brief snapshot of Marisa lying at an awkward angle in our kitchen flashed through my mind. I couldn't relive or change the past, I'd convinced myself, at least temporarily, so I forced my mind to shift to the woman in front of me, a living, breathing, yet tortured soul. Her pain was all too obvious. I could see her inner strength, her survivor attitude. Something inside kept her moving, going through the motions at work, waiting for the gut-wrenching pain to subside, even just a bit, to allow oxygen to flow more freely, to feel alive.
    


    
      But it was too early, I knew all too well.
    


    
      Her hair pulled back in tight ponytail, she wore stylish blue sweats and a pink Dri-FIT T-shirt that outlined her curves. She worked the front counter, occasionally interacting with one of her employees, but as she welcomed customer after customer on a late Tuesday afternoon, she was all business.
    


    
      Sandwiched around a brief respite at a corner drug store to pick up a piping hot cup of locally brewed coffee and today's copy of the San Francisco Chronicle, I'd been standing at or near the bus stop for about two hours, surveying the petite, blond beauty, The Natural, and her small business operations.
    


    
      On the surface, a casual observer might assume all was normal, so to speak. I knew there was a difference, however, which is why I was conducting my first-ever stakeout.
    


    
      I arched my neck, folded the paper under my arm, and looked for a trash can for my coffee cup. The time had finally come for me to introduce myself, to offer my condolences, to extend a hand of friendship. I knew I couldn't leave without reaching out to this woman, who had captivated my thoughts ever since she reached for her earring.
    


    
      With a head of steam, I hopped off the curb and—
    


    
      “Look out, asshole!” I heard someone yell, just as a yellow cab flew by inches in front of me. My heart almost leaped out of my chest, then I choked on what saliva remained in my mouth.
    


    
      “Can't you see? This isn't a corner. You can't just cross the street with yo head up yo ass,” said a man at least twenty years my senior sitting on the city bench, a black knit cap hugging his skull, shaking his head.
    


    
      Out of breath, I hopped back on the safe side and said, “I just wasn't thinking. Thanks for the heads up.”
    


    
      He shrugged and turned the page of the newspaper he was riffling through.
    


    
      I let a minute pass, then after looking both ways, took another step into the street. Halfway across, a Harley roared up to the curb, and within seconds, a man in tight jeans dismounted and took off his red helmet, releasing a mane of golden locks. He jogged up to the door of Swan Massage Therapy. I wasn't sure how to respond, so I changed my angle and aimed for the shop next door—a baby store nonetheless.
    


    
      I tried to overhear the initial greeting at Swan, but instead only heard an electronic ding dong above the raspy wind. Contemplating my next move, I turned to face the display window at Yo Baby Yo, My eyes were overwhelmed with countless miniature shoes, onesies, bonnets, blankets, stuffed animals, themed bedding and curtains, colors of pink and light blue splashed across the entire store. Babies were a foreign world to me.
    


    
      Just then, a youngish couple exited the store, the man making silly faces at his baby, who was attached to his chest via some type of contraption. The baby's entire hands could hardly encircle his dad's fingers. A couple of steps behind, the mom looked a little less enthusiastic; circles hovered under recessed eyes, and she wore baggy gray sweats. I glanced down at the sidewalk, thinking about the direction my life could have taken. A quick tug at my heart. Coulda, shoulda, woulda, I could hear my pop say.
    


    
      I took in a deep breath from the salty air and let the chilly wind clear my senses.
    


    
      The angle of view into Swan was too severe, and I bit the inside of my cheek. Something inside told me I needed to see, wanted to see what was going down. I pulled out my fallback diversion—my cell phone—and initiated a pedestrian drive-by, trying to remain inconspicuous while I glanced into the store.
    


    
      Almost immediately, I spotted Camila's face, and my pulse fluttered. I saw immense beauty but also sheer pain. Hard lines crossed her forehead, and her jaw appeared to tremble as she spoke. I could make out an accent, although I couldn't understand specific words through the other side of the glass. She poked a defiant finger across the counter at Harley Man, whose rugged looks made me wonder if he'd ever acted on the big screen, or even the small screen. I slowed to a snail's pace, hoping they wouldn't turn my way, wondering if it was a lover's quarrel, hoping it wasn't.
    


    
      I studied the man, who was strangely stoic, his eyes unblinking while Camila's emotions spilled out.
    


    
      I ambled one more step then saw the man's arm jerk forward with the quickness of a lizard's tongue snatching its prey. Harley Man had grabbed Camila's wrist. His teeth were exposed as his mouth moved, but at a much lower volume. Instinctively, I turned and palmed the glass, a blast of heat shooting into my neck.
    


    
      They both turned my way, and my eyes connected with Camila. It took a few seconds, but I thought she recognized me. Harley Man let go of her wrist and took two steps backward, glancing at me, apparently agitated at my appearance. His baritone voice barked, and it wasn't about meeting up for coffee later. The words were direct, even threatening, punctuated with a hand slap to his helmet and a finger pointed at Camila.
    


    
      Did he just move his thumb like his hand was a toy gun?
    


    
      I didn't know how to react. I wasn't sure what I was witnessing. For all I knew, Harley Man could have been a ruthless landlord demanding his rent payment and not giving a shit about Camila's anguish. I'd been around a few folks whose minds were fed by their lust for more money. In mere seconds, Harley Man flung open the door, snapped on his helmet, and straddled his bike. The casualness of his movements caught me off guard. He acted like I didn't exist. He most likely thought I was a common passerby, with no connection to Camila, no insight about their confrontation—which I guess was mostly true.
    


    
      I could feel my anger swell, and I contemplated running right at him, leaping over the long handlebars and clipping him off his mighty chariot. My hand curling into a tight fist, I subconsciously measured the number of leaps it would take until impact—my body slamming against his, then his body hitting the unforgiving concrete. But it wasn't his treatment of Camila that created this enormous a surge of resentment. I felt like I represented all women who were exposed to abusive bullies, regardless of the reason.
    


    
      Who am I kidding? The situation was reason to fight back against the man who killed my Marisa, my supposed wife for life.
    


    
      The motorcycle roared to life as he snapped the throttle, the growl of the engine echoing off the surrounding buildings. The bike exploded from curbside, briefly popping the front tire from the pavement.
    


    
      I realized all my thinking and growing rage had led to no action. I looked down and saw an empty beer bottle resting against a light pole. I picked it up and flung it with all my might. It veered right from the wind, but it sailed about fifty yards then burst into a million pieces about five feet to the left of Harley Man. He swerved slightly but appeared unfazed. Then I saw brake lights, and the back end of the bike fishtailed a bit as he skidded to a stop. He curled back and, ignoring the traffic around him, completed two slow loops, his masked face looking in my direction.
    


    
      I stood there, defiantly, my chest bowed, adrenaline pumping through my veins.
    


    
      “Come on...come get me, bitch!”
    


    
      Just as quickly as he'd stopped, Harley Man zoomed off into the distance, the sound still smacking the buildings long after his bike disappeared over a hill.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      Andi's glaring stare might as well have been accompanied by a percussionist clanging symbols. While it piqued my curiosity, it wasn't enough for me to stop shoveling Mr. Chao's mouth-watering Kung Pao chicken into my mouth.
    


    
      “Has your species actually regressed?” The edge of her lip moved upward, a repulsed look blanketing her face.
    


    
      “What?” I garbled between mounds of chicken, snow peas, carrots, broccoli, and steamed rice. “A man's gotta—“
    


    
      Suddenly, a double shot of brown sauce and carrot fired out of my mouth. Andi's reflexes were cat-quick, and she dodged the food bullets. But for every action, there was an opposite and equal reaction, or so I had learned many moons ago. She saved herself, but the carton of sweet and sour pork, which she balanced on her knees, flipped over and fell onto the carpet. This wasn't the two-star Como Motel back in Texas, where bed covers hadn't been washed since the LBJ era. This was a finely woven, turquoise and beige Persian rug in a tower room at the Fairmount.
    


    
      “Shit!” she exclaimed then ran to the bathroom to gather an assortment of rags and soap products.
    


    
      “I'm right there with you.” I stabbed a piece of broccoli and chicken and ate them.
    


    
      Andi jogged back in with a pained expression. “Are you now? It looks like I'm on the floor trying to figure out how to remove a stain from a rug that is worth more than you and I put together, and you're chowing down like it's your last meal.”
    


    
      “Chowing down. Nice one,” I said with a wink, then tore open a package of soy sauce and spread it on my rice.
    


    
      Did I just see her eyes roll? Again?
    


    
      “At one point last night, I thought I'd taken my last breath,“ I added.
    


    
      After removing her stylish jeans jacket, she let out a huff, blowing strands of hair away from her face, and scrubbed even harder. I almost chuckled, but then I realized I still craved more brain food and took two more bites.
    


    
      A few minutes later, I was able to focus, my strength on the uptick. My dreams had been repressed sufficiently to function in the real world. I wasn't sure how to tell Andi she'd been going about this stain-cleaning process all wrong.
    


    
      “You know, I've heard that if you dab the stain, as opposed to rubbing the hell out of it, you have a better chance of the stain coming out.”
    


    
      “Really? Now you say something. Geez, men!”
    


    
      I was taken aback. Sounded like young Andi had built up a wee bit of resentment against the male gender.
    


    
      “Anything you want to talk about?”
    


    
      “What? What are you talking about?”
    


    
      She acted like she didn't hear me, or get me. But the Andi I knew was quick-minded, so I knew better.
    


    
      “I realize I'm still trying to fill in the gaps of the last few weeks, a murder, being assaulted twice in one night, learning more about this mysterious woman, Camila. But I don't think I've asked much about your life. If I did ask whenever we first met, or re-met, then I don't recall what you told me.”
    


    
      More scrubbing. “Eh.”
    


    
      A one-syllable response. Not the Andi I knew.
    


    
      “I recall a guy named Trevor. I think he was a doctor. I met him at Satish's place, then he was your plus-one at Marisa's funeral,” I said with a leading voice.
    


    
      Andi tossed down the rag, then curled messy hair around her ear and bit her lower lip. I'd hit a weak spot.
    


    
      “The cute guy with the dimpled cheeks and great ass...played me.” Her brown eyes stared off to the corner of the room.
    


    
      I could hear people walking and talking in the hallway outside our room—white noise.
    


    
      “You guys seemed like a good fit.” Perhaps I'd been too transparent.
    


    
      “Look, Michael, I know you're trying to help, and probably trying to make sure your memory is still intact, but I don't need to relive the last eighteen months of my life.”
    


    
      Is that a tear bubbling in her eye?
    


    
      I reached across and touched her hand.
    


    
      “Sorry. I think I'm still a little fuzzy on filling in some of the holes. And I'm probably a curious guy by nature, given my previous role as the associate publisher of the Times Herald.“
    


    
      She pinched her nose then grabbed her iced tea and took two sips. “Don't mean to take it out on you. It happened a while back, so I'm all good.”
    


    
      “So, who's playing better this season, the Cowboys or the—”
    


    
      “Okay, he more than played me,” she said, ignoring my sports question. “When we first met, he told me hadn't dated in two years, given the time commitment to his residency. Not even dated, my ass.“
    


    
      Resting arms on knees, I coiled my mouth into a knot trying to dislodge food caught between my teeth. But I also managed to nod along, letting her vent as long as she needed.
    


    
      “It was his birthday, and even though I knew he was in the middle of working thirty-six hours over two days, I showed up at his place to decorate it. You know, make it special, memorable.”
    


    
      “You thought he was The One?”
    


    
      She pursed her lips. “Anyway, I guess you could say I loved the guy. After how he connected with Nicholas, Jenny's autistic son, I knew Trevor had a special gift with kids. It opened my heart to the possibility of Trevor and Andi, you know, as a couple.”
    


    
      “His birthday?”
    


    
      A deep breath, then she ran long fingers through her chestnut hair.
    


    
      “I've tried to bury the thought, the visual,” she said, avoiding eye contact. “As soon as I opened the door to his apartment, I saw the trail.“
    


    
      I gave her a quizzical look.
    


    
      “The trail of lingerie. A lacy bra, a thong...oh my God, what a slut!”
    


    
      I didn't move.
    


    
      “Sorry, sometimes it just comes out.” So did her tears. I stepped to the bathroom and brought back a box of tissues, offering her one. She blew her nose in the most unfeminine way, then continued.
    


    
      “I went from feeling like I was giving myself to someone I loved to finding out he was a two-timing asshole, all in about two point two seconds.”
    


    
      “Did you ever speak to him again?”
    


    
      “Thirty seconds later. I guess I couldn't walk away without knowing one hundred percent. I followed the sounds of moaning and groaning. I repressed the urge to throw up. It was a horrible feeling, knowing what was on the other side of his bedroom door, but also knowing I couldn't walk away until I had confirmation.”
    


    
      I shook my head then patted her knee. “So, back to the Cowboys and—”
    


    
      She ignored my sports ploy again. “I opened the door and saw the most sickening sight.”
    


    
      “Don't tell me you actually caught them in the...uh, act?” I winced when I said it.
    


    
      “Worse.”
    


    
      “What could be worse?”
    


    
      “He was in bed, screwing two women. Actually, one was going down on him, while the other...let's just say it was one big fuck triangle.“
    


    
      “Haven't heard that term before.”
    


    
      I moved to her bed and gave her a sore shoulder to cry on. She took me up on it. I'd never seen Andi so human, so vulnerable.
    


    
      “You know the French have this term for that kind of...arrangement.” I attempted to make light of the situation, and I should have known better.
    


    
      “Fuck the French! Fuck all men.” She giggled slightly then buried her face in the crease of my arm and shook like a little kid.
    


    
      Suddenly, a thud banged the window. I jerked right and jumped up.
    


    
      “What the hell was that?” I scooted toward the window, Andi just behind me. We were twenty floors up, but I ignored the million-dollar view. It couldn't have been human. I then felt the window, looking for cracks in the paned glass.
    


    
      “You think someone shot at us?” she asked, her voice a different pitch due to her clogged sinuses.
    


    
      “Given the shit I've experienced, I can't discount anything.”
    


    
      She let out a snotty chuckle as she blew her nose again.
    


    
      “What's so funny?” I asked.
    


    
      “Up there.”
    


    
      I looked upward and I saw a feather stuck against the glass.
    


    
      “Ouch. I think we just came across someone who had a shittier day than me.” I couldn't help but belt out a laugh while I held both sides of my head.
    


    
      I felt bad for Andi; her nose was as red as Rudolph's but not quite as small and cute.
    


    
      “Isn't Facebook headquarters just over that hill?” I pointed out the window.
    


    
      “Camila. Do you recall that's where she used to work?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “Huh? Maybe. It just entered my mind.”
    


    
      “Yea, she got buddy-buddy with Zuckerberg and—”
    


    
      “One of the first ten employees. Real technical genius,” I butted in. “Hit it big with stock options, then cashed it in and moved on to a calmer life running the massage parlor.“
    


    
      “So, I guess you recall J-Ho?”
    


    
      “You mean Ji. Ji Ho.” I shook my finger.
    


    
      “Well, I never met him, but you described him like he was a pop diva.” Sassy Andi had returned.
    


    
      “What? You're nuts. Ji did learn a lot about Camilla in a short period of time. Then again, I wouldn't be in this condition if he was a little worse at his job.” I smirked.
    


    
      Knock knock knock.
    


    
      Both of our heads swiveled in unison toward the room's only entrance and exit. Our eyes then met each other's.
    


    
      Knock knock. "Room service," said a man's voice.
    


    
      I whispered, “You didn't order anything, did you?”
    


    
      Andi shook her head slowly. Neither of us moved. I hoped the person would just go away.
    


    
      Without warning, I heard a key slide in the lock, then the door flew open. Instinctively, I put my arm in front of Andi and moved her behind me, but both of us leaned right to peer down the room's long entrance hallway.
    


    
      The man—dressed in hotel service attire with black pants and shoes and a white shirt—literally jumped in the air when he saw us. He dropped whatever was in his hands, then turned on a dime and darted out of the room. I paused for just a second, replaying the scenario to ensure it wasn't a figment of my imagination, glanced at Andi, then moved as fast as my banged-up body could toward the door.
    


    
      I shuffled my feet to minimize my brain from jarring in my head, and it felt like it took me five minutes to reach the door. I twisted the handle then heard Andi behind me.
    


    
      “Michael, don't go after him.”
    


    
      I ignored the comment.
    


    
      With the quickness of a man who'd been beaten up and left for dead, I glanced left and right. No one in either direction. I listened for a sound. Just a soft buzz from lighting fixtures. A bank of elevators was off to the right. He could have jumped into an open one. I turned in the other direction and saw an EXIT door. I shuffled in that direction, the only noise coming from the swooshing sound of my jeans.
    


    
      Just before I hit the handle on the EXIT door, I heard Andi again.
    


    
      “Michael, where are you going?” I didn't respond, but I knew she'd follow, so I opened it quickly, then looked and listened. I thought I heard an echo of footsteps. Was it above me or below me? I tried to think like a thief, so I went up. I attempted two steps at a time, but I had to pull back to just one, moving at a grandfatherly pace. Actually, make that a great-grandfatherly pace. I wouldn't catch the guy unless he had a heart attack.
    


    
      I made it two flights, and then Andi burst through the door calling out my name.
    


    
      “I'm up here.” She got to me in under ten seconds.
    


    
      “See anything?” she asked.
    


    
      I had one arm on the rail, and she could see I'd hit my physical limit of playing this cat-and-mouse game.
    


    
      “No. I thought I heard footsteps, but I couldn't tell if they were going up or down. Probably picked the wrong direction.”
    


    
      I saw Andi's red nose twitch.
    


    
      “I've got a headache.” I attempted to tuck my loose bandages into my makeshift turban.
    


    
      She rubbed her nose then displayed a wry smile. “Someone's been smoking pot.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    
      

    


    
      Two Weeks Ago
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Did Harley Man have anything to do with the death—check that—the brutal murder of Camila's brother, Gustavo?
    


    
      Theories and thoughts swirled through my mind as I stood off to the side of the main area inside Swan Massage Therapy. I leafed through brochures about yoga and finding peace, while Celtic mood music chimed through hidden speakers. Green plants littered the shop, a few hanging from the tiled ceiling, some in large, earthy pots, others nestled together in a vignette. They looked fake, so I reached and touched the edge of a leaf.
    


    
      Damn! That sucker was real and sharp. Poked right through my skin. I sucked the blood then stuck my hand in my jeans, feeling like a fool.
    


    
      Finally, Camila came through the purple suede curtain and appeared behind the counter. She nodded my way then tended to a customer.
    


    
      “How did you enjoy your massage today, Ms. Chen?”
    


    
      A kempt Asian woman, who looked fifty but was probably closer to sixty, slid rings back on her fingers. I almost needed sunglasses.
    


    
      “You do such an amazing job. I feel so relaxed, rejuvenated. There's something about you, this place...that makes it special. You're one of a kind, Miss Camila.”
    


    
      The Natural forced a half-smile, her face a bit flushed, sadness escaping her turquoise eyes, but Ms. Chen apparently didn't notice the lack of an authentic response.
    


    
      The five-foot-nothing woman rolled her neck, then placed her arm behind her head, apparently testing some faulty joints.
    


    
      “I haven't felt this loose, this young, in years. Why I haven't been making this part of my routine, I have no idea,” Ms. Chen continued with a fair amount of drama. “I guess I do know. I'm such a giving person. I do favors for everyone. I can't turn down a single invitation to join this cause, host this event. It's all very important, but I have to take care of myself. I have to be selfish...especially if I want to keep Mr. Happy happy.“
    


    
      Ms. Chen roared with laughter, turning slightly to acknowledge my presence, then back to Camila, who put her hand to her mouth to attempt to snuff out her giggle. I pretended to survey the textures of the lush, green plants, but I caught Camila's eyes shooting me a quick glance, one that had a hint of the person I'd seen that first night at the Fairmount. The look made my heart dance just a tad, but I continued to fake-admire the plants.
    


    
      The two ladies exchanged payment for services rendered, then Camila walked around the counter where Ms. Chen reached up a few inches and pulled down Camila's neck in an awkward hug.
    


    
      “Give Mr. Chen my best and tell him he's welcome to join you next time for a couple's massage, if you'd like.” Now standing just fifteen feet away from me, Camila's accent was velvety smooth, inviting.
    


    
      “Oh, believe me I know what Mr. Chen wants. Mr. Happy is going to have the ride of his life tonight!” Ms. Chen knocked her head back with laughter, then opened the door with zest, humming some tune that made her seem even younger. She waltzed down the sidewalk without a care in the world.
    


    
      Camila turned and faced me, her lips drawing a straight line. “Ms. Chen, she's quite a lady. She was one of my first customers.”
    


    
      “Apparently, she's a huge supporter of yours. She thinks you've helped her rediscover her youth.”
    


    
      “A very frisky youth, from what she's telling me, you, and the world.” Camila giggled and took three steps toward me.
    


    
      We'd just had our first real conversation, and it already seemed...natural. Go figure.
    


    
      As easy as the interaction felt, the ensuing period of silence lasted longer than normal. She looked directly at me, but I couldn't read her mind. Was she going to ask me to leave, tell me she's in love with Harley Man, who'd made her so upset?
    


    
      Or maybe she felt the same trepidation as me.
    


    
      I looked down to the painted concrete and shuffled my feet, feeling a bit like a sixteen-year-old boy who was trying to generate enough courage to ask the cutest girl in school out on a date.
    


    
      She walked right toward me, her eyes meeting mine. The closer she got, the more my pulse sprinted faster. She stopped a foot to my left. I had to consciously hold back my hand from reaching out to her.
    


    
      Damn, there was something magnetic about her, me, us—at least from my perspective, I had to remind myself.
    


    
      Suddenly, she reached above my head, her taut arm almost grazing my hair.
    


    
      “Now, this one here, it's a vine that is indigenous to the Bay Area.” Camila's fingers were gliding over a leaf from one of the many hanging plants.
    


    
      Before my head made a full turn back to the swaying plant, my eyes stuck on her extended arm—smallish but tight, a rippling muscle, a single vein protruding near the crease at her elbow.
    


    
      She continued. “It grows somewhat slowly, but it's quite hearty. In fact, there is a sea of this plant just a few miles away. Not sure if you've heard of this little sanctuary, but it's called Mount Sutro. It's this amazing jungle of plants and animals. So serene. You feel like you're in a different country.”
    


    
      Her eyes lit up, her hands swaying everywhere, apparently helping her formulate her thoughts.
    


    
      “Never been there, but I've heard the name.”
    


    
      “Here, touch it. It's just so unique, it's hard to describe.” She moved my hand closer to the plant.
    


    
      My thumb felt the surface of a leaf, and she was right. It was smooth yet had a small layer of fluff on top.
    


    
      “Pretty cool.”
    


    
      I caught a waft of something fruity, maybe lemon. I think my nose scrunched up a bit.
    


    
      “You're smelling one of my homemade massage oils. It contains a lemon extract.”
    


    
      She held her hand up to my nose. I touched her hand, and my heart skipped a beat. I almost forgot how I'd arrived here, what had transpired to enable our paths to cross. Whether it was a fleeting bond or the start of something deeper, I couldn't foresee. I was wrapped up in everything Camila.
    


    
      “Oh, what happened to you?” A concerned look washed over her face, now less flushed than before. She took my hand and noticed a line of blood curling down my forefinger.
    


    
      “It's nothing. I, uh...” I didn't want to admit my lack of horticulture expertise.
    


    
      “You touched the green dragon, didn't you?” She turned to look at the plant that had gouged my finger. “He'll take a bite out of you every time. Follow me, I have just the thing for that.“
    


    
      I followed like a dog on a leash, still okay with not addressing why I came here—what I had witnessed between her and Harley Man. I was just going with the flow.
    


    
      She sauntered around the counter, me a step behind her, and then she flipped over the curtain and disappeared into darkness. For just a second, I saw columns of lights blinking, yellow, green, a couple of them red, some close to the floor, a bank of lights higher, like they were sitting on a table. I think I saw the outline of other equipment, but it was so dark I couldn't be certain. My curiosity was piqued.
    


    
      My legs acted like they were growing roots. I stood at the precipice of the entry into the back room, concerned I'd ruin the moment if I blatantly followed her there. Then again, didn't she essentially ask me to follow her? She never said, "Stop here." I scratched my chin and contemplated moving forward...or retreating to a more comfortable spot on the other side of the counter. Indecision won out.
    


    
      “Oh, you caught me by surprise.” Camila had just stepped through the curtain, obviously not expecting me to be standing in that exact location. She allowed her hands and forearms to lean against my torso, without immediately pushing away. I might have put both of my hands on her hips to bring her even closer. I know I was thinking it, wanting it.
    


    
      She thumped my chest twice. “Let's go over here; it will be easier to fix up.”
    


    
      I laid out my hand on the counter. She first applied an antiseptic, wiping away the dried blood.
    


    
      “Can't be too careful,” she said. Her hands were soft, yet it felt like I was being caressed by Wonder Woman, a deathly grip just a blink away. She was so gentle with my hand and finger. I was just glad I was on her good side. Otherwise, she could have snapped my wrist like a twig.
    


    
      With remarkable attention to detail, she peeled apart the bandage packaging and then curled the bandage around my finger. Our heads were only inches apart. I could see the slight wave to her hair, a flawless complexion on her tanned face, not an ounce of makeup. She did have a single mole on her right temple, which added to her aura. She was, indeed, The Natural. But there was something else about her, a motherly kindness.
    


    
      I realized we'd spent fifteen minutes chatting about nothing, tending to plants, the harmless cut on my finger. Perhaps she appreciated the lack of drama and confrontation, an escape from the tormented reality of her daily life.
    


    
      I debated how to allow my mind, my heart to address the tough topic. We all liked to escape reality on occasion, but I knew more than most that if you didn't deal with it, the memory would crawl up the back of your throat and explode into your senses, cratering your emotional foundation.
    


    
      I opened my mouth, but she spoke first, with her eyes still inspecting my finger.
    


    
      “I remember you on that night. The night my brother, Gustavo...perished.” Her accented voice was distinct but softer now.
    


    
      “I'm sorry you had to experience that.”
    


    
      “I'm only sorry Gustavo will not live the life he deserved and so dearly enjoyed.”
    


    
      I licked my lips.
    


    
      “I could see your forgiving eyes, wanting to reach out and help this frantic woman. Me.” She brought her hand to her chest.
    


    
      Perspiration gathered on the back of my neck. “But you ran. I chased after you, hoping I could reach you and share my heartache, hoping that would help in some way. Looking back, I know that was foolish of me. Maybe even selfish.”
    


    
      She turned and put a finger to my lips. “No, no, no. You are kind, that I could see. And now, here, I can feel it.”
    


    
      My body leaned forward just a couple of inches. I wanted to kiss her, but it wasn't right by her, maybe by me.
    


    
      “He loved life in this free land, so much opportunity, so many paths to happiness. But Gustavo was always happy, even before we moved to the States as young, naïve teenagers.” Her eyes drifted off.
    


    
      “You two were close, huh?”
    


    
      “We were all we had. When we moved to this area, we were on top of the world. Unlike most kids, we dreamed of learning, being in school, even doing homework,” she said, peering up from her five-four frame. “We were each other's biggest fans, both of us on the track and field team. That big brute, he could really spin the discus.“
    


    
      A deep breath, then a warm smile crossed her lips.
    


    
      A phone rang from the behind the curtain. She touched my wrist then held up a finger. “Please, just one second.”
    


    
      I paused, wondering what all of this meant, knowing much of the story was still inside her pretty little mind.
    


    
      I could hear Camila speak in her native Brazilian tongue, Portuguese. I couldn't speak the language, but using my limited Spanish knowledge, I tried to interpret a discussion that sounded one-sided—she spoke with such speed and intensity, I didn't have a prayer. Suddenly, her voice went silent. I thought back, and I'm pretty sure I heard, "Hola, madre," at the onset of her conversation. A full minute passed, and I considered calling out for her.
    


    
      Camila emerged, her eyes not meeting mine.
    


    
      “Everything okay?”
    


    
      “Thank you for caring, but I am doing just fine. Just dealing with the aftermath of Gustavo's death.”
    


    
      I searched for a way to re-engage her memories.
    


    
      “So, your brother was a champion discus thrower. And yourself?” I recalled what Ji had shared, but I hoped Camila would open up and share more.
    


    
      “Hurdles, 110 and 300. I loved the competition, the feeling of crossing the finish line first, then looking back and seeing every hurdle still standing.”
    


    
      I smiled and shook my head.
    


    
      “I was fortunate enough to qualify for a scholarship at Stanford, while Gustavo was admitted into the best culinary school on the West Coast. It was his calling. He was such a talent. We should all be so lucky to find our passion at such a young age.”
    


    
      “So true.”
    


    
      Strange chirping noises interrupted the flow of our conversation, emanating from the back room. I looked over her shoulder as the noises morphed into rhythmic beeping sounds, a couple of different pitches. I pointed a finger and opened my mouth to ask the obvious question.
    


    
      “It's nothing. Just give me a second.” She disappeared behind the curtain, like the Wizard of Oz.
    


    
      I tried to catch another glimpse, leaning to my left, and I think I saw a couple of blinking lights. I listened intently and might have heard the flick of a light switch then what sounded like a stream of key tapping, almost too fast to be human.
    


    
      Like a magician, she quickly reappeared in the front area, carrying two bottles of water. She offered me one. I didn't realize how thirsty I was. I cracked the seal and chugged a third of the bottle without uttering word.
    


    
      “Oh, thanks,” I said.
    


    
      She giggled and wiped her own mouth.
    


    
      An engine growled in rhythmic beats just outside her shop, and our heads swiveled in that direction. I wondered if Harley Man had returned. But the noise came from a vintage Corvette sitting along the curb, the hood up and two men huddled so close to the engine block they could have kissed it. Maybe they wanted to, who knew?
    


    
      “Did he hurt you?”
    


    
      She knew whom I was talking about.
    


    
      “No, of course not. Franco could not harm me, would not harm me.” Something about her statement seemed hollow, either her tone or the way she was trying to convince me of something that wasn't true. But she said it, and I wasn't in a place to question her integrity.
    


    
      “Good, it just seemed from where I was standing that...Franco was a little pissed.”
    


    
      “Yes, pissed. We were both pissed. We used to know each other, work together. He's just one of those guys who brings out the worst in me.” Her adorable mouth squeezed shut, like she'd regretted the words that just escaped her lips.
    


    
      I wasn't sure what "know each other, work together" really meant. It was part of the female language that guys like me could not easily decipher, although I had my theories. From what Ji had relayed to me, Camila and Franco most likely worked at Facebook together. Was there more to their relationship?
    


    
      “Can we see each other again?” I said without giving myself enough time to not ask.
    


    
      Her eyes shot open, and she glanced at me, then away again. She swept a few locks of blond hair off to the side of her face, which appeared a bit more stressed. Does she feel cornered by my question?
    


    
      “You are so nice, kind...I don't even know your name.”
    


    
      “Michael. Michael Doyle. Nice to meet you.” I extended a hand. She reciprocated, a silly smile now on her face. I took her hand, and without any provocation, leaned down and kissed the top of it.
    


    
      “Very charming, Michael Doyle, the knight.” She nodded, her long eyelashes closing for a brief second. Then she took in a deep breath.
    


    
      “I have a lot going on in my life. I...I enjoy talking with you. It's easy, like an ocean breeze.”
    


    
      I grabbed both of her hands.
    


    
      “Like an ocean breeze.” I had to repeat the words that felt like a real connection with another woman, finally.
    


    
      She pushed away. “Look, I don't know how to say this.”
    


    
      “Is it the Harley man, Franco?”
    


    
      “I have obligations, and they won't let me stop until I reach my goal,” she responded cryptically.
    


    
      I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes, trying to understand what she meant.
    


    
      Ding dong.
    


    
      Before I could respond, I turned to the door half expecting Ms. Chen, or a customer just like her, to engage Camila in a long, personal story. Instead, I saw two men in blue removing their hats.
    


    
      “Michael Doyle?”
    


    
      “Yes.” My arms dropped to my sides.
    


    
      “Stand away from the lady and put your hands on the counter where we can see them,” said one of the cops, directing me with one hand, his other hand perched on his sidearm. The pair looked like identical twins, both a shade under six feet, wearing gold-rimmed sunglasses, with brown hair that was encased with gel, or hairspray, or Super Glue.
    


    
      “What are you talking about? I'm just talking to her. What could be the problem?”
    


    
      “We do not want to ask a second time, nor do we want this to get physical,” said the other twin. “Do as we say. Now.“
    


    
      “What the fuck?” I said out loud, wishing I hadn't.
    


    
      I turned and leaned against the counter. One of the twins searched me, starting down at my ankles, moving his hands up my legs, then thighs...aggressively.
    


    
      “Whoa!” I said when he got too close for comfort.
    


    
      The cop finished the search and said, "All clear." He grabbed one arm and yanked it behind my back, sliding on a cuff and locking it; then he repeated the process with my other arm.
    


    
      I shook my head in disgrace and disgust. Had the world literally gone mad? I heard them muttering some shit about Miranda this, Miranda that, but I was in no mood. I looked up and Camila stared at me. What was she thinking?
    


    
      I'm sorry, I mouthed to her.
    


    
      She shut her eyes and pursed her lips.
    


    
      They opened the door and led me to a patrol car. Just as they put their hand on my head, a motorcycle shot out of a cannon, blowing by us going at least fifty. The twins did nothing. I saw the red helmet and Harley and knew it was Franco.
    


    
      He rocketed down the street, looked my direction, and shot me the finger.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      I awoke to a blackout, and for just a moment, it felt like I'd been time-warped back to the alley, when darkness equated an unconscious mind screaming to be heard before I reached a more permanent state—perhaps the end of my life.
    


    
      I took in a breath, and I heard myself exhale, which was a good sign. But my chest felt heavy, like a weight was keeping my lungs from expanding. I ran through all the injuries I'd suffered in the last thirty-six hours, and I was trying to figure out how my lungs could have been damaged. The doctors never checked out my ribs, mainly because I didn't complain about them. They were sore, and I thought I saw a bruise in the vicinity last night. It was possible the kick by the man wearing the brown boot had broken a rib, which in turn had nicked a lung.
    


    
      The weight seemed to spread to my shoulders then my arms. A few seconds later, my legs felt heavy. Was this the early sign of a heart attack, given all the stress I'd put myself through lately? I was closer to forty than thirty. I closed my eyes and tried to calm my nerves.
    


    
      I must be in some type of dream state, where I could think clearly but not to the point of being conscious. I had to wake myself up. I focused and tried to raise my arms, wiggle, anything.
    


    
      Finally, I yelled out. "Ahh!" I flipped to the right and freed myself from most of the weight on me. I realized my turban was covering my eyes, and I felt a knee jabbing my back.
    


    
      “What the hell?” I turned back over and saw Andi with some type of green shit caked under her eyes, drooling on her pillow. She smelled like cucumbers. Wait, that's my pillow, in my bed.
    


    
      I poked the bear.
    


    
      “Huh?” She sounded groggy and scrunched her nose.
    


    
      “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty.” I nudged her shoulder while noticing her left arm and leg had been draped over my body—the heart attack.
    


    
      “Hello, this isn't a dream, and I'm not Zac Efron.” At least I could find a bit of humor in this awkward situation.
    


    
      Her eyes opened slowly, and she turned her head to get her bearings.
    


    
      “What...how...why?”
    


    
      “I have the same questions. You're in my bed, so I thought you'd actually have the answers.”
    


    
      She stood up and wiped her eyes, a long, green University of North Texas T-shirt covering just enough of her to be decent in a public setting. And I considered this to be a public setting.
    


    
      “Michael Doyle, what kind of shit did you pull last night?”
    


    
      “What are you talking about? I barely recall checking in to this hotel and my head softly hitting the pillow.”
    


    
      “Well, how do you explain me being in your bed?” Her hands were now anchored to her hips, her puffy eyes narrowed.
    


    
      “Just because I'm a guy doesn't mean I lured you into my bed. Does the name Zac Efron mean anything to you?”
    


    
      She looked away briefly, quizzing herself apparently.
    


    
      “Okay, no. Don't go there.” She swung her finger in front of me.
    


    
      I touched my head, and I could feel half my bandaging had unraveled.
    


    
      “Do you need my help?” she asked with half-hearted conviction.
    


    
      “I'm capable. I just need to look in the mirror, like tying a tie.” I swung the bed covering off, and for a half-second, silence engulfed the room. We both stared at my penis, which was exposed and not in a restful state.
    


    
      “Oh my God!” I yelled out, embarrassed beyond belief.
    


    
      “Michael Doyle, you did not just do that. Tell me you didn't.” She put her hand over her face and marched to the bathroom.
    


    
      After covering back up, I proceeded to place a pillow over my head. How the hell do I get myself in these predicaments?
    


    
      “Can you throw me my clothes?” My voice was muffled, but I didn't want to remove my shield. If I could hide my face, maybe I could replay the last ten minutes. But what about the last ten hours? That, I had no memory of—again.
    


    
      She didn't hear me. “I said, can you toss me my clothes?”
    


    
      “Michael.” She was right next to me.
    


    
      I removed the pillow.
    


    
      She wasted no time in tossing a bucket of melted ice water on my face and neck.
    


    
      I jerked left and right and screamed out. "What the hell, Andi? Have you completely lost it?" Covers went this way and that.
    


    
      “What?” She scurried backward, falling into the adjoining bed. “Will you please cover your little missile? Damn thing keeps pointing at me.“
    


    
      “Will you please?“ I said calmly.
    


    
      “What?” She asked like she had no clue.
    


    
      “Don't say another word and turn around. I can then pick up my clothes, and dignity, and go to the bathroom.”
    


    
      She flipped around, and I jumped out of bed, looking everywhere, still wondering why my appendage had decided to put on a show at this exact moment. “Where are my clothes?”
    


    
      “I think I saw something by the TV.” She flicked a wayward wrist.
    


    
      As I shuffled into the bathroom, I heard her yell out again. “You've got some explaining to do.”
    


    
      “Likewise. You were in my bed, regardless of how I was dressed.” I washed my face, trying to clear my mind of all the drama, real or imagined.
    


    
      “Can you throw me a rag?” she called out.
    


    
      “Only if you admit that I didn't lure you into my bed.”
    


    
      I heard a huff. “Okay, just throw me a rag so I can wipe off my overnight face mask.”
    


    
      Without looking, I whipped a wet rag around the corner.
    


    
      Moments later, I walked out wearing jeans and a T-shirt. She had also slipped on a pair of jeans, molded to her shape, mostly lean but a few emerging curves. Her brown eyes looked up at me. She held up a brochure promoting a horror flick on one of the hotel channels.
    


    
      “I think I remember watching a movie last night. I guess I got scared in the middle of the night.” Her lower lip pushed out. It would have been cute had she not put me on the defensive.
    


    
      “Really?”
    


    
      “Well, what's your excuse?” she asked.
    


    
      “Dreams are a great thing apparently,” I said, releasing a smile. “Just wish I could remember the dream.“
    


    
      She started laughing, a little giggle at first, then it turned into deep laugh with tears spilling from her eyes. It was contagious, and I joined in, although I was laughing more at the impromptu cameo appearance of my...missile. Maybe she was as well.
    


    
      “Whew,” we said in tandem, then looked at each other.
    


    
      She held out her hand. “Truce? I'm sorry.”
    


    
      “Me too.” Just as I extended my hand, she jerked her hand back and brushed the side of her head.
    


    
      I tilted my head and said, “Smooth.”
    


    
      “Just reminding you how much quicker I am.” She winked at me.
    


    
      I shrugged and released a single chuckle, thinking Andi was possibly the most competitive girl I'd been around—and bordering on the cockiest.
    


    
      I buried a hand in my jeans pocket and pulled out a plug adaptor, white, rectangular.
    


    
      “What's that?”
    


    
      “Our hotel invader over at the Fairmont dropped it on the carpet when we apparently scared the shit out of him,” I said. “I scooped it up before we packed our things and switched hotels.“
    


    
      I glanced out of our seventh-floor window of the InterContinental Mark Hopkins and saw the stone facade of the Fairmont directly across the street. Three flags flapped in what appeared to be a surly wind. Thinking back to the previous day, I wasn't sure if we were lucky, stupid, or naïve. Maybe all of the above.
    


    
      After realizing the man I'd chased wouldn't simply reappear on the staircase, we had trudged back to the room and discussed possible motivations for our unexpected visitor. Could it have been a random misunderstanding? That was what I normally would have thought. But the last few weeks proved to be anything but normal for a guy who'd been living a seemingly mundane existence a month ago. Go to job, work out, sleep, eat, and repeat cycle—until that night in the piano bar at the Fairmount.
    


    
      We also knew the man could have been connected to the people who'd assaulted me. While neither Andi nor I were the types to back off, we also didn't want to invite danger into our lives. So we took the prudent route.
    


    
      “My bank account says we should probably head back to my apartment,” I said as we stuffed clothes and accoutrements into our bags.
    


    
      “They know where you live. They know you were here.” She raised an eyebrow.
    


    
      I inhaled a breath and felt pressure against my ribs, recalling the beating I'd received, the man in the red sweater with the accent, the sick temper, and the unworldly glass eye.
    


    
      We proceeded to the elevators and headed downstairs.
    


    
      With our bags in tow, we asked to speak to the manager, a youngish gentleman with perfectly combed hair wearing a dark suit, overstretched brass buttons covering a barrel-like torso.
    


    
      “He was about five six, dark, curly hair, receding a bit, but had a heavy beard, maybe three or four days old. Wore black pants and a white button shirt, like most of your employees.” I swung my head around the expansive lobby and saw many people scurrying about wearing the same uniform.
    


    
      “Pants were baggy, and he had on dark shoes that looked too big for a man his size,” Andi chimed in.
    


    
      The manager nodded, his hands clasped in front. "Give me a moment." Ten minutes later he returned, flanked by two underlings, it appeared.
    


    
      “First of all, we'd like to extend our deepest apology for the apparent accidental entry into your hotel room. For that inconvenience, we'd like to offer you a voucher for a free dinner at the Laurel Court Restaurant and offer to pay for the rest of your stay here at the Fairmount.”
    


    
      “We'll take a rain check on the extended stay,” I said, then snatched the meal voucher card from his hand.
    


    
      “Have you verified it was an accident? Have you spoken to your employee?” Andi was like a vulture.
    


    
      The manager adjusted his wire-rim glasses. “From what we can tell, we don't recall anyone with that appearance working at the hotel. Did you happen to catch his name? We all wear name tags.”
    


    
      He pointed to his.
    


    
      “Well, Lawrence, maybe he had one, maybe he didn't. We were frankly a bit too shocked to see this man entering our room to notice.”
    


    
      “But you did notice he wore black shoes that were too big for a man of his stature?” Lawrence questioned.
    


    
      Andi took a half step forward. “What are you implying?”
    


    
      “Look, Miss...”
    


    
      “Osborne.”
    


    
      “Yes, Ms. Osborne, we're not accusing you of anything. We're as puzzled and concerned about this incident as you are. This, I can honestly say, never happens at the Fairmount. Nonetheless, you have my sincerest apologies.”
    


    
      “And the man? What is anyone doing about finding this guy, questioning him?”
    


    
      I almost smiled, given my front-row seat to the interrogation.
    


    
      “We will continue to ask each of our shift managers. If no one on the staff can identify him as one of our employees, then there's really nothing we can do. I guess we could bring in the police, but I'm not sure that's the wisest use of taxpayer money.”
    


    
      Andi flipped on a dime and headed for the door. I stuck around and negotiated a three-night rain check, then picked up my black duffel bag and caught up to Andi, who was standing outside at the intersection of Mason and California, her hair whipping behind her from a stiff breeze.
    


    
      “This is your city, so where to?” she asked with a typical rebellious attitude.
    


    
      “Hmmm. We want to be safe, but I don't want to leave this area. We're in the middle of this, whether we like it or not.”
    


    
      I caught myself. “Sorry, I said we. You're only here because you know me. You can leave, head back to Texas.”
    


    
      She playfully punched my shoulder. “You don't see me hailing a cab, do you? I believe you...and I believe in you. And I know you want—need—to get to the bottom of this. For you, for Camila.”
    


    
      I smiled then turned my head.
    


    
      “Do you know Pop once told me that when I was born they almost named me Mark?”
    


    
      “Odd timing, but...okay.”
    


    
      “Apparently, my mom thought Mark Hamill, of Star Wars fame, was just the kind of person she wanted me to be. Fearless.“
    


    
      “You have done a few good things in your life, Michael. Just not sure you've saved the galaxy from the evil emperor.”
    


    
      I shifted my eyes to the left, drawing her attention to the expansive sign for the skyscraper hotel: InterContinental Mark Hopkins.
    


    
      “Subtle, you are.” She grabbed her bag and started walking across the street.
    


    
      “Thanks, Yoda.”
    


    
      Not much later, we had ordered room service for dinner, then I hit the bed, while she stayed up and apparently took in a horror movie.
    


    
      With this morning's embarrassment mostly stored in a place that I—and especially Andi—would hopefully soon forget, I tossed the plug adaptor from my hand, flipped it over a few times. This guy bringing a plug adaptor to a customer's room...seemed like it could be a typical guest request, given the plethora of gadgets that accompanied most people these days.
    


    
      But he most likely didn't view Andi and me as customers. I paced the room, my toes pawing the padded rug like a cat with no claws, and gently scratched my temple, wondering how this invasion could be viewed as a random occurrence.
    


    
      “What are you thinking?” Andi asked from around the corner of our room, applying what little makeup she wore.
    


    
      “I don't know.” I bit my lip and inspected the white object more.
    


    
      “Don't tell me you think there's something to that plug?” she said, walking back into the room.
    


    
      “If we make the leap that this guy was in our room for a reason, and if he's connected to the thugs who roughed me up, we have to ask why, don't we?” I started.
    


    
      “I've been asking that since I watched you shuffle down the hallway, chasing after him,” Andi said, snorting out a laugh. “But a glorified plug? Not much we can do with that, Mr. Bond. Unless you think 'Q' put some contraption inside. Maybe there's a hidden code that will slide out of the socket and lead us to the exact location of a bomb that's set to go off in T minus thirty-eight minutes.“
    


    
      I may not work for MI6, but Andi was certainly sassy enough to qualify as one of the Bond women.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    
      

    


    
      One Week Ago
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      “Check them out, get a feel for their services, their level of commitment, and come back and debrief us.”
    


    
      Given my recent poor attendance and my lackluster enthusiasm when I did show my mug in the Playa offices over the last three weeks, I can honestly say my manager's brief one-on-one discussion shocked me.
    


    
      He'd briskly walked by my cube, his head buried in a tablet displaying a bunch of graphics with red and yellow arrows, and simply said, “Michael, my office, two minutes.”
    


    
      In the twenty steps it took for me to weave around four cubes and land in Josh's office, which looked more like a ten-year-old playground, I assessed the possible reasons for this unplanned discussion. It could go several ways, but I leaned more toward him chiding me for all my recent fallacies, asking me to sign a piece of paper with checkmarks all over it, then providing a final incentive to get my attention—either I check back in mentally or I lose my job to some twenty-three-year-old braniac.
    


    
      “Did I tell you how fast I can put together a Rubik's Cube right out of the box? You know, these things are making a comeback.” Four stacks of colorful cubes outlined his desk, which was on rollers. Nerf hoops suctioned to four walls and an oval, blue shag carpet with the NASCAR logo in the middle highlighted his dorm room...rather, office.
    


    
      “Uh, no, you haven't mentioned that.” I couldn't help myself, but I actually drifted away again, recalling the tight fit of the metal cuffs that I'd been forced to wear twice in the last few weeks. Not my proudest moments, and the arrests only created more crap on my plate. Legal shit.
    


    
      He proceeded to flip plastic while I awaited my fate. A second later, his phone buzzed and vibrated across his metal desk. I think he must have sent off two emails, four text messages, set up a meeting, and ordered lunch online in about thirty seconds. He was like a cell phone ninja. Then again, he was only twenty-six, and I knew the younger generation had skills my age group couldn't fathom possessing—and maybe not even want to possess.
    


    
      He sat back and told me I was to lead the effort in assessing a potential partner, another company with expertise we didn't have: project management.
    


    
      “Are you sure the culture at Playa would be open to have someone manage every task they perform and hold them accountable?” I asked transparently.
    


    
      “Of course, why not?” He looked at me like I'd grown five ears.
    


    
      I could think of about twenty reasons, but it was obvious his mind was made up. I grabbed my jacket and headed down the street for the meeting at a local Starbucks, across from the huge Transamerica Pyramid building. I'd heard some in San Francisco call it "our own version of the Eiffel Tower." Not quite, but I did arch my neck to check out the pointed tip before I opened the Starbucks door and was met with a wave of smells, predominantly roasted coffee beans.
    


    
      “Michael, Michael, we're over here.” Three ladies waved from a table nestled against the wall. One laptop was open.
    


    
      “How'd you know my name?” I asked while shaking hands and hearing names I'd never recall.
    


    
      “Josh just called and gave us a heads-up.”
    


    
      I nodded, then realized I was surrounded by three engaging, attractive, and most likely sharp women. But I couldn't have been more disinterested. Beyond all the legal things bouncing around in my mind, I couldn't keep myself from thinking about my interaction with Camila, her quiet, strong demeanor, and equally strong grip. Her absolutely natural beauty, and the disturbing interaction with Harley Man.
    


    
      Two hours whizzed by, and by the end of our discussion, I still couldn't recall their names. I'd adequately fooled them. Given their three smiles, and because they were female, attractive, and younger than I, they probably thought my silence equated to submission. Quite the opposite. I was in another world. Michael's world.
    


    
      “We'll talk soon?” The tallest, a twenty-something Director of Some Such, raised a sculpted eyebrow as she held my hand an extra few seconds.
    


    
      “Soon,” I said with a reassuring nod.
    


    
      I wasn't sure what the hell I'd tell Josh. I pondered a couple of options, then decided I needed fresh air, and turned onto Clay, heading west, opposite of our home office.
    


    
      I unbuttoned my coat just to let my extremities feel the wind penetrate my outer shell. I could almost feel my veins bulging from the blood racing from limb to limb, and I briefly closed my eyes at a crosswalk. Feet shuffled nearby, and I opened my eyes only to see an obnoxious grin plastered on the back of a bench anchored to the sidewalk. Lots of red, white, and blue, a forced smile, a man holding a little American flag, his jowls hanging over his buttoned shirt collar. A cascade of thoughts unfolded in my mind: "Better Call Saul," from the infamous show Breaking Bad, which quickly segued into the bad decision I'd made on my recent lawyer hunt. Ralph Hall. Hall rhymed with Saul, which should have been a sign for me. On top of that, Ralph was the dude from Happy Days. Ralph "Malph." And yes, my lawyer was all mouth and no action.
    


    
      After sweet-talking me into writing a two-thousand-dollar retainer check related to my first arrest the night of the murder, he promised to appear in court on my behalf, saying he'd have no problem in getting all charges dropped. Simple, easy, and behind me.
    


    
      As the saying went: you hear only what you want to hear. For that offense, in my one and only face-to-face meeting with my lawyer, I guess I'm guilty as sin. The bastard, Ralph "Malph" Hall, never showed up at my designated court appearance time, never checked in with the court at all, as far as I could tell, and never told me a damn word about it.
    


    
      My first and only communication on the topic came when I was brought into the fourth precinct following my second arrest. As they booked me with a charge of attempted assault for throwing a beer bottle in the vicinity of a two-thousand-pound noise machine—don't get me started on Harley Man—they informed me I had an outstanding warrant for failure to appear in court for my first arrest. My words? “What the fuck?”
    


    
      Disgust morphed into shame, which led to sheer anger. If I'd seen that shithead, Ralph Hall, roaming the halls of the police station, I might have gone after the guy. It was probably wise to lock me up for a few hours, giving me some time to cool off. And I even enjoyed my conversation with three teenage Asian gangbangers in the holding cell. Thoughts of hunting down Ralph and demanding my money back eventually subsided, and I thought back to the reason I'd fallen into this cycle of bad luck—my connection, or maybe even an obsession, over Camila.
    


    
      Pop had once told me to stay clear of people who attracted trouble like flies on a horse's ass. Eventually, he said, that trouble would stick with you.
    


    
      Consider me stuck.
    


    
      A couple of cabbies screamed expletives, and I noticed I'd just passed the post office, then I decided to hang a left onto Powell, then a right on Sacramento. A bar was calling my name. I just hadn't decided which one would get my business as dusk settled in. Pink and purple stripes arched across two glass buildings, and I reminded myself of the uniqueness of every day in this bustling city.
    


    
      I swung left onto Mason and saw the InterContinental Mark Hopkins straight ahead. Taking in the sunset from the Top of the Mark bar couldn't be replicated. I could chill out and think through all of the data-points I'd experienced or witnessed. My logical mind would surely take over and help me figure everything out. I lengthened my stride as I began to taste the Maker's Mark and Coke a good fifty yards before I reached the front door.
    


    
      “Hey, shithead, that's my ride. You didn't wait your turn!”
    


    
      I glanced left and saw two cabbies inches from each other, one lard ass poking the other in the chest. I'm not sure the receiver understood the large man's English, and I'm also not sure the large man realized he was poking the chest of a man at least twenty years his junior, who was seemingly in kick-ass shape. I stopped and took two steps in their direction, which was right in front of the Fairmount. A boyish hotel bellman was also headed that way.
    


    
      The hotel employee beat me there, which was fine with me. I saw the large man throw a punch, which was met with a quick block by the smaller man, who quickly shoved a knee to the gonads of lard ass. The bellman caught him falling over. I winced, feeling his pain.
    


    
      Just beyond the cabbie standoff, I spotted a man and woman hugging near the exit at the Fairmount. She had wavy, brown hair, wore a gray, houndstooth jacket with the collar turned up. She was almost as tall as the man, who had mostly gray temples. The hug lasted for at least thirty seconds. It was easy to see their bond of love.
    


    
      Just as I turned my head, the man broke the embrace, threw a kiss in her direction, and slid into a cab. The girl waved.
    


    
      Wait, I know that girl.
    


    
      “Andi?”
    


    
      The cab drove off, and I walked toward the front door, confirming my earlier vision. She appeared as shocked as I'm sure I looked.
    


    
      “Michael?” She took a step toward me, and I noticed her fashionable boots, her confident, smooth gait.
    


    
      I stopped three feet in front of her, my heart racing for some unknown reason. It almost felt like I'd been hunted down by my past. Yet, part of me felt comforted, like I wasn't all alone in this world.
    


    
      “You live in San Francisco?” she asked as she held out her hand.
    


    
      I think she wanted me to shake it. “I, uh, guess I thought Brandon would spread the word to anyone who cared.”
    


    
      Just as I grabbed her hand, she took a half step toward me and in the most awkward way possible, she hugged me, and then I hugged her back—both at completely separate times.
    


    
      An old friend, a cousin—whatever she represented from my past—was here, engaging me in conversation. Kind of.
    


    
      “Apparently I blazed the trail, but you took the same route,” I said.
    


    
      She scrunched her eyes. “Trail?”
    


    
      “Me traveling out west, landing in San Francisco, and now you, eighteen months later, doing the same thing.”
    


    
      She nodded and smiled, flashing pearly whites from ear to ear, her familiar single canine tooth wedged in at an awkward angle. "Yeah, it's kind of surreal." She paused and didn't look away from me, then caught herself.
    


    
      “I was just hanging out with my dad, actually. We met half way. I flew out to San Francisco, and he flew in from Japan. He's working on some type of international money-laundering scheme. It's hard to keep up with all of his investigative journalism gigs.”
    


    
      “That'll be you some day,” I said without hesitation.
    


    
      I think it caught her off guard. Her brow flinched, and her chapped lips turned upward, a slow-developing but authentic smile. She nodded and didn't say a word for a few seconds.
    


    
      In those seconds, I realized I wasn't standing next to a student and newspaper intern. She had put her own life on the line by going undercover, interacting with a dangerous lot of screwed-up teens who believed and acted like society's rules simply didn't apply to them. The assignment had taken Andi to the brink of injecting a deadly drug. She had to fend off a wacked-out athlete, who could have killed her and thrown her in the ocean without provocation.
    


    
      We might still be looking for her body—if Andi hadn't responded to the assault like a seasoned FBI agent. Recalling I'd been the one who approved that assignment sent a brief shiver up my spine. But here she was, standing before me, a young woman who had professional, adult goals. Her presence, the way she was dressed...I could sense her maturity had skyrocketed, and maybe it finally matched her instinct and intellect. I couldn't call her a kid any longer.
    


    
      “Damn.”
    


    
      “What?” She turned her head.
    


    
      “I just wish I could have met the famous Sam Osborne.”
    


    
      “He's just Dad. A little grayer than when I remember him pecking away on his old typewriter late at night in our kitchen.”
    


    
      “Yeah, he was probably writing a story to uncover the greatest conspiracy in politics,” I said without thinking.
    


    
      “That was Woodward and Bernstein.” Andi pointed at me. “From what he told me later, when I got older, the Washington Post brought him in just after Watergate broke, and within a few months, he'd uncovered a story that would have made Watergate look like a game of Monopoly. He had senators on the record, chiefs of staff, all because a single source inside the White House had leaked information about a trail of bribes."
    


    
      “Ever find out the source?” I think my tongue was hanging out.
    


    
      “When I graduated from University of North Texas last year, out of nowhere, Dad pulled me aside and said I was finally old enough to hear the whole story. I ignored everyone for fifteen minutes; my pulse raced as he filled in the details.”
    


    
      Someone walked by, accidentally knocking Andi's arm, and her lips came together into a straight line. Then, she brought herself closer and whispered into my ear.
    


    
      “The first lady.”
    


    
      “Holy shit.” I glanced away and saw traffic building up, car horns bouncing off the surrounding hotel walls. “But this never hit the press. What happened to the story?“
    


    
      “Editor said he needed another credible source. This was back in the late 1970s, so journalists didn't publish a story based on a single unnamed source from a friend's uncle.”
    


    
      “Makes sense.”
    


    
      “But there's a story behind the story, so to speak.”
    


    
      I leaned forward, touching her arm, almost unable to contain my curiosity.
    


    
      “The first lady was having an affair with the director of the FBI, which is why she knew what was going on behind the scenes. When my dad was on the verge of writing the breakthrough lead story, word got out, phone calls were made, and they shut him down.”
    


    
      “Wow.” I was in awe.
    


    
      “Shortly thereafter, we moved to Texas, but he continued traveling the world.”
    


    
      I just shook my head, and I could feel my journalistic juices flowing like a raging river, something I hadn't felt in almost two years.
    


    
      “Hey, I was just on my way across the street to get a drink.” I nudged my head right.
    


    
      “Top of the Mark bar?”
    


    
      Andi's eyes lit up. “Dad said he'd take me, but we never got there. Spent too much time touring Alcatraz.”
    


    
      “Cool. The view, you know, is the best, especially at sunset.”
    


    
      Spotty clouds reflected nearly horizontal spears of sunlight, creating a rainbow of colors shooting across the skyline. We needed to get higher to see the bay from the highest vantage point.
    


    
      I offered my arm. “You ready for the view of a lifetime?”
    


    
      “Couldn't be more so,” she said then grabbed my arm, and we took four steps.
    


    
      I stopped in my tracks. Across Mason, I saw her—Camila—and a breath caught in my throat. She wore an almond beret, a brown coat, but even amidst the noise, I could make out the clap of her tiny heels hitting the concrete. She was moving at a decent clip, her hands digging into her coat pockets. She wasn't sightseeing; her eyes weren't wandering. They were looking straight ahead, her perfect face stoic but resolute.
    


    
      I couldn't control myself. Without thinking, I walked toward her. I longed for her soft but strong hands, to feel her gentle, free spirit. To bond with this woman who'd lived something close to what I'd experienced.
    


    
      “Michael, the bar is this way,” I heard Andi say behind me. I stepped onto the street just as Camila made a sharp turn onto California.
    


    
      One step turned into two, then three. Car horns honked, and I swerved around two or three cars. She was moving farther away. I had to reach out to her, to let her know how sorry I was about throwing the beer bottle, getting arrested at her business...wondering if Franco had returned to harass her.
    


    
      I had questions about her brother, the murder, how it all happened, but I didn't want to put her through duress to get that information. We were so close to developing an actual friendship. I could see it in her eyes...for a few minutes anyway.
    


    
      Now, I just needed to catch up to her.
    


    
      A silver Prius jerked to a stop right by her at the curb. A man jumped out, then another. One tall, the other shorter. The tall man took her arm, but she attempted to jerk away. He didn't relinquish his grip, and I saw her face contort. A man on either side now, they guided her to the car. She paused, and I could have sworn she looked my way, then she got in the car. Had I just witnessed a kidnapping, or was there more to the story? A jilted lover, an angry cousin? Once again, I couldn't decipher the situation—whether I was lost in everything Camila or simply couldn't piece the nuggets of information into an explainable situation.
    


    
      “Camila!” My steps turned into a jog. Then the car gunned it. My heart slammed my chest, and I took off in a dead sprint, closing the distance to within twenty yards. The little silver car dodged a pedestrian at the intersection of Taylor and California, then squealed tires while hanging a left onto Taylor, just as I hit the intersection. Chaos then ensued.
    


    
      Screeching metal caused me to nearly jump three feet in the air. I lurched left and watched a U-Haul peel the side off an old Monte Carlo. Behind, I heard a quick succession of pig squeals and bangs, busted lights spraying glass all over the concrete, then a ladder whizzing by me at warp speed, so close my hair blew. It crashed through the back window of a BMW 5 Series. A symphony of horns blared around me as I stood motionless, breathless, the vein in my neck thumping out of control, but my eyes watching the Prius disappear. And so did my hope for Camila.
    


    
      “Michael, are you okay?” Andi asked, but I didn't acknowledge the faint voice that seemed a million miles away. “What the hell are you doing?“
    


    
      I turned slowly, as if I was balanced on a podium above the Golden Gate Bridge, my rubbery legs now shaking a bit.
    


    
      “Michael, I'm right here, can you hear me?” I heard her ask, but my face didn't respond.
    


    
      “Camila. It was her. The Natural,” I said too quietly, as horns still blared.
    


    
      “Who?”
    


    
      I felt an arm touch me. I assumed it was Andi's, but I ignored her anyway. I swallowed and tried to gather my senses.
    


    
      Then I heard another voice. A familiar tone, but it wasn't Andi's. “You have the right to remain silent.”
    


    
      And that's what I did.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Zero gravity consumed my body for just a second as our cab sailed over a hump on a downward angle of a city street.
    


    
      “Oh shit!” Andi and I both yelled in tandem, the sound of our voices abruptly ending at the instant the boat—also known as a 1990 Chevy Caprice—thumped the street. Tires squealed and metal scraped the concrete as my fingers gripped the silver-clothed headrest in front of me.
    


    
      That was the third straight intersection where we'd gone airborne, when all we'd asked for was a calm, low-key ride to Camila's business, Swan Massage Therapy. After several attempts at a courteous request for the driver to slow down—with no verbal or visual response—and after tasting Kung Pao chicken in the back of my throat, I finally went off on the driver.
    


    
      “Stop the car and let us out! Now!” I demanded, my body still bouncing around.
    


    
      The miniature person sitting in the driver's seat, who had a single wrist cupped over the top of the steering wheel, crammed his foot on the brake. My grip saved me from smashing my head, but Andi's lack of an anchor sent her whole body flying into the driver's seat.
    


    
      “Asshole!” she yelled through tousled hair that completely hid her face.
    


    
      No sooner had I thought we were finally stopping this rocket-boat than the little driver gunned it. The G-force wedged my back against the smoky seat.
    


    
      “I don't think this guy speaks English,” Andi said over the roar of the engine, her voice shaking to the beat of the car popping over bumps and dipping into potholes.
    


    
      “Maybe he's just fucking deaf,” I said through clenched teeth. I realized my heart had been pounding in my chest, not specifically from the roller coaster ride since we were picked up at the Hopkins Hotel, but more because I was damn concerned about reinjuring my brain. I'd begun to understand how NFL players felt when they were sent back onto the playing field before their concussions had healed.
    


    
      While still gripping the headrest with my right hand, I reached over and tapped the guy on the shoulder, wondering if he was indeed hard of hearing. Immediately, he held up a hand, which at least told me he was human.
    


    
      Suddenly, the car swerved right, fishtailing the cruiser, and sending Andi and me tumbling in the backseat. With both of us nearly on the floor, we heard the engine growl again, and we were swung one way, then the other. Then, the car stopped abruptly, with a bit of rocking at the end.
    


    
      Andi and I both traded stares, then we quickly untangled ourselves and got our heads above the seat. The car had stopped in an alley, pointing out to Pine Street. I could smell a mixture of burning rubber and oil.
    


    
      The thrill-seeking driver adjusted the rearview mirror downward, and our eyes met. He had acne, a smattering of peach fuzz, and a blank stare.
    


    
      “How old are you?” Andi asked.
    


    
      A slow grin washed over the driver's face, and we saw a mouth full of metal. The guy had braces.
    


    
      “I drive Papa's car,” he said with a bit of broken English.
    


    
      What the hell?
    


    
      “This isn't your cab?”
    


    
      “I drive Papa's car.”
    


    
      Another smile, but this one was sheepish.
    


    
      It took a few minutes to get the kid to open up, but we eventually learned his name was Jet, a nickname given to him by his high school buddies for his jet black hair. He was sixteen—apparently a very rebellious sixteen.
    


    
      We also found out that Jet had done this twice before, and twice had been caught. He actually had the gall to tear up when we threatened to make it three strikes. Hell, he'd practically had us in tears as our lives flashed before our eyes.
    


    
      But we chilled a bit when he told us that he was one of only two kids in his class who rarely if ever got to drive a car since turning sixteen because of the near-poverty level his family lived in. His dad worked two jobs just to put food on the table and shelter over the heads of a family of six. Jet was the oldest, and his parents were probably wishing they'd stopped right there.
    


    
      We made a deal, saying we wouldn't tell a soul if he promised to take us where we wanted and then took the cab back to where it belonged without any further joyriding.
    


    
      “Deal,” Jet said, now with a relieved smile. He even turned around and shook our hands. “Where to, bro?“ he asked, like he was talking to a fellow teen.
    


    
      I winked at Andi then said, “Here's the address. Know where it is?”
    


    
      “Give me ten minutes,” he said with far too much confidence.
    


    
      “You better not—” Andi blurted out.
    


    
      “I won't break speed limit once. Scout honor,” he said, holding up both hands with peace signs.
    


    
      The next ten minutes felt like a gentle rowboat ride, allowing Andi and me to recalibrate our mission.
    


    
      “I'm almost positive Camila was kidnapped.”
    


    
      Andi looked at me, her eyes telling me something I couldn't quite decipher.
    


    
      “Just now, I can finally remember the choking smell of the exhaust mixed with burning rubber, and all of the horrible sounds. But my eyes saw what they saw. She was kidnapped.”
    


    
      “Police don't think so. And, while I didn't see anything from my vantage point, once I bailed you out of jail and we had a chance to chill out at your apartment, you weren't convinced either. You seemed to think it might have been some type of friendly squabble of some kind, but not criminal.”
    


    
      I popped a knuckle.
    


    
      “Who knows for certain? But I gotta go with my gut right now. And it smells rotten.”
    


    
      Not exactly confident that we'd see Camila working behind the counter at Swan Massage Therapy, we decided personal observation was the best next step. And if we couldn't speak with her, we'd try to pull some information out of one of her employees.
    


    
      “Given our hell ride, I don't think anyone's following us.” I swiveled around and looked out the back window, then turned back around and noticed the nearest cross street to Swan Massage Therapy coming up.
    


    
      “Hey, Jet, please don't stop in front. Let's do a drive-by a couple of times and make sure everything is cool.”
    


    
      The kid listened to instructions like a pro, and we subtly drove past the strip center that housed Swan Massage Therapy. I noticed a Closed sign sitting in the front window.
    


    
      “No one's home,” Andi said as she eyed me.
    


    
      In the last few minutes, the day's long shadows had given in to semi-darkness.
    


    
      “Jet, let's drive by again, but this time go around back. Maybe we'll see a car parked there, or even an invitation asking us to come in the back door.”
    


    
      I saw Jet's eyebrows crumple, but he did as he was told. Andi gave me the look.
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      “Do I need to remind you that you're one step away from being on Big Blue's Most Wanted list?”
    


    
      I tilted my head at Andi then watched Jet maneuver the boat through a tight entryway into a narrow lot. Trees and brush lined the back border. I didn't see a single car or person anywhere. We pulled up to a nondescript metal door, Swan Massage Therapy painted in black and barely visible on the forest green door. The three of us climbed out and walked up to the exit.
    


    
      I jiggled the doorknob, which was locked as I suspected. I bit my lip, wondering where we'd go now. I turned back around and saw Jet pouring through his trunk. Then he tossed me a tire iron.
    


    
      “What? Dude, we can't break in,” I said with little conviction, my brain trying to process an alternative idea.
    


    
      I faced the door and began to wedge the tire iron into the doorjamb. Andi was next to me, not objecting one bit.
    


    
      “You're supposed to tell me, this isn't the prudent thing to do. You're too wrapped up in this girl,“ I said.
    


    
      “Okay, this isn't smart and Camila, The Natural, has you wrapped around her middle finger.” Andi flipped me the bird.
    


    
      “Wow, twice in a week.”
    


    
      “I don't have any other ideas, so let's get in there and see if we can learn anything about what's going on with Camila...where she is for starters,” Andi said, her hand now on the tire iron next to mine.
    


    
      “Stop!”
    


    
      We turned our heads around slowly.
    


    
      With the agility and grace of a gymnast, our diminutive cab driver swung himself on top of the dumpster, then grabbed the telephone pole and propelled his body twice around the poll until he landed feet first on the flat roof, about fifteen feet above us. He disappeared from our vision. We heard a few sounds and then a snap.
    


    
      “Okay, now you're safe,” Jet yelled out.
    


    
      Seconds later, he was standing right behind us, and we both stared at this kid.
    


    
      “What? I had to disable alarm system. We don't need cops showing up.” He waved his hands like, been there, done that.
    


    
      “Didn't know your skillset extended beyond driving like a bat out of hell,” Andi said.
    


    
      “Just sayin',” Jet said.
    


    
      “Right,” I agreed, then leaned into the tire iron with all my power, albeit at a reduced level, given my lack of recovery time since being on the losing end of fight night.
    


    
      “Here.” Jet grabbed the tire iron, lined up the pointed edge, and popped out the pins in the hinges. He used the tire iron like it was an all-in-one tool set. With a combination of skill and brute force, he created a slight crack, which quickly formed a two-foot entry, big enough for us to slide through.
    


    
      “I'm not sure I want to know what you do for spare money,” I said, leading the way through the door.
    


    
      All three of us squeezed through the opening, then used our cell phones to light our surroundings. After our eyes adjusted to the reduced light, we traversed a maze of small hallways, two rooms on each side. We hit a T, then I glanced at Andi, and she pointed right. I went left, and she followed.
    


    
      Twenty feet later, I heard a hum.
    


    
      “Shh.” All three of us ceased movement. Andi and Jet both nodded.
    


    
      We rounded another corner and saw an office door partially open to a room with colored lights flashing in cadence, the humming sound now more prominent. We pushed the door open and saw a sea of yellow, red, and green lights—the same ones I'd seen from the opposite angle, when I'd peered into the back room a week before. Now, we stood on the dark side of the purple suede curtain.
    


    
      “Cool shit, man.” Jet broke the silence and approached the electronic wall.
    


    
      Andi looked at me. “You're the IT guy...what is all this crap?”
    


    
      “Besides a few laptops and Wi-Fi connectors, it looks like a rack of servers.”
    


    
      “Server farm.” Jet gingerly touched the computers that had the ability to run applications, hold databases.
    


    
      “What are they for?” Andi asked.
    


    
      I did a double take. “That's like asking me what a flat-screen is for. They can be used as computer monitors, or for watching movies, games, sitcoms...”
    


    
      “Castle?” she asked coyly.
    


    
      “Yes, Castle too.” I glanced around and counted at least five monitors, then I walked toward the server rack.
    


    
      “But these suckers here...God knows what they have running on them. Seems a bit much to run a one-store retail operation,” I admitted to myself.
    


    
      We walked like a weight-sensitive bomb was under our feet, although it was nothing more than stained concrete. Behind the ten-foot rack, an orderly set of wires and cables were bundled together with plastic zip ties, each set extending into the tiled ceiling.
    


    
      Andi exited the room, while Jet and I looked for something that might give us an idea of what was running on the computers. But we realized we'd have to know IDs and passwords to make significant progress.
    


    
      “Hey, guys, in here,” Andi called out.
    


    
      We scurried into the adjoining room and found Andi holding up a bucket, her hand shuffling something hollow and plastic-sounding.
    


    
      “We've hit the mother lode,” she said. “It's Lego world.“
    


    
      I glanced around, and toys littered the room.
    


    
      “Someone's got a young friend,” Andi said with a playful lilt in her voice.
    


    
      I wondered if he or she was just a friend.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    
      

    


    
      Five Days Ago
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      A burning sensation slinked up my leg until it seized hold of my entire hamstring. Slowly, my eyelids shut, and I counted to ten.
    


    
      “Lack of flexibility is the first sign that you're on the down side of the age paradigm.”
    


    
      With my head down and arms still hugging my outstretched leg on the gray Berber carpet in my apartment, my eyes opened to see Andi's smug smile. I hoped she only saw the whites of my eyes.
    


    
      Her hands clutched high-end Nike running shoes as she dipped her head down to touch her thighs with remarkable ease, graceful almost. She held the stretch for about five seconds and repeated the exercise ten times. She moved on to perform a plethora of different warmup exercises, each one focusing on a particular group of muscles.
    


    
      “Impressive,” I said.
    


    
      She didn't respond. Apparently, her warmup routine put her in a mental zone, sort of like yoga.
    


    
      I struggled through my stretching routine, releasing a few grunts along the way. Maybe I was getting older, heading downward, like she suggested. While I'd convinced myself I was in the best shape of my life, maybe it was a mirage, one I created to build myself up, since I'd been without a partner or a close friend for upward of nineteen months. Some would even describe me as a loner. I shoved that out of my mind and tried to match Andi's athletic prowess.
    


    
      “What's next before we take off for our five-mile run?” I jumped up and clapped my hands, like a boxer dancing, ready for the first jab.
    


    
      “Now that I'm warmed up, I move on to my core workout. Care to join me?”
    


    
      I fell to the floor and matched her routine, focusing first on lower abs with two different types of stomach crunches. Turning over, we arched our backs with our legs and arms extended. She called them "Supermans." I could feel my shoulder blades and surrounding muscles pop out. We ended it with bicycle stomach crunches.
    


    
      We built up a good sweat and grabbed our respective waters, taking hefty swigs.
    


    
      “You still doing okay after seeing Camila drive off in that car a few days ago?”
    


    
      “I've tried to put it out of my mind. Work has a way of helping you forget your personal issues,” I said, wiping sweat off my forehead. “After our conversation on the way back from the police station, you convinced me I probably inserted more drama into the situation than actually existed.“
    


    
      “Good, glad you're able to see the facts. You probably had some Marisa emotions running around in your mind.”
    


    
      I nodded. “It's possible.”
    


    
      “Besides, the police said no one looking like Camila has been reported missing,” Andi said.
    


    
      I took another chug of water and allowed a couple of images to reenter my mind. For just a moment, I recalled the cascade of horns, a scent of exhaust, and a visual of the silver Prius disappearing over a hill. Had I seen the last of Camila?
    


    
      “Give me ten.” Andi was already horizontal on the floor in the position to start a set of pushups.
    


    
      “I'll take your ten and raise you ten,” I said, then started counting out the pushups.
    


    
      Andi quit at twenty, but I kept going, up to twenty-five, thirty, thirty-five...
    


    
      “Damn, you're a machine. Whew! Can you get to fifty?”
    


    
      I'd trained like a machine for months, trying to expel the pain and the self-pity. Mostly, it had worked.
    


    
      She counted off the last five. “Forty-six, forty-seven, forty-eight...”
    


    
      My shoulders felt like cinder blocks, my arms jittery.
    


    
      “Forty-nine, fifty!” she yelled and clapped.
    


    
      “Fifty-one.” I added one more, then knelt on my knees, my chest pumping in quick breaths.
    


    
      She raised her hand, and we exchanged a high-five, then I gave her fist bump and admitted to myself it was nice to have a workout buddy, albeit an over-competitive, type-A female triathlete.
    


    
      Dusk fell upon the city as we each shook out our legs and I calibrated my watch outside the apartment. An October chill cleared my lungs, and for once, a soft breeze blew in off the Pacific. Each of us wore typical running outfits, Andi's an ominous black and gold. With her sleek, but muscled figure, she looked like a golden-eyed panther ready to chase down her next victim. I wore red and blue.
    


    
      “It's about a six-mile course. Not sure you're ready for the West Coast hills.” My eyebrows lifted.
    


    
      “I'm not sure you're ready to get your ass kicked by a girl. Now punch the start button, and let's get it on, old man.”
    


    
      Andi darted out of the blocks as swift as a rabbit, her ponytail rhythmically swaying to her long stride, which hardly made a noise on the concrete surface, her arms swinging in perfect cadence.
    


    
      This girl was a beast of a runner.
    


    
      I caught up, then we settled into a nice jog, neither one of us admitting if it was taxing our bodies. We took a right onto Washington, going east. I pointed out Chao Town four blocks down.
    


    
      “Need to go there while you're in town,” I yelled out. She nodded but never showed a sign of slowing down. Her hands were relaxed, her breathing even.
    


    
      Grant Avenue came upon us, and we turned left then hooked a right onto Pacific, passing by a flurry of bakeries, each emitting their own signature smells, one full of chocolate, the next of fresh bread, and a third of peppermint. Andi shook her finger at me and grinned, then touched her taut tummy, as if she was saying those places wouldn't agree with her aggressive workout routine. I, too, avoided the sugar and fat binges, I reminded myself.
    


    
      We turned north onto Kearny and jogged past a blend of old and new apartments, a few homes, local eateries, each one a different color, size, and shape. Just before Kearny rounded left and turned into Filbert, we both turned our heads and gazed at Coit Tower perched to our right, surrounded by a mound of green, also known as Pioneer Park.
    


    
      We weaved through the city, heading back west, neither one of us asking for a break or altering our stride, despite maneuvering around throngs of folks out for the night. Joe DiMaggio Playground sat to our right as we kept moving down Greenwich, jogging past churches, a couple of design studios, an antique shop, then Michelangelo Playground. All San Francisco. We hit a T, then turned right on Leavenworth.
    


    
      “Hey,” I said to get Andi's attention.
    


    
      She turned her head, not once breaking her stride.
    


    
      “What's the most recognizable street you know of in San Francisco?” I'd been waiting to quiz her at this exact moment. I felt like a teenage kid teasing his best friend, his running buddy.
    


    
      “Uh...” Her eyes looked away, and I noticed a vertical crease down her outer thigh, all muscle.
    


    
      Must be nice to be twenty-something. I could recall those days, but not like they were yesterday.
    


    
      I heard baritone horns blaring for twenty seconds at a time, likely from ships barreling across the choppy ocean just a few blocks over.
    


    
      “Thomas Kinkade.”
    


    
      “What?” I asked, puzzled.
    


    
      “My Dad gave me a Kinkade painting of Lombard Street. It's hanging in my little living room. Always wanted to run it.”
    


    
      “Ever heard of foreshadowing?” I asked, unable to hide my grin, but still jogging at a decent pace.
    


    
      I pointed left just as we hit the intersection. The sign read Lombard Street, and we paused and ran in place for a few seconds.
    


    
      “Damn!” Her brown eyes grew wide as they followed the winding path upward.
    


    
      I didn't admit to her that I'd only run the hill four times, but I'd survived and knew the feeling of triumph when reaching the hill's apex—an enormous sense of accomplishment. Then again, she was a hardened triathlete.
    


    
      We hit the hill, using smaller, choppy steps. We were the only brave souls moving upward, and I saw heads turn in the cars we passed going the opposite direction. But I couldn't afford to let the surrounding elements disrupt my breathing pattern. Andi breathed rhythmically next to me, her arms and legs churning in tandem like a factory machine. Finally, we reached the top, then stopped and turned back around. A purple hue still clung to the distant sky behind the Golden Gate Bridge, but most of the city beneath us was grounded by darkness, a bed of sparkling white lights dotting the landscape.
    


    
      “Epic. Awesome.” Andi's eyes darted all around, as her chest heaved, wanting more air.
    


    
      “Two miles left. You up for it?” I held out my hands, wondering if that hill and this view had her rethinking the endpoint of tonight's run, as epic as it was.
    


    
      She brought up her fist then punched my shoulder right in the socket of my arm. Apparently, she knew a key weak point.
    


    
      “Hey!”
    


    
      “Didn't want your manly pushup demonstration to let you think you're invincible.” She laughed out loud, including an Andi snort, then flicked my arm and took off again. I think she liked to be in the lead position, the position of strength, of power.
    


    
      Ten strides later, I joined her and we regained our cadence.
    


    
      I realized I hadn't enjoyed myself this much in...I couldn't recall. It was like a best friend just dropped out of the sky. The fact she was of the opposite gender actually made it more interesting—she was unpredictable, as were most girls.
    


    
      Moving south on Hyde, my shoe came untied.
    


    
      “Go ahead. I'll catch up.” I waved to Andi, who gave me a brief look over her shoulder then kept up her stride. Twenty seconds later and about thirty yards behind my running partner, I looked both ways before heading across the Union intersection.
    


    
      Out of nowhere, a black SUV roared out of the night, zooming toward me. It was ten feet away in no time and closing faster than I could move. My heart exploded, and I lunged ahead. But it seemed like the SUV swerved right just as I took a final leaping stride for the sidewalk. It clipped the heel of my running shoe, and I spun in midair twice before landing on my backside, my elbow on concrete, my butt on a patch of grass.
    


    
      Tires screeched. "Michael!" Andi yelled from behind me.
    


    
      My breathing was erratic, my pulse racing out of control. The SUV had already turned the corner and was out of sight.
    


    
      “Good gosh, are you okay?” Andi kneeled next to me. Blood trickled down my perspiring arm.
    


    
      I got up on my feet, thankful for the thick-soled shoes.
    


    
      “You've got to be more careful,” she ordered.
    


    
      “I thought I was.” I replayed the scenario as we started walking back to my apartment and my heart rate finally dropped below one fifty.
    


    
      “I think that asshole was trying to run me over,” I surmised. My legs felt a little wobbly. Not surprising, given the fire-hose adrenaline shot I'd just given myself.
    


    
      “Seriously?”
    


    
      “I could swear he swerved right to cut me off before I got to the curb.”
    


    
      Why the hell would someone want to hurt me, kill me?
    


    
      We trudged back to my place, neither of us talking much. By the time I put the key in the door lock, I'd regained my equilibrium and a little bit of sound logic.
    


    
      “Probably just some nut job texting on his phone, still clueless that he almost ran me over,” I said.
    


    
      Andi nodded but didn't say anything.
    


    
      She made a trip to the bathroom while I chugged a G2. Moments later, she came out, holding her black and green backpack in one hand, a pink bra dangling from one finger.
    


    
      “Someone has been through my things.”
    


    
      “What?”
    


    
      “I'm anal about how I pack my clothes when I work out. It's just the way I'm wired,” she said. “I fold my bra on top of my other clothes. It's a habit that won't change.“
    


    
      “Yeah,” I smirked a tad then realized what she was implying. “Someone has been in my apartment while we were gone.“
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      I wasn't sure which mesmerized me more, the tiny bumps covering the silver metal extension the man had screwed into the end of his pistol—which I guessed was a silencer of some kind—or his eye. The same nomadic glass eye that had witnessed me having my brain pulverized.
    


    
      I'd never forget that eye, or the asshole attached to it.
    


    
      The tall, chiseled man wearing a shiny, blue vest-jacket maintained a calm, in-control look, outside of his crazy eye. His partner wore a cheesy grin, his puffy cheeks nearly hiding his eyes, as he tossed a thick metal chain from one hand to the other, like he was warming up for part two of Fight Night.
    


    
      Andi and Jet stood on either side of me, but the gun was pointed directly at my chest about ten feet away in the alley behind Swan Massage Therapy. I closed my eyes briefly, ashamed, pissed that I'd dragged Andi and Jet into this mess, our lives now hanging in the balance of this thug's trigger finger.
    


    
      “You, Michael Doyle, don't take instructions very well, do you?” The tall man's fingers coiled around the gun's grip.
    


    
      I hesitated, as anger swelled inside. I could hear air escape my nose, but I stared the asshole in the face.
    


    
      “Cat got your tongue, as you Americans say?” The man's accent was thick, maybe south of the border. He turned and shared an ugly chuckle with his oval-shaped partner.
    


    
      I put one hand on Jet, another on Andi.
    


    
      “Phhh! You think you can stop a .357 bullet, Michael Doyle? You've seen far too many hero movies.”
    


    
      Suddenly, the small man whirled around and smacked his three-foot chain right on the hood of the cab, denting and scratching the front hood. The three of us jumped back a foot, the sound rattling my ears.
    


    
      “The next one will do the same to your face,” the tall man said.
    


    
      My tongue felt like sandpaper. I tried swallowing and almost choked.
    


    
      “Please let them go; they didn't try to interfere with you or Camila. They just happened to know me.”
    


    
      I felt Andi's hand grip mine.
    


    
      “Agreed.” The man waved his gun. “I have no business with you,“ he said, pointing at Jet. “Get out of here.”
    


    
      Jet looked at me then started shifting left toward the cab, slowly, as if he was pondering whether to trust the man who currently held all the power.
    


    
      “He won't say anything to anyone. If he does, they'll deport him and his family.” The pair's wicked laughter filled the alley.
    


    
      Gravel crunched under Jet's sneakers as he continued toward the cab. He extended a hand in our direction, as if he was tethered to us, not wanting to die. And not wanting to see us die.
    


    
      The man shook his head, glass-eyeing me. “We beat shit out of you, and you still stay around, meddling in someone's business. And now you break into a business and steal.”
    


    
      “We didn't steal anything. We just want to know what happened to Camila. To know that she's safe.”
    


    
      “Do not say her name. To you, she does not exist. You piece of American shit! Now, you will not exist.” He leaned into his last statement.
    


    
      His words meant nothing to me, other than telling me he had no qualms in justifying assault, maybe murder. A breeze brought a foul scent past my nose, garbage tainted with fast-food grease, maybe dirty diapers.
    


    
      “Turn around. We will go inside to finish this job,” the man said.
    


    
      Just as I turned, I saw Jet out of the corner of my eye. What the hell was he doing? He'd apparently stopped at the cab's open trunk, and now he was quietly coming up on the man from behind. I didn't know what to do...I couldn't let Jet be killed.
    


    
      Without warning, I leaned over and started gagging, like I was about to throw up. Given the odor, it didn't take a great deal of imagination. The two thugs leaned forward, and I could feel Andi's hand on my back.
    


    
      “Ahh, ya!” I heard Jet scream, then a cracking noise.
    


    
      I flipped my head and saw Jet flinging a pair of nunchucks like a regular Bruce Lee. The tall guy with the glass eye dropped his gun, and Jet cracked him once on the nose and a second time on the head. The man stumbled backward until he fell on his ass.
    


    
      But the small man came right after Jet, his heavy-duty chain whirling above his head, gaining momentum. Just before impact, Andi grabbed a handful of dirt and gravel and chucked it in the man's face.
    


    
      He stopped in his tracks and yelled out, “You little bitch.”
    


    
      Then, he took one end of the chain, twirling it like a vertical helicopter blade, moving toward Andi. She crouched down, assuming a fighting position. With his beady eyes glued to the tomboy with balls, I hurled my body forward, tackling him, jamming his back into the side panel of the cab. He let out a lung-draining grunt, but that didn't stop him from flinging the chain against my body. Three shots connected to my ribcage.
    


    
      The short man got his bearings and tried punching me. I felt like I was in a claw-your-eyes-out fight for my life. In the scrap, I was able to snare one of the chain links, pulling it beneath my leg. Jamming my foot to the concrete, I snatched the chain from his hands.
    


    
      He didn't stop. He threw punches at my face, shoulders, kidneys. I kept my face down, still ramming his body against the car. Then I noticed the glass-eyed man crawling to his gun, and my already-quickened pulse broke the sound barrier. I saw an extended arm reach for the pistol, his hand take the grip, pointing it my way. I closed my eyes.
    


    
      Thwack. It sounded like an electronic dart being shot. I knew he'd fired the pistol, but luck was on my side. I felt no pain.
    


    
      Then I heard the crunch of Jet's nunchucks. The tall man fell like a tree, writhing in pain, holding his arm. Clutching the coat of the short man, I pulled him closer, then used my leverage to spin him away from me, which set up a roundhouse flip of Jet's nunchucks to his face. He dropped to his knees and released a muffled groan, blood spilling through his fingers like a raging flood.
    


    
      I grabbed Andi's hand and raced to the cab. Jet jumped behind the wheel, started the car, and punched it. Hearing a pop, my heart skipped, and I jerked my head around. It must have been the trunk slamming shut. Gravel and gray dust created a smokescreen behind us.
    


    
      We were now on the run.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Three blocks later, my head was still on swivel, not convinced we had safely eluded the would-be killers. They had to be mixed up in Gustavo's death, and Camila's life. How, I had no idea, but I'd be damned if I was going to crawl under a rock and not fight back, at least in my own way.
    


    
      For right now, though, we had to regroup.
    


    
      I put a hand on Jet's shoulder, and felt my pulse throbbing. “Where you taking us?”
    


    
      “I got it. Just hold on,” the teen said, holding up a quick hand but his eyes fixated on the road.
    


    
      In a split second, he tapped the brake, made a quick right, then another left—I thought he might tip us over—then he gunned the boat. Unprepared for the roller coaster ride, I flopped into Andi then back against the car door. I heard her cry out in pain. Strange, I didn't think I fell into her that hard.
    


    
      I turned in her direction.
    


    
      “Ahh! Fuck, fuck, fuck!” Her jaw flexed, her neck veins bulged. I followed her eyes downward.
    


    
      Blood.
    


    
      The pit of my stomach felt like I'd been gutted by a serrated knife.
    


    
      “Jesus, Andi, what the hell happened?”
    


    
      Her long fingers dug into her outer thigh, encircling a matted stain.
    


    
      “Let me see,” I said, pulling her hand away. Beyond frayed and discolored denim, a crimson dot was outlined with liquid red, mixed in with a bit of torn flesh.
    


    
      “You were shot?”
    


    
      “That glass-eyed asshole shot me,” she said through gritted teeth, her voice trembling. I'd never seen Andi in pain, not like this.
    


    
      I looked around for something, anything to help stop the bleeding.
    


    
      “Jet, Andi's been shot. Anything up front to stop the bleeding?”
    


    
      He tossed a white T-shirt over the seat. "Dad leaves extra T-shirt in car in case he needs to change." I saw his worried eyes glance back through the rearview mirror.
    


    
      I grabbed the T-shirt and gently pressed the wound.
    


    
      “Hold on!” Jet yelled out. I stuck my hand on the door so I wouldn't fall into Andi, as Jet curled the yellow boat left, then jerked it right.
    


    
      “Look out, asshole!” he screamed.
    


    
      I looked out the back window and spotted three cyclists, each holding his bike in one hand and flipping us off with the other.
    


    
      “Tie it.”
    


    
      “What?” I turned my attention back to Andi.
    


    
      “Tie it around my leg.”
    


    
      I didn't second-guess her. I did as she said, and as I slowly twisted the knot, she let out a low-pitched groan.
    


    
      “Thanks,” she said.
    


    
      I looked at her face. Moist eyes, a single tear bubbling in one corner. I wanted to help her more, to do something to turn back the clock and keep her out of harm's away. Away from me. She was yet another person suffering from being close to me. I silently cursed myself.
    


    
      “Jet, where are you taking us?” Every word I spoke spilled out faster and faster, hoping that it would somehow save us time, find a way to help Jet hide us from the killers.
    


    
      “Can't go to hospital. Doctors will bring in cops. They ask too many questions.”
    


    
      “Right,” I said, then wondered if all of me agreed with the logic. But I ran with it since my adrenaline-soaked brain couldn't think of another option.
    


    
      Jet pulled out a cell phone and put it to his ear. It looked old, maybe four or five years, a simple model.
    


    
      I then heard him speak in rapid-fire Chinese. Who knew what dialect? I could only listen to his tone. His voice was direct, forceful even. Then he was silent, apparently listening. He lowered the phone briefly and yelled back to us.
    


    
      “Brace yourself!”
    


    
      Andi grabbed my shoulder, and I planted my arm against the door panel. The boat flopped over a succession of speed bumps, dips, moguls...I wasn't exactly sure, but it felt like we were on the wrong end of a yo-yo. I thought it would never end. And then it did.
    


    
      Jet tossed his phone in the passenger seat then used both hands to execute an obstacle course of quick turns. Finally, he slowed to about twenty miles per hour as he turned into a narrow alley, encased by tall apartment buildings on either side. The buildings had no base color from what I could tell. Chipped-gray, white, and some light blue had mixed together like a quilted blanket. Open windows everywhere, a bit of red and black graffiti sprawled on one building. But what stood out most was the plethora of clotheslines connecting one building to the other, like a perfectly sewn spider web. This web had laundry dangling from the lines, adding more color to the scene, most of it muted shades.
    


    
      “Enter the building there,” Jet pointed to his left, where a kid close to Jet's age leaned next to an open door, a cigarette wedged between his forefinger and thumb.
    


    
      “Where is this?”
    


    
      He turned around and looked me in the eye.
    


    
      “This is my home. My family's home.” His eyes glanced at Andi, who had her hand over her face. The white T-shirt was starting to turn red, even at the knot.
    


    
      “Take right once inside. We have no working elevator, so you'll need to take steps. Up to fourth floor, 432. My sister is there. She will call my aunt, who is a nurse.”
    


    
      “Your sister?”
    


    
      “Yeah. She's cool, like me.”
    


    
      I released a brief smile and patted his arm. “Thanks, Jet.”
    


    
      I leaned over and pulled the door handle on Andi's side while I spoke to Jet. “Where are you going?”
    


    
      “Need to drop off the cab, about eight blocks from here. I'll run back. No worry,” he said as confident as an FBI operative. I trusted this kid.
    


    
      I pulled open my door and ran around to help raise Andi into a standing position. She hopped twice. “I think I need you to help me. Get on this side, and I'll grab your shoulder.”
    


    
      Changing over to her right side to act as her crutch, we took one step in tandem, then another. Her fingers dug into my shoulder. She wasn't light as a feather, that much was certain.
    


    
      “Back in few minutes,” Jet shouted through his open window, then he drove off.
    


    
      “How you doing?” I asked Andi.
    


    
      “Surviving,” she grunted out.
    


    
      I raised my head, and the teenager with the cigarette extended his arm, like he was inviting us into his home. The building must be home to dozens, if not hundreds of families. We stepped and shuffled three more steps, then paused, both of us getting better grips of each other.
    


    
      Out of the darkness beyond the entry, I heard giggling little girls and boys, and then saw six little heads peep around the corner of the open door, round faces and wide eyes. Gradually, each black-haired child walked slowly outside, all wearing sandals and clothes that were either stained, ripped, or both. None any higher than my waist.
    


    
      A bold little boy stepped forward and eyed Andi and me. His belly stuck out a bit from a shirt that was easily three sizes too small. When he noticed her wound, he took a timid half-step forward, then he turned around and barked out orders in Chinese to his friends, all of whom apparently had their own opinions to share.
    


    
      He turned back around and waved his arm like a cop at an intersection. "Follow me," he said.
    


    
      “How does he know where we need to go?” Andi asked.
    


    
      I shrugged my one free shoulder. “I just know that Jet said we need to go to 432. And we'll get there, whether the munchkins lead us that way or not.”
    


    
      Four steps later, we made it to the entryway, then, as Jet instructed, took a right. The kids lined the walls, hands over whispering mouths. Slowly, each released a free hand and started waving us along.
    


    
      “Is this what it feels like when you're finishing a triathlon? A bunch of people you don't know urging you to get to the finish line?”
    


    
      “Something like that. Ow!” Andi touched the T-shirt, feeling a zap of pain.
    


    
      “Okay to keep going, or do you need to sit and rest?”
    


    
      “I'll be fine. Let's not stop. If we do, I'm not sure I'll have the energy to get back up.”
    


    
      We shuffled along filthy concrete floors in a dimly lit hallway. At first, I picked up a scent of Chinese food. A few feet later, it smelled like sour sweat. Without warning, a door flung open to our left, and we stopped. An elderly, white-haired woman wearing a dusty-blue robe just stared at us. She pushed the door to barely open—I could see her eyes through the crack, like she didn't trust us being there.
    


    
      Given their everyday routine, the vision of me helping a wounded, bloodied girl down their hallway, couldn't be a comforting feeling.
    


    
      We arrived at the stairs, and the lead munchkin stood at the top of the first flight. "This way. Follow me." He waved his arm three times.
    


    
      “You ready for the climb of your life?” I asked.
    


    
      “Only because it might be for my life.“ Andi's face was hardened, her eyes narrowed. She held the railing with her right arm, while I stood perpendicular to her, aiding her left side. She hopped up one step.
    


    
      “Dammit! Too rough. Need to be gentle,” she said turning my way, her brown eyes penetrating me.
    


    
      “Got it. Nice and easy,” I said, winking automatically.
    


    
      She bit her lip, then turned back to me and let out a chuckle. “You little shit. Trying to get my goat right here in the middle of—”
    


    
      “A staircase, in the heart of Chinatown somewhere. Didn't mean to crack a joke, but if the ball is teed up, sometimes I can't help but swing.”
    


    
      “Okay, Hank Aaron. Swing your ass out of my way, and let's keep this entourage moving.”
    


    
      I glanced around, and it seemed like more kids had heard about the mysterious people trolling their apartment building, one with a bloody leg. We hobbled up three more steps and hit the first landing. Five minutes later, we reached the next milestone, the second floor. Despite cool temperatures, Andi had begun to sweat profusely. She removed her jacket, and almost immediately, a little girl picked it up and ran off.
    


    
      Andi didn't care to say a word.
    


    
      She hobbled up another step, but her foot slipped, and she began to fall backward. I grabbed her wrist, anchored my legs, and leaned my weight in the opposite direction, keeping her from falling.
    


    
      She took in several deep breaths. Her face was pale with patches of red from exertion. Her hair had long since turned into a ratty, brown mop. I heard a sniffle.
    


    
      “I'm not sure I can make it up there.” Her usually strong voice sounded thin.
    


    
      We both knew I was anything but one hundred percent physically, but I didn't ask questions. I felt a rush of adrenaline, a drive for us both to reach our goal and hopefully ensure that Andi could be taken care of.
    


    
      “Put your left arm around my shoulder.”
    


    
      “Huh?”
    


    
      I grabbed her wrist and brought it around my shoulder, then moved her in closer. I bent my knees and slowly picked her up.
    


    
      “You shouldn't be doing this,” Andi said, looking behind us at the downward slope of the stairs. “We shouldn't be doing this."
    


    
      I didn't utter a word, mostly because I couldn't. My head throbbed, as did a multitude of joints and my ribs. My lungs failed to expand, so I used choppy breaths to keep the oxygen flowing to my brain. We got to the next landing, a throng of kids surrounding us, but I couldn't stop.
    


    
      “Should we...?”
    


    
      I ignored Andi, but my legs felt like wet noodles, my head and ribs shouting at me to stop. I moved quicker, and I hit each step faster than the last, my heartbeat outpacing every limb. Turning the corner onto the last flight, four kids on either side were now yelling at the top of their lungs, their tiny hands cupped around their mouths. They could see my red face and Andi's red leg. They looked like miniature coaches, or drill sergeants, urging, begging, ordering me to make it to the top.
    


    
      Andi began to slip through my sweaty arms, her weight falling onto my knees, which felt like they were stuck in sludge. I leaned forward...the tip of my shoe tripped on a step, then I finally let go of Andi, and she slid onto the fourth-floor landing like it was a choreographed move. I landed like a stiff cadaver, most of my weight coming down with a thud on my two forearms, which sent a shockwave of pain sweeping through my body. More bruises to an already battered person.
    


    
      The little ones immediately flocked to Andi's side, doodling with her hair. One little girl extended sausage fingers toward the bloody leg, but pulled her arm back like the wound might have teeth.
    


    
      I released four exhaustive breaths, saliva escaping my mouth and mixing with sweat that beaded on my face. I padded over to Andi, who looked like Gulliver surrounded by Lilliputians. I helped her up liked she was a teammate—a damn tough one—and we hobbled another thirty feet, stopping at a silver door with three gold numbers nailed to it: 4-3-2, although the two dangled on its side.
    


    
      I paused for just a brief second, a hint of doubt creeping into my neck, wondering if somehow Jet wasn't really who he said he was, if this was all part of some plan to lure us into a foreign dwelling, essentially walking into our own torture chamber.
    


    
      Damn, my mind is warped.
    


    
      I blinked away the ridiculous notion then moved my fist toward the door. Just before impact, hoards of little kids began peppering the door three feet beneath me, their tiny hands looking like biscuits, delicately rapping at the door, not wanting to hurt their bare knuckles on the hollow metal surface.
    


    
      I chuckled out loud as I looked down at our guardian angels. Then the door cracked open. I could see a pair of eyes, a chain still separating Andi and me from the person on the other side.
    


    
      “Who is there?” a girl asked. I think she was trying to make her voice sound low, authoritative.
    


    
      “Uh, I'm Michael. This is Andi.” My running buddy leaned left and gave the girl a tight wave. Then, Andi bit her lower lip, another stabbing pain causing her to lose her balance, and she shifted her weight against me.
    


    
      A quick nod, then the eyes behind the chain spotted the little kids hovering around us like humming birds zipping around a water bowl. The eyes focused on Andi's leg, dried blood now snaking all the way down her jeans like a bloody river.
    


    
      “Who sent you?”
    


    
      “Jet.”
    


    
      I saw eyebrows crinkle. Then, a knowing nod. The door shut, then I heard metal slide, and the door swung open.
    


    
      “Sorry about the questions. Can't be too careful, even if my brother told me you were coming.”
    


    
      The young Asian girl had a pleasant look, her long, black hair nearly touching her waist. She wore a faded, gold dress with a white apron tied around it. Suddenly, she was interrupted by the buzzing birds prancing all around us.
    


    
      “Shoo, all of you!” she said playfully. Then I heard two or three say, “I'm hungry.“
    


    
      The girl walked toward a kitchen with peeled orange wallpaper, opened a crooked cabinet door, and pulled out a package of crackers. The kids flocked her around like seagulls at a beach. Had Andi not been grimacing from being shot, I might have taken a couple of crackers and tossed them in the air, baiting the kids to jump like puppy dogs.
    


    
      “Seems like you've done this before,” I said above the incessant chatter.
    


    
      “Any time they're able to get through that door.” A thin smile crossed her lips.
    


    
      “Time to go home, little ones,” she said, herding the children, who appeared to not even notice they were being led out to the hallway, their own narrow playground.
    


    
      “I'm sorry, we don't even know your name,” I said as the Asian girl turned the padlock, then hooked the chain and slid it across.
    


    
      She turned and held out her hand like she was starting a professional meeting. But she looked like she was fifteen.
    


    
      “Susan. Very nice to meet you.” When she took Andi's hand, she held it gingerly, almost like she was studying it.
    


    
      “You are in pain. I'm so sorry. Gui only told me couple of tidbits of what happened.”
    


    
      “Gui?” I asked then realized she must have been referring to Jet. I liked his nickname better.
    


    
      Andi and I both held up a finger, ready to recite our story, but Susan lowered her head and beat us to the punch.
    


    
      “No worries. You've been through a lot. Please sit.” She pointed toward a blue suede coach, the middle seat cushion missing, stains covering each armrest. Susan pulled a cell phone out of her apron and tapped a couple of buttons.
    


    
      “Aunt Sylvia,” she said. And then we heard a flurry of Chinese. “She'll be right over.“
    


    
      She glanced at Andi. “Can I get you something, anything?”
    


    
      “A new leg,” Andi joked. “Water would be nice.“
    


    
      Susan walked back with two waters, lowering her head as she handed us each a glass of water.
    


    
      “Thank you.”
    


    
      I kneeled down and reached toward Andi's leg, stopping a few inches short of the wound.
    


    
      Andi said, "It's okay. I feel better now, sitting down, this water. Thank you." Her voice was sincere.
    


    
      A knock on the door. Then a few more knocks, possibly a strange pattern.
    


    
      “That's Gui,” Susan said, hopping up and walking toward the door.
    


    
      “How did you know that?” I asked as she unlatched the door without hesitation.
    


    
      “We have a code,” she said with a straight face. Gui...rather, Jet walked through the door. He gave us a quick, cool nod and headed for the fridge. He grabbed a gallon jug of water and tipped it back.
    


    
      “Ahhh,” he said then wiped his mouth with his sleeve. “Feeling any better?“ he asked Andi.
    


    
      “A little, yes.”
    


    
      I looked over at Andi. Her hair was beyond a mess, and she didn't give a rat's ass. After some water and rest, the stress lines seemed to have dissipated a bit.
    


    
      Something buzzed, and Susan grabbed her phone. “Aunt Sylvia is here.”
    


    
      “She lives close by?” I asked.
    


    
      Jet spoke up while Susan unlatched the door. "Number two. The building across the alley. We call it number two. We live in number one. Most of our family lives in one of these two buildings," he said.
    


    
      “Dahwings,” I heard a woman say as she flew into the small apartment. A stylish black bag hung from her shoulder. She looked to be mid-forties or so, her hair styled to perfection, makeup applied, but wearing pink and purple scrubs. Was there such a thing as designer scrubs?
    


    
      “Let me take a look at your wound, my dear,” she said with grace. Her personality seemed quite different than those of her niece and nephew.
    


    
      She pulled a pair of medical scissors out of her bad, along with an assortment of supplies, including a mound of gauze pads, syringes, and other tubes I didn't recognize.
    


    
      Susan introduced us.
    


    
      “Nice to meet you...”
    


    
      “Just call me Aunt Sylvia,” she smiled at me, then turned to Andi. “By the time I'm done with you, you might be calling me Aunt Bitch.“
    


    
      We both chuckled, then a worried look washed over Andi's face. I held her hand.
    


    
      “Feel free to dig your nails in if you need to,” I said.
    


    
      “Susan, get Andi a moist cloth,” Aunt Sylvia said.
    


    
      Seconds later, Susan returned and started applying the cold rag to Andi's forehead.
    


    
      “No silly, it's not to wet her down. She's not a seal.” Aunt Sylvia laughed at herself, and the rest of us followed, although I think Jet rolled his eyes. “Let her bite the shit out of it when I tear off this bloody T-shirt and jeans.“
    


    
      Aunt Sylvia then went to work, and Andi howled like a wolf in heat.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      The deadline felt like a massive steel hook—the type used on five-hundred-ton cargo ships—surgically anchored to the base of her skull. Actually, this hook had tentacles, like a jellyfish, that had suctioned its grip to every organ in her body. Every physical movement, every thought or desire or even reflection sent electrical jolts shooting through her body, all ending with a final pop at the tip of her brain.
    


    
      Fear, unyielding anxiety, anguish, and a simmering fury dominated what few thoughts that had eluded the invasive tormenters, paralyzing her humanity.
    


    
      Camila reached for a cup of water—the ice long since melted—and her wrist clumsily bumped it over, her coordination as careless as a drunk who'd just consumed a liter of vodka. She didn't curse or hurry to grab paper towels to clean up the mess on the shiny metal desk.
    


    
      She touched her face, swollen from lack of sleep and shedding more tears than she ever thought possible. Beyond her tousled appearance, she could see fluorescent lights dangling from the twenty-five-foot ceiling, and the dark man leaning against the railing on the second-floor metal landing—just a few feet from the only exit. A holstered blade crossed the man's chest, an automatic weapon gripped in his fingers. Neither he, nor his equally sculpted partner who swapped places with him every twelve hours, had spoken a word since she'd arrived five days earlier.
    


    
      But their menacing presence amplified the seriousness of her dilemma.
    


    
      Her daily schedule had been printed off, laminated, and posted in about twelve different places in this massive laboratory filled with expensive equipment. She knew what was expected of her every minute of the day. Until the day.
    


    
      Camila palmed the spilled water, sending a small ripple dripping off the sloped edge of her desk. She peered upward, and the man's expression remained stoic. She closed her eyes and touched the wet hand to her face and massaged her cheekbones, temples, then her eyes. She repeated the process three more times, each one unclogging the web of guilt and anger in her veins, allowing blood to flow to her extremities, to feel a bit more human.
    


    
      Even though her mission was so very inhumane.
    


    
      She took in a slow, deep breath and felt more neurons firing in her brain. Her fucking brain. It had been the source of her rise to prominence in the field of information technology, where she'd long believed she was destined to leave a permanent imprint. And she did, at least briefly. Her visionary reputation led to interviews from prominent media outlets, and corporations across the globe courted her like she was royalty, her brilliant touch sure to change any company's bottom line to gold.
    


    
      But her intellectual aptitude had also ignited a rush of creative ideas within her—ideas to enable a change in culture, impacting future generations from her homeland in Brazil, possibly to other third world countries where children were treated like meat and, at best, a commodity. And that is when she thought she'd truly found her life's calling—even though some would say the cause was rooted in revenge. If that was the case, then so be it, she'd thought. She had felt little to no guilt—given her experiences as a little kid growing up, surviving off the streets in and around Rio de Janeiro.
    


    
      She had clung to The Cause far too long, her logical side blurred by the possibility of a true transformation—and yes, making people pay dearly for their sins, past and present. She'd been a trusted advisor, a change agent who had helped develop and influence the movement. It became not only a dream or a goal, but her sole mission in life. It had purpose. It had meaning. It would change the world.
    


    
      The end would justify the means, she had convinced herself.
    


    
      What followed—when she finally awakened from her naïve dream state—was pure hell. Without her knowing, the Chosen Ones, she believed, had set her up all along, and her demise not only as a thought leader but as a contributing member to society evaporated faster than the moisture tingling her face. Her mission had been thwarted, at least in the purest sense.
    


    
      She pinched the bridge of her nose, and concentrated on trying to maintain her mental equilibrium. Far too many times, she'd allowed her mind to run rampant, ending in a guttural feeling of betrayal—to those she loved, to herself, and eventually to people she'd never know.
    


    
      Whirling around in her swivel chair, she scanned real-time reports on a single monitor, a line of code followed by a row of results. Thus far, her latest software release had proven to be quite effective.
    


    
      But at what cost?
    


    
      She turned left and eyed today's schedule. Five more minutes. She only needed to last five more minutes until she could hear his sweet voice.
    


    
      Camila arched her spine and scratched the back of her neck, then opened the source code for the program that could shift the power paradigm globally.
    


    
      “Separate your emotions from your work,” she whispered to herself.
    


    
      Four thirty-two-inch monitors outlined her main workstation. To her left sat a rack of servers that could launch a rocket if necessary. That wasn't her mission, unfortunately.
    


    
      The lab was state of the art, a multimillion-dollar facility that most people in her profession could only dream about. Her former profession, she liked to remind herself.
    


    
      A brief image entered her mind, the day she'd interacted with Michael at Swan Massage Therapy. A good-hearted soul who had felt his share of pain, that much she could see. But he didn't let it burden him, consume him. He only wanted to help alleviate some of her pain. Michael's blue eyes radiated vitality, and his sharp wit and attractive smile made her heart flutter. He was fun, eager to learn, open to listening. How many men in this world had such a kind heart?
    


    
      A hollow bang jerked her arms on the keyboard. She quickly deleted her errant information, then turned to gaze at the second-floor entry.
    


    
      The guard unlatched four different locks then opened the thick metal door.
    


    
      Camila couldn't watch the man enter—the man who was responsible for her caged existence, and so many other deeds that shot bile up to the back of her throat.
    


    
      “I see you are doing your work, on schedule,” the man said as his boots tapped each step of the metal staircase. “Do you have the latest reports to show me?“
    


    
      His accented voice grew closer, but she kept her back to him.
    


    
      “We had to run another data sync overnight. It just finished about an hour ago. So I ran the queries, and the reports are being built off their own server. It will display on the fourth monitor over there.” She pointed without looking up.
    


    
      She heard a leather jacket crinkle as he leaned on the table. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see him nod.
    


    
      “Looks promising,” he said.
    


    
      Her eyes glazed over as a rush of emotion engulfed her every thought. She had a hard time deciphering her feelings, certainly a combination of disgust and unadulterated hatred, knowing this man held the key to her speaking with the purest love of her life.
    


    
      She needed him as much as he needed her.
    


    
      He moved two steps closer, then stared at her.
    


    
      “How have you slept, Camila?”
    


    
      Her breathing sputtered as she gritted her teeth trying to hold back the eruption simmering inside. She had to ignore his question, his desire for small talk. She could take none of that. Camila only wanted to speak to one person.
    


    
      A minute passed with no movement or words.
    


    
      “I can see you are still working hard, following the schedule as planned,” he said, pacing behind her. “That is good. We have three days to finalize the product, fully tested, complete with instructions. Tomorrow I will bring in two others to ask questions, review your code, verify the documentation. You will be ready, won't you?“
    


    
      Her mental battle raged inside, almost certain when it all came out that she'd be compared to Robert Oppenheimer, one of the prominent scientists who invented the atomic bomb, possibly Shiro Ishii, the forefather of biological weapons for Japan during the dawn of its radical imperialistic days. How could she continue to use her mind to create a killing machine—a weapon of mass destruction? A WMD that no one could imagine, let alone stop—at least not for years.
    


    
      The WMD be damned, she couldn't take this separation and pending threat any longer.
    


    
      She turned around her chair and stared into Franco's steely eyes, her chest heaving with built-up emotion.
    


    
      “You know what I want, what I need,” she said, a lonely, anguished tear rolling down her face.
    


    
      “Ha. Today you have earned it, my Camila.”
    


    
      Franco matched her gaze, reaching in his jacket, and pulled out a cell phone. He slid his thumb across the bottom part of the screen, tapped four numbers, then two icons.
    


    
      “She is here,” he said into the phone. “Put him on.“
    


    
      “Here you go. Enjoy.”
    


    
      She grabbed the phone with two hands and pressed it against her ear.
    


    
      “Hi, Juan, it's Mommy. How's my little man? Are they treating you well?”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      “You sure we don't need to rush her to the hospital?”
    


    
      Those were the first words Andi thought she heard, although the voice ended with an echo and danced in her head for at least twenty seconds.
    


    
      Slowly, her eyelids parted.
    


    
      One person, no three, stood by her bed. Now there were six. She blinked and found one man, his round, dimpled face just inches from hers, grinning like he'd just...Wait! That was Trevor. She swallowed. Air caught in her throat, and she almost choked. She attempted to reach out, to grab the curly-headed man, his smug, orgasmic face. She felt her arms swat wildly, not connecting with anything other than air. Still air.
    


    
      She shut her eyes and felt a light breeze sweep over her shoulders, bare, uncovered. Her arms lay on a stiff sheet, gingerly draped across her torso. She relaxed a bit. Fingertips brushed her cheek then paused at her neck. Was someone checking her pulse? She could feel a tiny thump inside, a sign she was alive. But in what state? And where?
    


    
      Focusing like she was on the third leg of a triathlon, Andi attempted to tear away the mental scar tissue, to emerge from this strange feeling of existing but not living, dreaming but not imagining what she wanted. Or was she?
    


    
      Suddenly, a gentle, large hand touched her arm.
    


    
      “Andi?”
    


    
      She felt her head squish around on a thin pillow, a loose bedspring or some object protruding into her lower back. A wave of energy popped open her eyes, and she knew she existed in this world.
    


    
      “Michael?” Her voice was hoarse.
    


    
      “Want some water?” he asked.
    


    
      She made out his face, at least a couple of days of stubble, a small groove between caring blue eyes.
    


    
      “Yeah, that would be nice.” She tried to use her stomach muscles to sit up, but a zap of pain shot to her leg.
    


    
      Michael could see her struggling, and he cupped the back of head, brought it to the straw, and she slurped over and over again, finishing with an, “Ahh.”
    


    
      She lifted an arm and rested it on her forehead. “Man, I feel like I've been run over by a truck. I'm just not sure if that was the worst sleep of my life, or the best.”
    


    
      She turned and expected a quick-witted one-liner from Michael, but he was half-facing the wall, his lips curled up at the corners.
    


    
      “Examining the corner of the room for some reason?” Her brain felt more alive, her own tongue growing sharper by the minute.
    


    
      “Uh...I, you know...you're not feeling well, so I don't want to embarrass you.”
    


    
      “What are you talking about?” she asked, now both arms stretched above her head.
    


    
      He put his hand to his head.
    


    
      “You're looking like that Greek statue, the Thinking Man,” Andi said.
    


    
      “But I have on all my clothes.” Michael scooted his body farther away from the bed.
    


    
      “What?” She looked down and saw that by raising her arms her left breast had been exposed.
    


    
      “Jesus!” she shouted and quickly pulled up the sheet. “Tell me you didn't see that.“
    


    
      “What was there to see?”
    


    
      “Huh? Are you actually going there?” the strength of her voice had returned.
    


    
      “No, I didn't mean that.”
    


    
      “Mean what exactly?”
    


    
      She could feel both eyebrows reaching for the stars.
    


    
      “I just saw a little bit—”
    


    
      “Okay, I'm a small-breasted woman, I admit it.”
    


    
      “No...”
    


    
      “No? You think I have—? Wait, why am I talking to you about this? I'm completely confident in my body. Mostly.”
    


    
      “I meant I only saw a little bit of your breast.”
    


    
      “I see, a little bit of my breast, that's all, huh?”
    


    
      His straight face curled into a snidely smile. “Well, a wee bit of your nipple too, if you want me to be perfectly transparent.”
    


    
      “Wee bit, huh?”
    


    
      “Okay, I saw all of your nipple. You happy now?”
    


    
      “I know I'm a tomboy, but I am female. There is only so much transparency a girl wants to hear.”
    


    
      She felt like she was schooling someone who already should know this, but then again, Michael was a man.
    


    
      “Therefore, I need you to—”
    


    
      “You have good nipples.” Michael broke out in laughter.
    


    
      She put her hand over her face. “We shouldn't be talking about my nipples.”
    


    
      “Fair is fair. You had plenty of opinions about my...uh, missile.”
    


    
      “No nipples, no dicks, no nothing. Deal?”
    


    
      She extended one hand while gripping the sheet with the spare hand.
    


    
      “Deal,” he said, shaking her hand.
    


    
      She glanced down at her leg, which was wrapped in ACE bandages. They felt tight around her leg.
    


    
      “I guess I'll live.”
    


    
      “Aunt Sylvia said you're healing up fine. Biggest issue, outside of the pain, was dealing with all the blood loss. You've been sleeping it off after a strong dose of morphine.”
    


    
      She grunted and raised herself to one elbow, then reached down and felt around the wound.
    


    
      “I'll still be able to run, swim, everything?”
    


    
      “You'll still be a kick-ass athlete, yes, Andi. Aunt Sylvia said to just give it some time to heal.”
    


    
      The door opened, and Susan walked in, wearing jeans, a sweater, looking much more like a teenage girl. Her hair was even braided.
    


    
      “Aunt Sylvia said I should change your dressing before you go.”
    


    
      “Go?”
    


    
      “Oh,” Michael said. “We're going to move into the apartment above Chao Town. I've already discussed it with Mr. Chao himself.“
    


    
      “Okay...” She looked around the room, as Susan pulled out the medical supplies from a dresser drawer.
    


    
      Andi ran her fingers through her tangled hair and felt knots everywhere.
    


    
      “I will wash your hair and brush it out before you leave,” Susan said.
    


    
      “Oh no, that's okay. I'm fine,” Andi said, looking around for clothes, a brush, toothpaste.
    


    
      “No, I'd like to do it for you. I want to be just like my Aunt Sylvia when I grow up. And she said to be a good nurse, you have to be a caring soul. She says that all the time.”
    


    
      Andi felt a wave of emotion come over her, and her eyes felt moist. Michael touched her hand again.
    


    
      “You guys have been so nice to allow me to stay here, take care of me. I...I don't know what to say. Just thank you, I guess.” Andi looked at Susan, who nodded and then focused on removing the old dressing.
    


    
      Michael disappeared from the room. Andi heard voices, the running of water, then he and Jet walked back into her room. Jet was chugging his favorite jug of water. Michael folded a piece of crumpled paper and slid it into his back pocket.
    


    
      “What was that?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “Nothing. Well, something, but we'll talk about it once we're in our new digs.”
    


    
      She nodded.
    


    
      “Hop, hop,” Jet said. “My little agents said they've seen some suspicious white men driving up and down alley. Can we leave here in thirty minutes?“
    


    
      Jet seemed far beyond his sixteen years, and the information he was providing was disturbing, Andi knew.
    


    
      “I'll be ready in twenty.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      

    


    
      
    


    
      The door flew open and smacked the tattered drywall. A wide-eyed, chunky Chinese man with a curly mustache and red and brown smeared across his white garments took up the entire entryway, a meat cleaver spinning in his hand.
    


    
      My heart pounded in my chest, and I lunged left, putting myself between him and Andi.
    


    
      “Sorry, didn't mean to startle you. I'm just looking for damn package of Styrofoam cups.” He blinked just once.
    


    
      I took in a breath and licked my lips. “Yeah, of course. I think they're hidden in that stack of boxes in the corner.”
    


    
      Turning back to Andi, who'd been rummaging through a plastic bag of borrowed clothes, she put a hand on my shoulder. “To the rescue again, huh?”
    


    
      Shaking my head, I watched one of Mr. Chao's cooks tear open boxes, set them aside, searching for the cups.
    


    
      “I saw the blade, a large man, and I just jumped.”
    


    
      “Toward me? How very chivalrous.” Andi popped me a quick wink then turned her attention back to the bag of hand-me-down clothes Susan had gathered from their neighbors before we disappeared in the thick of the night. Jet had borrowed a friend's hoopty Monte Carlo, chocolate brown with a bench front seat, and driven us to the back entrance of Chao Town. Mr. Chao had met us there, helped me get Andi up the narrow stairs to the apartment. He had a serious look in his eyes, like he knew it was best to not ask questions. And he didn't, not about her injured leg, not about how long we expected to stay.
    


    
      We'd been hunkered down in the efficiency apartment over Chao Town for two days now. Andi's mobility gradually improved, as did her pain, as long as she kept to a strict regimen of Tylenol and Advil.
    


    
      I glanced around and noticed more warts than I recalled during my first stay well over a year ago—punched-out holes in all four walls, six brown, wet splotches on the ceiling, and I thought I had seen the beady eyes of a little mouse the night before. No way was I going to tell Andi about that, regardless of her tomboy status. And then there was the inescapable, ever-present scent of Chinese food—a scent had likely permeated the pores of our skin by now.
    


    
      “Thank you, Mr. Michael and...”
    


    
      “Andi,” she said to the cook, who nodded and shut the door as he left.
    


    
      I took a seat on the dusty futon first, then Andi gingerly sat next to me, her stiff leg extended at just the right angle to keep the pain at bay.
    


    
      “Last night you started telling me about the paper.” Her hands reached out.
    


    
      “You fell asleep two minutes into it. I didn't try to wake you up. It's obvious your body is still recovering from the trauma of the gunshot wound.”
    


    
      “I'm better, and the sleep has helped a ton. But if we're ever going to be able to walk the streets without thinking we're going to get mugged, run over, or shot at, then we need to start figuring out what the hell is going on. And fast. These four walls are closing in on me.”
    


    
      “Me too,” I said, glancing out the murky window and watching a steady rain pelt the glass. I then looked up at the ceiling and wondered how long it would be before the whole damn thing caved in right on top of us.
    


    
      I pulled the piece of paper out of my back pocket.
    


    
      “You've been in those jeans for...what, three days?” Andi's contorted face looked repulsed.
    


    
      “Unfortunately, Susan and Jet didn't have any cousins or friends near my size. So get ready. I might be wearing these for days to come.”
    


    
      She scrunched her nose then cued me to continue with my story about the paper.
    


    
      “I found this in the corner of Camila's office at Swan Massage Therapy and stuffed it in my pocket.” I straightened out the paper, which now resembled more of a soft tissue. “At Jet's place, while you were sleeping off your morphine, I took my time and reviewed everything on here. Check it out.“
    


    
      The paper was as eclectic as I believed Camila was unique. It displayed lots of numbers, some randomly placed, a few built into complex equations. At the bottom, however, was a pencil sketch, remarkably detailed and true to life, displaying a shoreline and waves, with rolling, lush mountaintops in the backdrop. Arched atop the highest mountain, a statue. It was unmistakably a drawing of Rio de Janeiro, the statue of Christ the Redeemer looking over the city and coastline.
    


    
      “Camila, or whoever drew this, is quite talented,” Andi said.
    


    
      I paused, wondering if I'd made too giant of a leap in assuming it was Camila's artwork.
    


    
      “That beautiful drawing doesn't really match this scribble over here,” Andi pointed out.
    


    
      “That's where I was going. Jet's youngest sister, the little six-year-old you never met, got hold of the paper and started doodling, scribbling in her own way. And, if you look at it in just the right light, it shows the outline of something strange.”
    


    
      Our heads both raised up as the glare from the window shined just enough light to detect letters that had been etched on the piece of paper, possibly with a fingernail or small coin.
    


    
      “What is that, a backward D?” she asked.
    


    
      “I guess. Then, see here, M-W.”
    


    
      Handing the piece of paper to Andi, I pushed myself upward and paced one direction in the small apartment, then back the other way. My brain seemed to think best when I was in redundant motion.
    


    
      “A backward D, M-W,” Andi repeated, turning the paper to an angle, her lips pulled into a straight line.
    


    
      I scratched my chin, then rubbed my face, feeling days of stubble reaching nearly beard level. This was life when you were essentially hiding from society—you had no foundation, no one you could truly trust in your immediate world, at least no one in an authoritative position. I gazed at Andi, and knew I could trust her.
    


    
      “With the toys you found at the office, I feel like these etched letters connect to a child. I think a kid wrote these, which is why they stand out from everything else,” I surmised.
    


    
      I popped two knuckles.
    


    
      “Did you know you're going to give yourself arthritis doing that?”
    


    
      Our eyes met, then I continued pacing, ignoring the question.
    


    
      “Okay, I can see that. Kids just learning to write, they mix up which way letters go all the time,” Andi said.
    


    
      I nodded. “You think she has a child, her own child?”
    


    
      “Why not? She is a woman, even if she is The Natural.” Andi popped an eyebrow.
    


    
      “It's just strange she didn't mention it when I visited with her.”
    


    
      “I think a lot of single women might try to keep knowledge of their child to themselves. It's not exactly a dude magnet, at least for some guys.”
    


    
      I shrugged my shoulders then noticed Andi wince as she used her arms to shift her weight on the futon.
    


    
      “Oh, did we miss the time for your meds?”
    


    
      “I need to be able to handle some pain. I'm not a wimp.”
    


    
      “Always the martyr,” I said sarcastically, opening the lid and dropping two brown pills in her hand. I gave her a cup of lukewarm tap water. Our little mini-fridge didn't have a cube of ice.
    


    
      “It's just a mere flesh wound,” I said in a British accent.
    


    
      “Thanks, Monty Python, I get it,” she said, extending an arm to me. “Want to help me up? My butt's falling asleep.“
    


    
      I planted a foot and steadily eased her up, our heads nearly touching by the time she stood upright. "Not bad for a gimp," she said about herself.
    


    
      “Self-deprecating humor is almost cute,” I said before I realized how the comment sounded.
    


    
      Andi turned, her eyes and expression resting at an awkward in-between state of flattery and confusion.
    


    
      I changed the topic.
    


    
      “For the purposes of this conversation, it doesn't matter if it is Camila's child or someone she babysits on a regular basis. We're both in agreement a kid etched those letters on that paper.”
    


    
      Andi continued the brainstorming. “And we're assuming they're significant, these letters. That the kid wrote them because of some greater meaning. Or at least because the child had seen or heard them.”
    


    
      “Right,” I said. “What about all those other numbers and equations? They could be just as significant.“
    


    
      “Or not. Maybe we're creating some concealed, devious project or activity out of thin air. Could just be a coincidence.” Andi hobbled a few steps then angled the paper toward the window's glare.
    


    
      “I might believe that—might—if Glass Eye and his pudgy partner hadn't shown up to extricate us from the earth,” I said, my mind then making another couple of leaps. “Which reminds me, how the hell did they know we were at Swan Massage Therapy to begin with?“
    


    
      Scratching my face again, I felt my stomach tighten, recalling the gun pointed at us, their threatening tone, and then, with Jet slinging his nunchucks like a Kung Fu master, our impending fight for our lives. Despite Andi being grazed by the gunshot, we were damn lucky to be breathing at all, although every intake carried a waft of Kung Pao or sweet and sour. I had a feeling another interaction with the same pair of thugs would end tragically...for us. Somehow, we had to find Camila, figure out what the hell she was mixed up in, and ensure we didn't get caught in the crossfire. Eventually, we'd have to bring in the authorities, but given my current status with the SFPD, they'd treat me like a leper until we had airtight evidence.
    


    
      “I don't know, Michael. There's just not a lot to go on here. We're at a huge disadvantage. We're stuck in this...” She looked around. “...apartment. All we have to go on from our uninvited visit to Swan Massage Therapy is a room full of computers.“
    


    
      “And servers.”
    


    
      “Those too. Kids toys, and now this piece of paper with random numbers, an artistic sketch of Brazil, and three letters written by a kid. Kids are unpredictable. They do random shit for no reason. These three letters might be the latest letters they learned in preschool.”
    


    
      My pacing had stopped just in front of Andi, who was still turning the paper at different angles, searching for a tangible clue we could run with.
    


    
      A thought zipped into my mind just as my eyes locked onto the opposite side of the paper.
    


    
      “Don't move,” I said.
    


    
      I pinched the corners of my eyes then studied the paper again. I walked around next to her, flipping the paper over, where there were no pencil marks.
    


    
      “Hold it up again, like before, and look up in this corner.” I put my finger just under the etched letters that were barely readable from the other side.
    


    
      “W-M-D,” Andi said with air in her breath. She swiveled around and looked into my eyes.
    


    
      “I've only heard one acronym in my lifetime using those letters.”
    


    
      “Mother fucker,” she said.
    


    
      “Nope. Weapons of Mass Destruction.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    
      

    


    
      Today
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      Just after I'd walked out of the miniature bathroom in our shared efficiency apartment, Andi tapped her phone and brought it to her side.
    


    
      “Next stop, San Mateo,” she said.
    


    
      “What's in San Mateo?”
    


    
      “Not what, who.”
    


    
      “Okay, Sherlock, who?”
    


    
      “Satish,” she said in a high-pitched tone, her lips forming a genuine Andi smile.
    


    
      We then debated our next steps in our official/unofficial investigation, sanctioned by no one but us. Stay out of sight, let Andi's leg heal up, and try to wait out the perps was one option. The second and third options focused on taking more proactive steps, ranging from talking to my colleagues and management at Playa to see if they'd be willing to assist, all the way to calling my old buddy Guidry at the FBI. We settled in the middle. Satish, Andi's old friend from the University of North Texas, was a certified technical genius, also known as a world-renowned hacker. There was nothing he couldn't accomplish with a keyboard, mouse, and Internet access. He'd been the one to uncover the fact that my brother, rather half-brother, was essentially a lying piece of shit.
    


    
      No part of me wanted to go back to that moment in time. I felt a slight tug on my heartstrings and cut them off before they could take hold of my thoughts.
    


    
      “You said his name, but I didn't know you were going to call him right away,” I'd said. “And you never said he lived in the area, just down in San Mateo?“
    


    
      “You never asked.”
    


    
      “You act like I'm supposed to read your mind,” I said, with an annoying tone.
    


    
      “I'm a girl. That comes with the territory.” She punched me right in the shoulder socket, again, and I winced.
    


    
      “Was that necessary?”
    


    
      I was beginning to wonder if I liked the old Andi better, the one who appreciated just being in my company, learning at the hand of master Yoda. Wow, what had I been thinking? It's obvious I didn't know the real Andi. Or maybe, over time and after living more life, she had evolved...or devolved, as the case may be.
    


    
      Regardless, I was happy as hell to learn that Satish had moved his act to the West Coast. The storm had picked up some steam, and we didn't have any type of protection, so I called downstairs to Mr. Chao. He met us at the back door with two rain slickers. They were identical...identically massive. I think I saw XXL on the tag. Covered in the colors of the 49ers, gold and red, and Mr. Chao's logo on the back, the biggest Cowboys fan on the West Coast reluctantly threw on the coat and zipped it up. I slid on the hood and tied it tight under my chin. Andi and I looked like inverted egg yolks.
    


    
      With the storm approaching Noah's Ark status, we could barely make out the corner, about a hundred feet down the alley, where Mr. Chao's cousin, another one of San Francisco's talented cabbies, was supposed to meet us.
    


    
      A surge of white noise shifted my mind back a few years, recalling one of my high school friends, Craig, who used travel to Colorado each summer with his family and hike up Pike's Peak. One year, I think when we were both fifteen, the day after his vacation ended, Craig walked into my house and said, "I ain't never going up that high again." Hands and fingers were flying everywhere, his voice on the edge of quivering. I'd never seen him so emphatic.
    


    
      He explained, “It starts raining, hard. Suddenly, we realize the clouds are closing down on us, just above our heads. Then it thunders so loud..." He smacked his hands together. "...like a bomb exploded in my gut. I almost frickin' shit my pants, man. A split second later, a zap of lightning struck. I swear to you, it hit two feet from me. My mom screamed like she'd been stabbed by a pitchfork.”
    


    
      At that moment, my heart was probably beating as fast as Craig's, but I was withholding the natural urge to laugh my ass off. Craig, though, was on the verge of giving himself a heart attack.
    


    
      “Did you run into your mommy's arms?” I said with a smirk escaping my lips.
    


    
      “I hit the deck, dude. Bear-crawled down the mountain about a hundred feet until I found a small cliff of rocks I could take cover under.”
    


    
      I gave him one slow nod and realized I'd never heard Craig's voice so high or with such a twangy country accent.
    


    
      “What?” he said, hanging on to the word an extra two seconds. His eyebrows nearly crossed each other. “And fuck you, and fuck the horse you road in on.“
    


    
      The sky rumbled for thirty seconds straight as Andi and I stood shoulder to shoulder, and I wondered if my ridicule of Craig was coming back to haunt me. Enormous drops of water fell from the sky, looking more like gray pebbles, sounding like them as they bombarded the dumpster twenty feet from us. I couldn't see the top of the three-story building across the way, as thick, menacing clouds collapsed around us. Then, a combination lightning strike and thunder clap...Andi and I leaped into each other's arms like two kids who'd just heard death whispering in their ears.
    


    
      “Uh, sorry,” I said, uncurling my arms from around her shoulders.
    


    
      “What?” she yelled, her wet face also showing signs of embarrassment.
    


    
      It was as if the entire area was contained in a small, metal box, the roar of the storm rattling my core. I was in awe of what Mother Nature had conjured up, almost to the point of turning around and calling it a day. Instead, I said, “Want to make a run for it?”
    


    
      Andi emphatically pointed to her wounded leg, the lower half of which was soaked and now a darker shade of denim. I felt stupid for even going there, but that didn't stop me.
    


    
      “I can carry you on my back.”
    


    
      “Seriously?”
    


    
      I shrugged my shoulders and looked behind me to see if Mr. Chao was checking on us. His back door was wide open.
    


    
      “We can't stand here forever,” I said.
    


    
      “You got a wheelbarrow?” Andi asked, just as I noticed the rain had let up a tad.
    


    
      I looked both ways down the alley and spotted a grocery cart lying on its side.
    


    
      “I'll be right back.” I turned and ran off, ignoring Andi's shouting voice behind me.
    


    
      I got to the cart, flipped it on its wheels, and then ran back, pushing it in front of the doorway. Then I stood inside for a moment, drenched to the bone, huffing through my words. "Door to door service. There's your chariot, my lady." I extended a hand.
    


    
      Andi raised an arm and said, “All I need is a whip.”
    


    
      “Believe me, I already feel like your whipping boy.”
    


    
      She smirked, and her head withdrew a bit. I think she got offended. Whatever.
    


    
      Andi hobbled out a couple of steps and stood on the crossbar, her hands gripping the slick handlebar. I jumped in front and began dragging the cart and Andi down the alley, over pebbles, crushed cans, empty plastic bags. I heard a couple of low rumbles and held my breath, bracing for a strike of lightning or a smack of thunder. None occurred.
    


    
      “Hey, I think I see the cab up there,” I yelled above the storm.
    


    
      Another surge of energy took us within ten feet of the yellow cab, then we ditched the cart. I flew open the car door and dove across the backseat, Andi pushing my backside.
    


    
      “It's frickin' raining cats and dogs!” she said, slipping off her hood, releasing her thick, brown hair.
    


    
      “Who let the dogs out? Woo...woo, woo, woo, woo.” The driver pumped his fist and sang one of the most tiresome, over-played songs of this millennium all the way down to San Mateo.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    
      
    


    
      “You going to knock or keep chewing the inside of your cheek?” I asked.
    


    
      Andi and I stood on a narrow porch, a crevice in the cement beneath our feet wide enough to lose a large shoe. A glass door—splintered like a twenty-legged spider—separated us from the main door, which appeared to have been painted and sanded about ten times in its life.
    


    
      I scanned the front yard again, noticing a combination of stones and weeds, dual brown bushes flanking the entryway, but not another lick of landscaping. The house was built using brown brick from what I guessed was the 1960s. Most of it appeared to be intact, although a few rust-stained bricks near the three windows were dislodged.
    


    
      Just above my head a gutter dipped about a foot below the rim of the one-story rooftop.
    


    
      I shook my head and observed Andi scratching the side of hers, puzzled apparently.
    


    
      “Care to share?” I asked, my eyes glancing back up at the sagging gutter, wondering if someone might have used it as a pull-up bar.
    


    
      She scrunched and twisted her lips. “I can't recall if Satish said it was 1610 or 1605 across the street.”
    


    
      I turned around to look across the street and instantly dropped my chin. It was like we'd been transported out of San Mateo into a ritzy suburb. Palo Alto came to mind. Although modest in size, the house across the street could have been on the cover of Architectural Digest with its sleek design, solar-paneled roof, and off to the left, a water tank for reusable water. The yard was lush, colorful, a cacophony of vegetation that somehow blended in with the house like a painting.
    


    
      I pointed my thumb across the street. “You're debating whether Satish and his two buddies live in that dream home versus this rundown hut?”
    


    
      She raised both eyebrows.
    


    
      “Satish, the same guy with shag carpeting and a disco ball at his place back in Texas?” I said, recalling my lifestyle in my early twenties. “Two roommates—“
    


    
      “And business partners,” she chimed in.
    


    
      “If they could live in a cardboard house of pizza boxes, they probably would. As long they had an Internet connection.”
    


    
      I carefully pulled open the glass door, hoping it wouldn't shatter at our feet, then took hold of the knocker. I pulled it back, and the thin nail holding it in place slid out. I stood there holding the knocker.
    


    
      Andi giggled and snorted.
    


    
      “This has to be the place,” I said, then rapped three times on the thin, hollow door.
    


    
      Five minutes later, after knocking another twenty times or so, I wondered if my assumptions about Satish were incorrect. Andi was leaning against the brick façade, taking weight off her sore leg, while tapping her foot at the same time.
    


    
      "Ready to try the other house?'
    


    
      I looked across the street, then tried to paint a scenario where I could envision the sinewy computer nerd living in a dream home by age twenty-four. I made a step in that direction, bracing my hand just inside the beveled brick outlay to the right. I felt something, a plastic bubble, and instinctively pressed. Just as I lifted my hand to see what I'd pressed, a chorus of voices bellowed around us, sending Andi and I to our knees. I paused, perked my ears, and heard opera singers belting Beethoven's Ninth Symphony. Strange, even for Satish.
    


    
      The door swung open, and I first saw the neon glow of white teeth.
    


    
      “Satish is in the houuuuusssse!“ he said.
    


    
      Andi found his long, skinny arms and gave him a bear hug. I thought she might crush his ribs. He was still as thin as ever, but something was different.
    


    
      I extended my hand, and he gave me a firm handshake in return. He seemed older.
    


    
      I must have given him a puzzled look.
    


    
      He scratched his face. "You like Satish's new look?" he asked, turning and giving us a profile view while resting his hand under his chin.
    


    
      Not a fan of anyone speaking in the third person, I took a wild guess.
    


    
      “Nose job?”
    


    
      I was greeted with two stares. Then, Satish broke out in laughter.
    


    
      “Not with this hump,” he said, putting a finger on the bridge of his nose.
    


    
      Andi reached up and gently tapped both sides of his face. “It's the beard, huh?”
    


    
      “I think I look rather stately, don't you think, Michael?”
    


    
      “Stately. Hmmm.” I looked around the front room, and nothing stood out, just sparse, Ikea-like furniture.
    


    
      “Nice doorbell greeting, although I'm not sure many people ever hear it. Why do you have it hidden?” I asked as Satish walked backward.
    


    
      “We hate solicitors.” Satish looked like a serious-minded professor, wearing a stylish gray sweater, khakis, and loafers.
    


    
      “Preppy, Satish. Very preppy.” Andi said, swinging her finger toward his attire.
    


    
      Satish gave her a quick wink then turned to me. “We have headphones on most of the time, so we need a real noisemaker to break us away from our important work.”
    


    
      He opened his garage door, and we took two more steps. This garage looked more like a computer lab. Two guys waved from their workstations.
    


    
      “That's Bogi over there. He's a Die Hard movie buff. He pulled the song off the soundtrack and connected it to our doorbell.“
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      He pointed to the other guy. "YY doesn't say much. He's got mad skills. I call him my secret weapon," Satish said.
    


    
      Andi and I glanced at each other.
    


    
      “Did I say something wrong?” he asked, putting one arm around each of us.
    


    
      “We need to talk,” Andi said, patting his back.
    


    
      A few minutes later, after Satish had made us each a tea concoction of some sort, we sat in a triangle behind his computer workstation and dumped everything on the proverbial table. For once, he didn't utter a word, only wincing when we described the crazy fight in the back alley of Swan Massage Therapy and Andi being shot in the leg.
    


    
      “And that's when Jet drove us to our current place, Chao Town,” I said.
    


    
      “Our safe house, so to speak,” Andi said, looking at me.
    


    
      “Jet.” Satish's boney fingers rolled across his glass of tea. “Heard that name before.“
    


    
      Andi and I perked up, wondering if Satish knew our little buddy, the kid who saved our asses. Of course, that came after Jet had scared the shit out of us with his reckless driving.
    


    
      Satish snapped his fingers, the sound popping in my ears. “Kick-ass Mossad agent. Man, she's hot.”
    


    
      “She?” Andi's eyes bunched closer.
    


    
      “Jet, from the Russell Blake thrillers?” Satish said.
    


    
      I'd heard of the author, but it was obvious Satish had lost the direction of our story.
    


    
      “Satish, here's the abridged version. Man takes a cleaver in the back, falls dead at my feet in the Fairmount,” I said.
    


    
      “Michael's been arrested three times,” Andi added.
    


    
      I pointed at my head. “Skull bashed in.”
    


    
      “Concussion, twice,” she said.
    


    
      “Beaten up,” I added.
    


    
      “Twice in one night,” she said.
    


    
      “Found the girl, the sister of the murder victim.”
    


    
      “The Natural,” Andi used air quotes, rolled her eyes.
    


    
      “Saw her get kidnapped in broad daylight.”
    


    
      “We think. Michael caused a huge wreck chasing after the car.”
    


    
      “Then, we broke into her business, Swan Massage Therapy, found a computer setup that rivals yours.” I swept my arm outward, indicating Satish's garage/lab.
    


    
      “Not possible,” Satish said, a hint of jealously creeping into his voice.
    


    
      “And we found this.” I tried to flatten the note on my knee then held it up.
    


    
      “Shiiit, bitch,“ Satish said, slapping my other knee. “What kind of live wire have you touched?”
    


    
      He broke out into a nervous chuckle, and I managed to return a half-hearted laugh.
    


    
      “You didn't see what was written on the paper.” Andi snatched the paper off my knee and found a tall lamp and pulled the chain.
    


    
      “What am I looking at besides scribbled numbers and a sketch of the beach?”
    


    
      Andi adjusted the angle. “It was etched with a coin or fingernail. See?”
    


    
      “W-M-D. Mother fucker.”
    


    
      I popped a knuckle. “That's what Andi said.”
    


    
      Satish jumped up and started pacing, and I wondered if he'd picked up that habit from me. Didn't matter, I was just glad to have another person, one we knew, trusted, and who had a bit more of an unbiased perspective to think through this hairball.
    


    
      I added a couple of leading thoughts.
    


    
      “We need more data on this Franco character, for starters.”
    


    
      Satish snapped, pointed at me, but kept pacing.
    


    
      “Need to figure out where they're keeping Camila,” Andi added.
    


    
      “Somehow, there might be a kid involved,” I said.
    


    
      Satish touched the back of his mesh chair, swung it around, then snapped his knuckles, a rippling popping sound. I wasn't envious.
    


    
      “Tell me more about this computer lab at her business,” he said, logging into his system and clicking on a few icons, windows coming to life on three different monitors.
    


    
      I took out my phone, pulled up Google Maps, and found the physical address.
    


    
      “Okay, this will do for starters. Looking for an IP address,” he said to himself.
    


    
      Andi looked at me, her dark eyes showing a bit of fatigue.
    


    
      “You need your meds?”
    


    
      She bit her lip. “Didn't want to say anything.”
    


    
      We both looked over at Satish, who had slumped down in his chair, like a jockey settling into his ride.
    


    
      I dished out two pills to Andi, who swallowed them with a slurp of tea.
    


    
      “Interesting.” Satish scratched his chin. “I found the IP address associated with Internet traffic at Swan Massage Therapy.“
    


    
      “That's a good thing, right?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “No. Yes, but...I've gotten in, but only partially. The rest is blocked by a set of firewalls and possibly other security I can't penetrate. At least not yet.”
    


    
      Long fingers played the keys like Van Cliburn on his piano. A few more clicks, then Satish spoke human again.
    


    
      “Okay, I've set up network traces and a security scan, and it appears inbound and outbound traffic is all coming from these four IP addresses.” He swished the mouse right and they appeared on a monitor in front of Andi's chair.
    


    
      “Doesn't mean much to me,” she said.
    


    
      “Me neither really,” I said. “But, those four IPs represent something or someone.“
    


    
      “Exactly. I can wait on hack—” He stopped abruptly and coughed. “Excuse me, trouble-shooting this issue later. While the traces and security scan keep running, let's try to find out who's behind door number one. But first, let's enlist some help. Hey Bogi, YY, I'm sending each of you two IPs to research. See if you can hunt down the owner of each IP, what they do, everything about them. Kind of like we used to do for fun in college.“
    


    
      Fun? Sounded more like invading someone's privacy, but I wasn't about to squash this team-building exercise.
    


    
      Satish clicked his mouse a few times, then Bogi said, "Got it." He sounded Eastern European.
    


    
      I then glanced over at YY, who was huddled just inches above his keyboard, his round eyes rarely blinking. He lifted a finger for a brief second.
    


    
      “Okay, YY's working on his,” Satish said.
    


    
      “You sure about that?”
    


    
      “Yeah, you got to know the signs with YY. Very subtle, although he needs to learn better posture. If he keeps that up, he'll be done in this business before he's thirty.”
    


    
      “Does he ever speak?”
    


    
      “I've heard him speaking on the phone to his parents. He still lives at home. It's just about five miles across town. Rides his bike here every morning then back home every night.”
    


    
      “Why doesn't he just move in like Bogi?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “Apparently, he made a deal. He must stay at home until he's twenty-five so he can help tutor his younger brother, who isn't quite as gifted as YY academically. That allows YY to honor his family, which is very important in his culture,” Satish said.
    


    
      Satish sounded so...un-Satish like, almost like he'd developed a keen sense of awareness, a deeper understanding of what motivated certain responses from people. He nearly sounded like a man of the world. Well, maybe a grown-up boy.
    


    
      “What do you guys do here all day?” Andi asked as she eyed one monitor that looked a lot like one of those war-scenario video games.
    


    
      “We've formed a startup...” Satish cleared this throat. “...that allows online gamers to effectively and securely interact with other individuals without fear of being hacked while they're exposed to other gamers. Turns out a certain percentage of gamers tend to be online identity predators.“
    


    
      “Got a name for this idea, this company?” I asked, looking around the garage, fairly impressed.
    


    
      Satish raised a hand, his fingers inches apart. “We call it FailSafe. First major release is in one month. We're in beta right now,”
    


    
      Part of me wondered if I was looking at the next Bill Gates, maybe the Minecraft creator, Markus Perrson, or a just another computer nerd full of promise and innovative ideas who would spend the next fifteen years starting and failing umpteen businesses.
    


    
      Maybe Satish could sense my lack of confidence that he'd be anointed the next Steven Jobs.
    


    
      “Don't forget, plenty of companies start in garages. It's the American way,” he said, now leaning toward me. “We've studied the market like no one else. We understand gamers because we were gamers. We know how they think, what drives them, what concerns them. This is a niche no one has addressed, because... This will work. This will be the next big thing. Count on it.“
    


    
      He actually sounded convincing, whether it was his preppy attire, stately beard, or even the passion I heard behind his words. Back in my journalism days, I'd realized that work and passion only go hand in hand when your passion doesn't feel like work. But I'd let my passion eat me up, destroy my life to the point it didn't just feel like work; it felt like life dragging me under, drowning me, ultimately, in my own misery.
    


    
      Beam me up, Scottie. The familiar voice echoed out of a speaker on Satish's desk.
    


    
      “I think we've got our first responder.” Satish clapped his hands and spun around to face the bank of monitors. “Bogi's struck first,“ he said quietly. Three more clicks then a page of data swooped into view on the monitor closest to Andi.
    


    
      “We're looking at the man associated with the IP starting with 1-5-6,” he explained.
    


    
      We all stared at a mug shot of a man in his mid-thirties with brown-rimmed glasses, extra thick hair, and long sideburns. “Meet Diego Cruz, former head of sales for Hot Airlines," Satish said. "Currently a resident of San Jose. Season ticket holder to the 49ers, he has a wife, who teaches, and two boys, ages ten and thirteen.”
    


    
      “Nothing too abnormal there,” I said.
    


    
      “Who's to say at this point?” Satish said without turning his head. “Now, this quick rundown represents just part of their information. More will be coming in over the next few minutes, hours, maybe days, until we have a full profile.“
    


    
      I nodded and popped a knuckle. I felt a bit strange, wondering if we were unnecessarily invading people's lives, yet also realizing our objective was pure—to find Camila, to figure out why her brother was murdered.
    


    
      Beam me up, Scottie.
    


    
      “Lookie here. Person number two, please step into screen number three,” Satish said like a magician. “Here we have Rafael Lima. The man with the 1-4-3 IP address.“
    


    
      Rafael looked to be in his early thirties, brown hair cropped short, a tiny, well-kept goatee, and stylish glasses.
    


    
      “Mr. Lima has been a busy dude. He's been the CTO of six...yes, six Silicon Valley companies, including Oracle.“
    


    
      Andi raised an eyebrow while she rubbed the side of her leg.
    


    
      “Everything okay?” I asked.
    


    
      She nodded. "Trying to minimize muscle atrophy." I released a light chuckle, recognizing her constant quest to recuperate and push herself to achieve more.
    


    
      “It appears Mr. Lima has been in trouble with the law,” Satish said.
    


    
      I scooted closer to the edge of my chair.
    


    
      “IRS trouble.”
    


    
      “Which is why he's a former Chief Technology Officer apparently,“ Andi said.
    


    
      “No doubt.”
    


    
      Beam me up, Scottie.
    


    
      “We've got number three on the hook,” I said before Satish jumped in.
    


    
      “Hey, don't steal my thunder.”
    


    
      I put up both hands. “Oh, sorry.”
    


    
      “Just kidding, dude. Anyway...wait, let me look at this again.”
    


    
      Satish shifted higher in his seat.
    


    
      “This just got serious, if it wasn't before. The man associated with the 1-4-1 IP is none other than Andre Valmor, US congressman from the Eleventh District, the northern Bay Area. Member of the Foreign Affairs Committee.”
    


    
      “Which party?” I jumped in, my pulse hitting second gear.
    


    
      “Neither. Ran and won as an independent, but has ties to the Green party.”
    


    
      A few seconds clocked by. Andi bit the inside of her cheek while massaging her leg muscles. I popped at least two knuckles, and Satish scratched his new beard while twisting his chair back and forth.
    


    
      “What's their connection?” I asked.
    


    
      “Could be Camila's clients, for all we know,” Andi said.
    


    
      “These are only IPs. I didn't catch these folks inside her building playing poker. But the timing of the traffic, being limited to just four, seems strange,” Satish added.
    


    
      Andi motioned her hand and turned her head slightly, like I was supposed to read her mind. I had.
    


    
      “I know what you're thinking.” I caught myself fidgeting with a pen I'd picked up.
    


    
      “Just sayin',” she said.
    


    
      “After all this, you want me to believe Camila is really a call girl?”
    


    
      I noticed the whites of Satish's eyes double in size.
    


    
      “A very high-priced call girl, given her clientele,” Andi threw in.
    


    
      Lowering my head, I clicked the pen a few times, questioning my assessment of Camila from Day One. Was it possible the first night I saw her, when my heart had skipped a beat, she was waiting on a call from one of her so-called clients?
    


    
      Then I recalled our first normal interaction at Camila's business, talking about flowers and such. Her fingers and hands were strong. Her spirit seemed stronger. I remembered the research Ji had conducted on Camila and her brother, Gustavo. Born in Rio, with no apparent reason to stay in their homeland, they'd moved to the United States, settled in northern California where they truly blossomed, each in their own way. A former technical leader, this girl had the intellect of a thousand people potentially. How could someone with everything turn to prostitution? What would be her motivation? Desperation?
    


    
      “My mind still can't go there. I just don't see how.” I shrugged one shoulder.
    


    
      “Girls in that profession have a million stories, some of them even true,” Andi said. “You know that, Michael. But I understand why you can't see it. You're too close. You only see the good in her.“
    


    
      I nodded, looking back down at my pen, clicking away.
    


    
      Beam me up, Scottie.
    


    
      Three heads turned to the bank of monitors.
    


    
      “Number four, our 1-2-1 IP address,” Satish said, as he looked to the right, where the mug shot appeared on the screen.
    


    
      A streak of energy zipped through my spine, ending at the base of my neck, where hot met cold and clammy.
    


    
      “I know that guy.” I pointed at the screen, my eyes narrowing, my chest thumping like a rabbit's foot.
    


    
      “Meet Mr. Franco Teixeria. Former Facebook exec.”
    


    
      I replayed the images, Franco grabbing Camila's wrist, like he had power over her. Was he her pimp? His smug expression, then it flipped to anger. I couldn't imagine what sweet Camila could have done to evoke that type of emotion.
    


    
      Unless it had something to do with jilted love.
    


    
      I mulled over that and a hundred other theories as Andi and I silently sat in a cab and rode back to Chao Town.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    
      
    


    
      Tiny, shifting eyes glowed in the dark just to the left of her glorified cot. Camila could feel their stares, hear their sniffs as they moved about, constantly searching for food, water, a way out of their cages. The first couple of nights in captivity, she'd experienced bizarre dreams with rats and hamsters growing to the size of hogs, then bursting through their cages and rebelling against the human race. She recalled waking up, drenched in sweat, almost laughing at herself for allowing such a silly scenario to play out in her mind. She knew the dream was a metaphor on many levels. Would she rise up against her captors or fall victim to the fate she was destined to follow?
    


    
      Camila curled her stiff, scratchy blanket under her chin, knowing this fiasco wasn't as simple as her dream, metaphor or not. Her young son's life hung in the balance, and completing a project that no one had ever conceived before stood between her and her precious four-year-old boy. She took in a breath and imagined Juan's scent, the scent of purity, all that was good in the world.
    


    
      Camila felt water gather in the corner of one eye, which almost surprised her...that she had any tears left to shed.
    


    
      She heard claws slide along the wire cage. Perhaps the animals knew their fate after watching their brothers and sisters, plucked away and thrown into the sealed room, the space where the final testing took place. Their high-pitched shrills pulled bile from her throat each and every time. The sound would haunt her until she took her final breath, most certainly.
    


    
      Following the test she'd performed a dozen times, she would shovel up the stiff carcasses and toss them into the trash. The routine repulsed her, even if she wasn't dealing with people. What had these little varmints done to deserve such an unnatural death—one that Camila had created with her own mind?
    


    
      How could she follow through with this devastating act of treason to the human race?
    


    
      But how could she not?
    


    
      She closed her eyes and pulled herself back in time, her body swaying in the rolling, blue Atlantic Ocean, her hair tangled in knots. At times she'd been able to hunt down a single fin, or maybe find a random piece of rusted metal that had blown off the top of someone's makeshift home that would allow her and Gustavo to drift out to sea, tempt fate, floating farther from shore, from any other human, almost to the point where they could hear nothing other than a seagull or pelican swooping down for dinner.
    


    
      Gustavo wasn't as quick as his younger sister, who once caught a small fish in her hands, after watching the pelicans perform the same trick. While it represented one of her most memorable moments growing up in Rio, she only did it to survive. That night for dinner, she paid two reals to use a flamed grill under a rickety bridge, allowing her and her brother to eat cooked fish—an extravagance they experienced once a month, if lucky. She'd been just seven years old.
    


    
      Her sunken, bruised eyes grew heavy, too much weight to stay awake, too much guilt to fall asleep. She sought peace and began to think about Juan, his wavy, blond hair blowing in the wind, swinging on his swing set, soaring as high as he could muster, with such a handsome, perfect smile, the kind you see on a beach tourism website, where people are in a constant state of laughter, happiness, and sheer joy. Her little Juan loved life, and all who approached him were good people, at least in his trusting mind.
    


    
      But Camila knew better.
    


    
      Suddenly, she felt pinned down, unable to move her arms. The more she pulled, the tighter the knot grew, like she was in a straightjacket. She flailed and kicked her legs, rising off the bed with each leg whip, and finally her arm popped loose. She plopped up on her knees and found it was only her sheet twisted around her limbs.
    


    
      Her heart hammering her chest, she stepped onto the cold floor and walked four steps to the small sink, huddled next to her toilet. She splashed water on her face, then flipped her head and eyed the rats and hamsters.
    


    
      She picked up her watch and found she'd only been in bed a little over thirty minutes. It wasn't even midnight. She wasn't sure how she could survive another sleepless night. But unlike all other nights when she yearned for the morning, something to occupy her mind, she knew that within eight hours, her lab would be swarming with a kind far worse than any rodent. A vulture came to mind. But vultures only tear apart flesh after death. The visitors, and even the hosts, would make vultures look like harmless blue jays.
    


    
      Inside, she could feel it. She planted an arm on either side of the sink and clenched her jaw, preparing for another round of the fight. She prayed it would be the last round of the last fight. But what would be left of this world once she could finally hold Juan?
    


    
      Focus, put your mind in a different place. You must, or....here it comes. The first wave from the depths of her gut, shooting flares, followed by a rush of lava-hot liquid seeping up her esophagus. More tears formed, and she wasn't sure she could withstand the attack. Her body felt like it had been invaded, like that American movie, Alien, and she could only watch in disbelief as her gut exploded, first inside her trembling body, then like a volcano, chunks of her insides shooting out of her like she'd merely been a host to their life.
    


    
      Unable to control the violent tremors, she gripped the porcelain with her strong fingers, as another wave blew up, and the air was filled with bits and pieces of her, now in her hair, covering her skin, up her nose. She couldn't escape the horrific battering, and it came after her again and again and again, sapping every bit of energy from her body, and even from her mind. Until there was nothing left of her.
    


    
      Camila sniffled and smelled that same putrid scent. With her head propped against the wall at an awkward angle, she raised a jittery hand and found a rag and doused it with water before her muscles gave out and she fell back to the floor. Slowly, she cleaned herself off, asking why this happened every night.
    


    
      It was like she'd developed an allergy. To herself.
    


    
      Perhaps this was God's way—to end one life before so many others would perish. But now she sounded like one of them. The Chosen Ones, and their fucking cause.
    


    
      We must pledge our allegiance to the cause, to each other. But if one must perish, then the others must continue until they reach their goal. To change a culture, it takes sacrifice.
    


    
      If one betrays our trust, then one life must end. But the cause will continue.
    


    
      Fuck the cause. Fuck the Chosen Ones, and whatever justification they'd created in their sick minds.
    


    
      Camila just wanted to hold her little Juan. The rest of the fucking world could go straight to hell.
    


    
      That's just how she'd planned it.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    
      
    


    
      There's really nothing less sexy than a girl, with whom you're sharing a bed, snoring. Not just a soft purr, but a sputtering, snorting, pig-like sound, ending with a prolonged, ear-piercing whistle.
    


    
      Of course, with Andi, sharing a bed only meant sharing a place to sleep—or attempting to do so—for about six hours. Our relationship was as platonic as you could get, especially when she sounds like your Great-Uncle Bramlett. Yellow street lights illuminated our room—another reason I couldn't fall asleep.
    


    
      Nothing against the tomboy to my left, but her appearance was almost as attractive as her clogged breathing. Glistening drool escaped her open mouth, dripping onto the pillow, her cheek smooshed into her nose, which, of course, bellowed like a foghorn. A true vision of loveliness.
    


    
      I almost laughed out loud, but instead I blew into her face. Another snore, this time from the depths of her soul, with three extra snorts. Wow, this girl had skills. This time, I put a little effort into it, opened my lungs, and exhaled a steady stream at her eyes.
    


    
      “Oooh, num, num, num,” she mumbled. Then, Andi—followed by more hair than one person should ever own—turned to face away from me. Two minutes later, the drunken-trombone-and-piccolo snoring performance continued.
    


    
      “Geez,” I said out loud while releasing a tired breath. Still, she didn't wake up.
    


    
      Ever since we'd returned from Satish's house/business in San Mateo, I'd been able to keep my mind occupied, focusing on changing the dressing on Andi's leg, cleaning up the place a bit. I think she sensed my need for a diversion and attempted to make small talk, asking me my opinion about whether the 49ers could get past the Seahawks this season. I told her I hoped they ended up in a tie, twice.
    


    
      I turned to face the window and heard a dog bark in the distance. I wondered what Marisa would think of me...maybe she was looking down on me now. Was she proud that I was doing everything I could to figure out who murdered Camila's brother, and hopefully find out what had happened to Camila herself? There had to be some serious shit taking place, with the two thugs pounding in my head, chasing Andi and me down, and then attempting to kill us in the alley.
    


    
      I closed my eyes, and realized—again—that we were damn lucky to be alive, damn lucky to hail a cab with a sixteen-year-old behind the wheel who just happened to be trained in the martial arts.
    


    
      A pause in the snoring fest, and I twisted my neck to see if Andi was still breathing. Wait...
    


    
      “Oh, num, num, num,” she mumbled.
    


    
      I released a light chuckle and wished I had my phone on me. I couldn't miss this opportunity to share with Andi what it was like to sleep in a bed with her. Actually, I think I'd still be lying here, sleepless, wide awake, if we were in the same zip code. I reached just above my head and found my denim jeans, then maneuvered my way toward the back pocket and felt the rectangle outline of my phone. I slipped it out and clicked the time: twelve fifty-four a.m.
    


    
      I flipped the phone around a few times and huffed through my nose. For a few seconds, I could feel Marisa's soft curls tickle my neck and chest. Here I was, sleeping with another woman—in the purest sense—yet I was still thinking about the sexy hair that drove me crazy, and the warm, compassionate smile of the most perfect woman I'd ever known. I imagined running my hands along the slope of her hip, caressing her face, kissing those supple lips, hearing her voice, which calmed and excited me at the same time. I knew she'd always looked at me as her rock—in more ways than one. I smiled. Yet she was the one who gave me a safe zone to be Michael, to feel comfortable giving all of me in a relationship...well, at least to her.
    


    
      My Marisa. My wife for life. Just hers, as it turned out.
    


    
      I pinched the inner corners of my eyes and allowed my mind to veer off into the multitude of theories that has flashed in and out of my mind on the ride back from San Mateo. I rubbed my forehead and tried to imagine Camila as a high-priced call girl. Her natural beauty was unmistakable. Those sparkling, blue eyes could melt an ice cap, including mine apparently. The way she walked, even that day I saw her pounding the pavement just before she either jumped in the car across from the Fairmont or was kidnapped—she had a self-assured gait.
    


    
      Yes, she had a purpose to life, and even after a bit of flirtatious fun at her place of business—at least on my part—she seemed like a kind soul, not someone who was about to lay down the gauntlet and give me a price sheet for her services.
    


    
      I recalled Ji saying what a technology guru she was. Camila was different, maybe not entirely pure and innocent, but she gave off a vibe of wisdom. And she wasn't one of those intellectual snobs either. She had come so far since moving to the States from Brazil. Come to think of it, she didn't share much from her early years. Actually, she avoided the topic. And Ji didn't have any information from before she traveled north.
    


    
      I turned my head and eyed the muddled glow of a smudged window, a lone electrical wire drooping horizontally across my view. I thought about childhood, the stories I heard from people who wished they'd never been born into their families. I wondered if—or what—Camila was hiding from the period of time before she moved to the States. And could events from her childhood somehow have crept back into her current life, possibly leading to Gustavo's murder?
    


    
      I shook my head, and knew we had to learn more about her past. That chunk of time was associated with everything that had gone wrong in the last few weeks—I was sure of it.
    


    
      My arm fell off to the side of the futon and landed on the plug adaptor, the same one dropped by the person who'd invaded our hotel room. Jet had found it on the floorboard of his dad's cab and dropped it off a few hours earlier, while we were visiting Satish. I thumbed one end for a moment, and wondered how the hell this piece of plastic had anything to do with this odd combination of events. Other than finding out the person wasn't on staff at the Fairmount, I couldn't fathom the motivation for the curly-headed guy busting into our room with a plug adaptor. But a plug adaptor? What harm could there be?
    


    
      I huffed again and rubbed my temples, feeling the grip of fatigue beginning to take hold. The urge to pee pressed my bladder. To allow myself to turn and not plant my foot in Andi's gut, I reached my wrist over and bumped her rump. Part of me just wanted to smack it...just because it was there, and it would scare the shit out of her. I withheld the teenage urge, flipping on my knees and pushing upward to head to the bathroom.
    


    
      As I was still on my way up, something—or someone—grabbed my ankle, just as I heard a sharp crackle, instantly followed by a jabbing sting at my ear. Seconds felt like a minute, as my body hung in the air, off-balance. Another crackle, a whiz above my head, then a thwack against the far wall, plaster chunks exploding on impact. This one didn't sting, and my brain slowly deciphered what was happening in my environment—gunshots fired through the window.
    


    
      I finally fell like a brick to the floor, my elbows and knees shuddering from the unforgiving force of gravity. Instantly, a voice emerged from inside my head. It was Andi.
    


    
      “Jesus Christ, what the hell just happened!” she screamed, covering her head, scurrying toward me near where I'd fallen by the bathroom.
    


    
      My heart was either beating faster than a newborn bird, or nor at all. I couldn't tell, as my world still didn't seem real. Until...
    


    
      “Blood!” Andi reached for my ear as I felt drops trickling onto my forearm.
    


    
      I saw distress in her face. For a brief second, she covered her face with open hands, her eyes peeping through, frozen on my ear. I touched my lobe and felt tiny, prickly nuggets. I caught a hint of metallic, then I blinked and it hit me—a laser-like explosion of pain coming from about twenty separate points on my ear.
    


    
      “Glass!” Andi shouted, her head on a swivel, trying to ascertain how much was around us. I glanced at the window, and I think I noticed just two holes. It felt like most of the shards had been implanted in my ear.
    


    
      I wiped my hand on my athletic shorts without looking at the volume of blood. I could smell it, and that was good enough for me. My wits started to return—maybe it was my survival instinct, who knew?
    


    
      “Don't raise your head, but do you see anything?” I queried Andi.
    


    
      “No, nothing.” Kneeling on her hands and knees, her chin lifted up slightly, her eyes no more than three feet off the floor.
    


    
      Think this through for just a second, Michael. I closed my eyes and licked my lips. I think I tasted blood. Not my idea of a late-night snack, I turned and saw two pairs of shoes.
    


    
      “Here.” I flipped Andi her pair, and I realized my phone was still in my hand. I slipped it into my shorts pocket and threw on my shoes. “What's stopping them from crashing right through that door? Nothing. We're sitting ducks in here,“ I said, sweeping my gaze left, then right, searching for a weapon, a way out, anything to help us escape this assault.
    


    
      “You think there's more than one?” Andi sounded out of breath as she tied her running shoes and slipped a sweatshirt over her night T-shirt, a nearly see-through white cotton number. Was that one of the reasons I couldn't sleep? Who cared at this point?
    


    
      “I just assumed, I don't know why. Could be the same two who tracked us down in the alley?”
    


    
      “How'd they find us here, at Chao Town?”
    


    
      I glanced away, thought two seconds, then realized I couldn't figure anything out right now. “Who the hell knows?”
    


    
      Right at that moment, I spotted a piece of torn corrugated box, about three feet long, maybe three feet wide. I grabbed one edge and dug my nails in. Slowly the firmness gave in, and I curled it into a makeshift pole.
    


    
      “Toss me that rag.”
    


    
      She didn't move; she just stared at my ear. “Michael, we've got to get you to a hospital. Your ear. My God.”
    


    
      “Just give me the rag.”
    


    
      Andi threw me one of the rags I'd used to clean her wound, and it was still wet.
    


    
      I hung the rag over the pole I'd created and slid my body toward the window. I felt glass tingle around me, but I mostly heard my heart thumping like a bass drum against my chest. I exhaled and tried to steady my arm. I glanced over at Andi, who nodded, then I slowly raised the rag up above the edge of the windowsill.
    


    
      I squeezed my entire face, bracing for a shot. Nothing. I moved the pole up and down, praying it wouldn't get knocked out of my hand, praying a sniper wasn't perched in a window across the alley ready to take us out like we were some highly valued target. Who the hell were we anyway? Why were people threatening me, assaulting us, trying to kill us? It made no fucking sense. But I couldn't hit replay.
    


    
      “I think there's just one.”
    


    
      Andi shrugged.
    


    
      “If he had a partner, don't you think the sniper would still be sitting there ready to put a bullet between my eyeballs?”
    


    
      “I guess. Maybe they can see you're holding a pole with a rag on it.”
    


    
      “Thanks, smartass.”
    


    
      She smirked, but I knew she was right. I tossed down my pole and bit my lip, wondering if I could play this game of Russian roulette. Before I talked myself out of it, I threw my arm upward and waved left then right...holding it within view of the window for five seconds, then quickly dropping it to my side. I noticed a small pool of blood next to my knee.
    


    
      “I saw it just like you did,” Andi said of the blood, but I ignored her. I was getting good at that.
    


    
      “One more time?” I asked but didn't mean it as a question. I jerked my arm up again and even more demonstratively waved it back and forth, maintaining the same posture for nearly half a minute.
    


    
      “I think we're clear.”
    


    
      I saw Andi's torso relax, allowing me to take in a breath, rub my eyes. I still didn't want to touch my ear. She picked up a towel and took a knee next to me and said, “This is going to hurt, but I don't give a shit. I'm going to do it anyway.”
    


    
      She cradled my ear and squeezed it gently with the towel.
    


    
      “Great bedside charm,” I said.
    


    
      “Seems like we've done everything else together,” she said, then paused, realizing that wasn't quite true. I looked down.
    


    
      “Did you hear that?” She ceased motion.
    


    
      I only felt my pulse thumping in my neck. It morphed into a jabbing pain that reminded me shards of glass were embedded in my ear.
    


    
      I winced. “I don't hear a damn thing.”
    


    
      Her hand squeezed my shoulder, hard, the other held the towel up to the side of my head as I leaned against the wall.
    


    
      First, I felt a slight vibration. Then a bass-sounding thud rattled my head.
    


    
      “He's here.” Andi said it before I could.
    


    
      “Sounds like the back door.” I rushed the words, knowing only one flight of stairs and a hollow door stood between us and a lethal killer. I just couldn't fathom which of the two thugs was the sharp-shooting assassin. Didn't matter at this point.
    


    
      I popped a knuckle. “Grab our sheet, quick.”
    


    
      “And do what with it, sop up all the blood you've spilled?”
    


    
      I ignored her again. I could get used to this.
    


    
      “Give me the other end, and let's twist it into a taut rope.”
    


    
      The entryway into our two-star apartment was recessed, two walls on either side until you got about four feet in. I guessed it helped create an illusion of more space.
    


    
      “Couple of more times,” I said, twisting the sheet, both of us still huddled by the bathroom.
    


    
      Her eyes kept shifting to the door. "He could be here any second," she said, walking toward the door, and I followed. Suddenly, two quick crackles, and glass sprayed everywhere.
    


    
      “Get down!” I yelled. Andi was on the floor before the words left my mouth.
    


    
      Glass crunched under my elbows and forearms, as I dragged myself past the window. Andi's back was flat against one wall, her chest heaving.
    


    
      “Holy shit, mother of Jesus!” she said.
    


    
      “Couldn't have said it better.” I hit the other wall, out of breath like I'd run two hundred yards carrying a car tire. “Someone doesn't like us very much.“
    


    
      “There's got to be two of them.”
    


    
      “That or the Godzilla of rats just broke into Chao Town.”
    


    
      For ten seconds, all I could hear was our breathing. I felt the sheet in my hand, and I wrapped it around my wrist. Andi took my cue and did the same.
    


    
      Thirty seconds must have passed. Not a peep from the rat or the shooter. A light blinked from my shorts. Must be a late-night text from...whom? A minute went by, and my impatience was building. I didn't want to walk into a trap, but how long would the killers wait?
    


    
      I first saw Andi put her finger to her mouth. She must have dog ears, because I didn't hear a thing, but I trusted her. I had to at this point.
    


    
      Suddenly, the door smashed open, splinters of wood flying everywhere. Heart-pounding shots rattled my core, and I realized the guy was firing wildly into the room. A black muzzle appeared right above eye level, sticking just beyond the entryway. More shots spraying all over the room, mirror glass shattering, cans exploding, plaster ripping into shreds, fabric bursting from mini-explosions, all from an automatic weapon no more than five feet away from me. The sounds were deafening. Andi and I each put an arm over our heads—like that would stop anything.
    


    
      A black military boot appeared. I met Andi's eyes, and we gripped our ends of the sheet. I wasn't sure if oxygen was reaching my brain, but I only know I saw a military-cut pant just as the man rushed the room. In perfect union, Andi and I lifted the limp sheet a foot off the floor and yanked it straight. I felt the huge boot clip the sheet, then the man's gun, nozzle down, bounced off the floor. A bullet fired somewhere. His second boot tried to recover balance, but we leaned backward, keeping the sheet rope taut, and the man literally flipped onto his head, finally landing awkwardly on his shoulder, his gun a good ten feet away.
    


    
      “Go!” I yelled to Andi. Even with her injured leg, she took one step then cut left through the door.
    


    
      Knowing the window sniper might be waiting to blow my head off, I dove across the room, skidding until my hands touched the gun. I eyed the man—wearing all black—who rolled onto his side. Not knowing how to fire it, I jumped to my feet and hurled the weapon through the window, shattering what was left of the glass and sending it down to the alley below. With the man now up on his hands and knees, I scooted out of the room, shutting what was left of the door behind me. I caught Andi on the staircase.
    


    
      “Sniper out back, right?”
    


    
      “Head to the front,” I said.
    


    
      Ten more quick steps, then left into the kitchen, weaving through tables, stacks of supplies, and shelves. Andi clipped the handle of a wok, and it tumbled off the counter. I lunged forward and snatched it out of the air just inches before impact.
    


    
      “Nice catch,” she said, then we both kept moving. I glanced back and didn't see anything, but I knew it was only a matter of time before our military assassin pals caught up to us.
    


    
      Andi shoved the swinging door open, and we entered the dining area. We made a beeline toward the glass front door, hoping it wouldn't be locked.
    


    
      “Dammit.” Andi said, rattling the deadbolt.
    


    
      So close to escaping death, I could see streetlights illuminate the street just outside, our only escape route. I thought I heard something, and I turned to face the swivel door to the kitchen. Nothing...yet. I imagined the gun-wielding lunatic crashing through the door, firing his weapon at us from point-blank range. Pressure battered my head. Was it still the remnants of my concussion?
    


    
      I blinked then spotted a wooden-framed chair stacked on top of a table. I didn't want to ruin Mr. Chao's place, but we had no other options. I gripped two legs and felt the weight of the chair. I centered my weight, clenched my jaw. Just as I prepared to swing the chair off the table, I heard a jingle, and I stopped breathing.
    


    
      “Down there,” Andi said.
    


    
      Something touched my leg.
    


    
      I jumped back in some type of fighting position, my pulse racing through my veins.
    


    
      Scared eyes on a scrunched face stared back at me. An older man, one of Mr. Chao's workers, appeared to be shaking.
    


    
      “Keys?” he asked.
    


    
      I lowered my body, like I was approaching a frightened puppy. He appeared to be south of five-six, but looked even smaller crouched into an egg-like shape. He wore Chao Town's typical white uniform and a white cap. A trembling arm extended a foot from his protective shell, and the keys jingled.
    


    
      “Keys?” he asked again, his voice quivering as much as his arm.
    


    
      “We're not here to hurt you. We live upstairs in the—”
    


    
      “I know. Michael, Andi. Keys?”
    


    
      I reached out and grabbed the keys. "Thank you." I glanced back at the kitchen door, then jogged over to the front door and poked a key into the lock. Didn't work, so I tried another. On the third attempt, the key slid in, and I unlocked the door. Andi grabbed the door handle and took two steps out.
    


    
      “Hold on.”
    


    
      I jogged back to the table and reached for the man's arm. He scooted backward a few inches.
    


    
      “Come on. We've got to get out of here. The men could show up at any second.” I thought I heard the clang of a metal door. “Please, come on.“
    


    
      I reached back and grabbed a hand, but he yanked it back.
    


    
      “I stay here.” He pressed his body against the wall and brought his arms over his head.
    


    
      “Michael, we've got to go. Now.”
    


    
      A wave of desperation rushed over me. “Please, I don't want them to hurt you. Please come with us.”
    


    
      “I stay here.”
    


    
      I knew we only had seconds. I grabbed two more chairs and blocked the opening under the table.
    


    
      “Come on!” Andi said, holding the door open, her head looking up and down the street.
    


    
      I ran to the entryway, glanced back at the table, realizing I'd done all I could.
    


    
      Without a soul in sight, Andi and I ran down the sidewalk, cut across the barren street, and zigzagged through China Town.
    


    
      We were free...for now.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    
      

    


    
      Present Day
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      I thought I heard a whimper. I glanced to my left, and Andi was hoofing it through the streets and alleys of San Francisco like a woman on a mission. Actually, she was running like a person who'd been shot just a few days earlier, but aside from the hobbling gait, the rest of her body seemed strong, ready to run through a brick wall, if it came to that. And given our luck, it just might.
    


    
      “This way,” I said, hanging a left down one of the many side streets. I wasn't exactly sure how to find Jet's home, but I didn't want to bring the gunfight to his home anyway, so Andi and I ran the opposite direction, down into the bowels of the financial district, heading toward the eastern part of the city.
    


    
      “How's your leg?” I asked through huffing breaths.
    


    
      “Better than your ear.” I saw her look in my direction, but neither of us hesitated for even a second.
    


    
      I could still feel the reverberation of the automatic weapon firing just a few feet from me, the thunderous explosion of each bullet leaving the muzzle, a tiny puff of smoke in its wake.
    


    
      I tried to stay in the moment. Breath, jog, keep my form, and find a safe place.
    


    
      We darted down an alley and nearly ran over two homeless people rummaging through a pair of trashcans.
    


    
      “On the run?” one man said, raising his head just above the trashcan rim. The other guy didn't look up.
    


    
      For whatever reason, Andi and I both slowed to a stop, probably because we'd run at least two miles and needed a break.
    


    
      I leaned over, hands on my knees.
    


    
      “Just out for an early morning jog,” I said between breaths and not very convincingly.
    


    
      “Yeah, right.”
    


    
      He wore gloves, but his fingertips were exposed. I hadn't noticed until I saw my own breath, but I guess it was pretty damn cold. Frankly, the running had helped open my lungs, clear my mind a bit, despite my ear still throbbing. I dared not touch the bloody thing.
    


    
      I glanced over at Andi, who was jiggling her thigh.
    


    
      “Just making sure my muscle doesn't lock up.”
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      “You need something to eat, drink?” the voice behind us asked.
    


    
      Both Andi and I looked at the man in the cut-off gloves. He wore an oversized coat, a purple scarf, baggy green pants, and shoes that didn't match.
    


    
      “Uh, well...” I didn't have my wallet on me. I only had a cell phone, our lifeline, and I wasn't about to barter it for two crackers and three-day-old lasagna scraped off the bottom of a trashcan.
    


    
      “Follow me,” the man said and walked between Andi and me deeper into the alley. I looked at Andi and shrugged, then glanced over at the other man, who had both arms in the trash, digging, occasionally plucking an item from the four-foot-deep bin and placing it in a grocery cart to his right.
    


    
      “You worried?” Andi asked as we walked about ten paces behind the first guy.
    


    
      “About these two? I don't think so. About everyone else trying to kill us? Without a doubt,” I said.
    


    
      “What's your name?” she asked the man as we met him at his home, a six-by-twelve cardboard box.
    


    
      “Rocko. Rocko Pendola,” the man said.
    


    
      Andi looked at me. "Is that your real name?" she asked.
    


    
      “You figure that out,” he said with his back to us.
    


    
      I guess he had a past. If you asked the SFPD, I was beginning to have one as well. But I was hoping that I—along with Camila and my buddy Andi—also had a future.
    


    
      The man placed various cans on cardboard shelves built into the cardboard back wall. As a kid, I would have thought this was the coolest hideout in the world. As an adult, I was almost there.
    


    
      “Okay, we've got canned baked beans, canned corn, canned refried beans on the left. Here on the fruit side, I can offer you canned pineapple, canned peaches, and a big jar of cinnamon applesauce.”
    


    
      He pulled a plastic spoon out of his pocket, breathed on it, wiped it with his purple scarf, then extended it to us. “If you're hungry for the applesauce.”
    


    
      Andi pursed her lips. I could see wheels turning, as she looked for a balanced answer.
    


    
      “Not real hungry for applesauce, but the pineapple sounds good.” She pointed toward the can.
    


    
      “Here you go...”
    


    
      “Andi. Thank you, Rocko.”
    


    
      “Is that your real name?“ He paused, looking directly into her eyes. "I'm just kidding with ya." He let out a phlegmy chuckle. Andi and I each took half a step backward, not wanting whatever he had, but still managing to laugh along with Rocko.
    


    
      “Okay, Rocko, I'll take some of those peaches.”
    


    
      He tossed them to me, then I pulled open the can.
    


    
      “I only go with the pull-top cans. Don't like to mess with can openers,” Rocko said.
    


    
      “I hear you,” I said, then pulled out a peach and took a bite.
    


    
      “Those will give you the shits, you know.” A powerful voice behind us nearly caused me to upchuck my peach. I knew I was on edge after the Zero Dark Thirty raid on our apartment. Andi and I both moved under the lid of the cardboard home, turning to see Rocko's buddy.
    


    
      “Larry?” Andi leaned forward, staring at a man wearing a beret.
    


    
      “The one and only,” he said, taking a closer look at her, then at me. “The pair screwing around on Mount Sutro?“ he asked, the corners of his mouth turning skyward.
    


    
      “Oh, Larry,” Andi said, who leaned in and gave him a hug.
    


    
      This was the dude who had cracked my face in two, for no reason I might add.
    


    
      Larry extended his hand, who, like Rocko, had it covered with a fingerless glove. I shook it, but felt something under it.
    


    
      “What's under your glove?”
    


    
      He seemed a tad embarrassed. "Oh, well, it's just a little protection, that's all." He paused. I guessed he thought I'd blow off the question. I knew it wasn't a condom, but I wanted him to show me nonetheless.
    


    
      He pulled out a set of brass knuckles, then released a reluctant chuckle.
    


    
      “So that's how you knocked my lights out,” I said, raising an eyebrow.
    


    
      “Well, a man's got to protect himself.”
    


    
      I touched my still-visible stitches under my eyes. "You did a fine job, Larry. But it's water under the bridge." I shook his hand, patted his arm at the same time.
    


    
      I wished it was that easy to negotiate a peace settlement with the commandos hunting us down. I recalled my quick glance at the guy who had rushed our apartment like a bat out of hell. Built like a Russian tank, and clad in all black, he had bronze skin and dark hair cropped extremely short. I remember a green vein snaking down his forearm...and muscles, plenty of muscles.
    


    
      We each sat on orange five-gallon buckets. Larry and Rocko pulled out candy bars.
    


    
      “Kind of got a sweet tooth,” Larry said, as a gooey nugget clung to his chin, waving in the wind.
    


    
      Andi motioned toward her own mouth, a helpful gesture I'd witnessed before. "Believe me, chocolate is my biggest weakness," she said, which drew my attention.
    


    
      “I didn't know you had a weakness. I thought you were the queen of discipline,” I said.
    


    
      She gave me a raised eyebrow and a smirk. “You're just jealous because I smoked you in our run the other day.”
    


    
      I laughed but knew if I didn't stay in top shape she would take pure enjoyment in embarrassing me in any athletic endeavor.
    


    
      I finished off the last of the peaches then held up the can.
    


    
      “Oh, you can toss it in that box,” Larry said, pointing. “We put all the recyclables in that one.“
    


    
      I padded my shorts and remembered—I'd received a text just as Rambo crashed into our apartment.
    


    
      I pulled out my phone. The late-night text was from Satish.
    


    
      “Andi, read this with me.” I held the phone in between us.
    


    
      "Been spotted snooping on Camila's network. Dont hav much time. Need 2 scramble my trail. Our operation might b target. Found strange doc—MUST READ. I'll call u. Out."
    


    
      “Out?” I asked Andi, for whatever reason focusing on his last word.
    


    
      “It's just how he signs off when he sends a text.”
    


    
      Andi's eyes held a hint of fear. “Do you think they're after Satish too?”
    


    
      “Shit. With the technology that exists today, I can't imagine he wasn't detected.” I rubbed the back of my neck, then carefully touched the dried blood and tiny bumps on my ear. I might have winced a bit.
    


    
      Larry and Rocko both glanced at the side of my head, then looked at each other but with no significant change in facial expressions.
    


    
      Larry took another bite of his candy bar. "Did you go for the double ear-piercing?" Larry asked with a straight face.
    


    
      My mind was so clouded trying to decipher the disturbing text from Satish, I wasn't sure if Larry was serious.
    


    
      I shook my head. “I, uh...it's not like that.”
    


    
      “Michael, I think we can trust Larry and Rocko.”
    


    
      Eyeing my other half, Andi, who enjoyed speaking up at the least opportune times, I chewed the inside of my cheek.
    


    
      “I know I punched your lights out,” Larry said, accompanied by a quiet snicker from Rocko. “But it's all behind us. You said so yourself. I helped get you to the doc, Andi helped keep me out of the slammer. It's like we have this strange connection or something.“
    


    
      I paused, apparently too long.
    


    
      “You could have done worse,” Rocko said, looking at me then Andi.
    


    
      “What? Uh, no.”
    


    
      Rocko broke out in laughter. "I'm just giving you shit, man. Look, everyone's got shit in their past, things that just never go away. Believe me, on these streets, we've either done it, seen it, or heard about it." He elbowed his partner.
    


    
      “Amen to that,” Larry said then crossed himself.
    


    
      An engine came to life then zoomed by the alley. I lifted off the bucket in no time, my heart jumping out of my chest.
    


    
      “Damn, you're on edge,” Rocko said.
    


    
      “If you'd witnessed what we just did, you would be too, regardless of what you've seen on these streets,” Andi said.
    


    
      Rocko nodded. “I get you. Just to calm your nerves, that's Al. He's owns a bakery on Fifth, and goes into work each morning at two. Crazy-ass hours. But then again, we're all a little bit crazy, aren't we?”
    


    
      Rocko elbowed Larry again, and they shared a hearty laugh.
    


    
      I sat back down, then unloaded our entire story, from the moment I laid eyes on Camila, watching her brother die at my feet, being followed, assaulted, the strange interaction I saw Camila have with this guy named Franco, all of my arrests, witnessing Camila's possible kidnapping, finding the computer lab at Swan Massage Therapy, the near-death experience in the alley before being saved by our own Bruce Lee, Andi being shot, finding the disturbing W-M-D letters on the paper, the gun rampage at our apartment, and our escape from our apartment an hour earlier.
    


    
      “Oh, and you forgot about the guy who busted into our hotel room, dropped a plug adaptor, and ran off. And he wasn't even a hotel employee, we found out.”
    


    
      Two pairs of scrunched eyes silently looked at Andi and me.
    


    
      “Larry, you know the gal who works the Wharf?” Rocko asked, his eyes not leaving ours.
    


    
      “Sure, Rochelle.”
    


    
      “Didn't she tell us she's got a cousin writing screenplays for some big studio down in Hollywood? Well, now we've got a story that could be her cousin's next blockbuster.”
    


    
      Rocko elbowed Larry again, and they shared another chuckle.
    


    
      I touched my ear then said, “Shards of glass embedded in my ear, when the sniper tried gunning us down through the window.”
    


    
      Rocko gritted his teeth, and I noticed two in the front were missing.
    


    
      “Wow, man. Didn't mean to dis you,” Rocko said.
    


    
      “That's okay. If we hadn't experienced it firsthand, there's no way in hell I'd believe it myself.”
    


    
      Rocko stuck out a hand and gave me a tight shake.
    


    
      “Going to the cops not an option at this point?” Larry asked.
    


    
      “I've been a guest at the police station, involuntarily, more times than I can count.”
    


    
      Andi held up three fingers.
    


    
      I nodded solemnly. “Yup, three.”
    


    
      “If he knew about it, I'm sure Pop would be proud.” Andi patted my knee, and I gave a weak smile.
    


    
      “I can't imagine how they'd blame this one on me,” I said. “Dozens of bullet holes, a trashed room. Hell, if they got their shit together, they might be able to trace the bullet, help us find the snipers.“
    


    
      “Listen, I 'back the blue,'” Larry held up finger quotes. “But there's some shit the SFPD just can't comprehend. They're not really equipped for this kind of commando, mercenary bullshit.“
    


    
      The term mercenary stuck in my mind, and I pondered what that meant for us.
    


    
      “Michael's got a contact at the FBI,” Andi blurted out, then she covered her mouth, realizing that's not something I cared to share with every Larry and Rocko I met, even if they were becoming fast friends.
    


    
      Rocko slumped back a bit, his eyes scanning the bottom of his cardboard home.
    


    
      “Rocko's got a bit of history with the Feds,” Larry said. “Well, me too, but mine is more with the SEC. Rocko's had to deal with the folks residing in the Hoover Building. Kind of started his fall from grace, so to speak.“ Larry smacked his buddy on the back. “But he's in a better place now. We're both on our way back.”
    


    
      A can scooted across the alley, and I whipped my head around, following the movement. Slowly, I rose to my feet, prepared for some type of confrontation. Maybe there was power in numbers, although the only weapon we had at our disposal was Larry's brass knuckles. Unfortunately, those wouldn't do us much good against automatic weapons.
    


    
      "Is that a cat's tail? Andi asked, pointing toward a pile of newspapers.
    


    
      I squinted and could barely make out a black and gray fur ball slinking low to the ground.
    


    
      “Oh, that's Crinkles, our neighborhood cat. Little shit, sometimes gets to the food before we do. Crafty little sucker, and harmless, unless you're trying to snatch food from his paws.”
    


    
      I noticed Andi's brown eyes glance away, then she ran her fingers through her hair, catching a few tangles along the way.
    


    
      “Satish,” she said quietly to me.
    


    
      “And what about this document he found? Said it was a 'must read.' I'm curious. I'm more than curious actually. I'm chomping at the bit to see it, read it.”
    


    
      “Said his operation might be a target, and he had to scramble his trail,” she said, biting her bottom lip, thinking.
    


    
      “Virtually,” I said. “That's the world Satish lives in. A virtual world. And if he's concerned enough to scramble his trail, then yes, I'm worried, but more for what he, Bogi and YY have developed, their business. There are people in this world, very smart people, who can take down financial institutions, even fuck with an entire country's infrastructure, just by the power of their technology.“
    


    
      “You think all of this is connected?” she asked.
    


    
      “Don't know how, but at this point we have to assume so.”
    


    
      “Which means, even if it's indirect, Satish could be in physical danger. Hackers might be on the giving end of this technical assault, but professional assassins tried to take us out an hour ago.”
    


    
      Hair stood up on the back of my neck, just as I heard the wail of distant sirens.
    


    
      “It took a while, but I think SFPD's finest are about to find a trashed apartment, dozens of bullet holes, and one scared Chao Town employee,” I said.
    


    
      “If he survived,” Andi added.
    


    
      I released a tired breath, a what-else-can-go-wrong breath, a breath so deep I couldn't fathom where to go from here.
    


    
      Larry rested the palms of his beefy hands on his knees. “I can see you guys are stressed. Not surprising, given the shit storm you just survived." He glanced at Rocko for a quick moment then wiped a bloodshot eye. "I've got a friend...well, we've got a friend, who has helped us in the past.”
    


    
      I looked up and down the alley, wondering where this guy might reside and what kind of help had been required. I gestured for Larry to continue.
    


    
      “He's been around, if you know what I mean,” Larry continued. “But in a good way. I'd trust him with my life.“
    


    
      “You have. We both have,” Rocko added, nodding.
    


    
      Another siren howled through the crisp, nighttime air.
    


    
      “Look, I don't want to get us involved in any type of illicit activity.” A smile formed on my lips before I finished the words. The other three paused then let out a laugh. “Okay, you got me on that one. But I think you know where I'm coming from,“ I said.
    


    
      “We're not drug dealers. I quit meth two years ago and haven't touched it since. This guy's on the up and up. Trust me.” Larry's eyes looked tired but resolute, his back now straight.
    


    
      Andi shrugged her shoulders. "Unless you think we can run a marathon, this is our best choice. Maybe our only choice at this exact moment." Another siren wailed, this one a lot closer than the others.
    


    
      I popped my hands on my legs. “Okay, we're in, for now. Where do we meet your savior?”
    


    
      Larry and Rocko hid our bucket seats and stashed the cans of food out of sight.
    


    
      Larry glanced at Andi's leg. “He's about six blocks. Think you can make it?”
    


    
      “I'm strong, not a problem for me,” she said, shaking out her wounded leg.
    


    
      Larry led the entourage, the rest of us following in his path. "We're going to take a couple of shortcuts. It will cut the time a bit and keep us out of sight from whoever is looking for us, whether they're wearing blue or black." He waved a hand like he was a leading a troop of Army Rangers into enemy territory.
    


    
      Outside of two more cats and a homeless buddy sleeping under a bridge, our path the first two blocks was clear. We approached a warehouse that looked to be a half-mile long.
    


    
      Walking with more purpose with each step, Larry strode past the main entrance to a small recessed area, likely an opening for employees or security, if the place was still in use.
    


    
      “Larry?” I asked.
    


    
      He didn't respond, and I'm not sure he heard me. Andi glanced at me, then Rocko spoke up. “We've done this a few times, remember.”
    


    
      Larry reached on the other side of a cinderblock wall and picked up a thin, metal pole. He walked back to the narrow door and stuck the pole inside a hole—where a keyed padlock would normally be. Using both hands and a fair amount of lower body leverage, he flicked his wrists up, then left twice, and the door opened as if he'd waved his magic wand.
    


    
      “Ladies first,” he said. Andi took the first step in, standing on a landing about ten feet above the main floor, followed by Rocko, me, then Larry. Not much light, only yellow street lights shining through at ground level.
    


    
      “Careful. The place is mostly empty, but people leave all sorts of crap in here,” Rocko said.
    


    
      Just then, my running shoe crunched what felt and sounded like broken glass on the concrete floor. I cringed a bit, my eyes not able to see exactly where I was stepping. Part of me—my cynical side—wondered if Larry and Rocko had purposely led us to this warehouse to...what could they do? They knew we only had a single cell phone, no money. I did have on a good pair of shoes. Or maybe they meant to harm us, starting with the lean and, I had to admit, attractive girl to my left?
    


    
      I took a breath and set those negative thoughts aside. From what we'd seen, Larry and Rocko might be the two most authentic people in San Francisco.
    


    
      “Exit is just across this room, then up those steps,” Larry said, now leading the way. Two minutes later, he jimmied open a door, and we breathed fresh, salty air. We'd moved closer to the wharf.
    


    
      “We just saved about thirty minutes. A lot of time to be on the street, open season for whoever is looking for you.” Larry nodded and marched onward.
    


    
      Five minutes later, we approached an apartment complex, which was outlined with a wrought-iron fence. The gate was electronically secured. Larry walked right up and entered four digits, which told me he knew this guy pretty darn well. Still, I didn't know what to expect.
    


    
      Entering the building on the south side, we climbed two flights of stairs. The five-story building looked like it had gone through a recent remodeling job to blend in with the contemporary buildings surrounding it, making it more relevant in the rental community, no doubt. At the same time, there was something about the vibe that seemed more subdued, less open. Perhaps it was the series of corridors we went through, or the darker pallet of colors, only with a hint of chrome splashed on certain architectural edges.
    


    
      At the end of a hallway, right next to an EXIT door, we came to an apartment at a dead end.
    


    
      “This must be it?”
    


    
      Larry nodded then knocked three times, glancing back at us.
    


    
      “This guy's not going to be expecting you two, especially us, at this late hour,” Andi said, her arms crossed, seeming a bit apprehensive. I reached over to touch her arm, hoping she'd feel more comfortable, even though I was having my doubts about this whole thing. While I felt momentarily safe from the commandos and the cops, I was praying we weren't amplifying our trouble by walking into some drug lord's nest.
    


    
      Rocko moved in front, the two of them shoulder to shoulder in their oversized coats, blocking the view of the door. A few seconds later, it opened, but all I could see were feet in sandals and the bottoms of gray sweatpants.
    


    
      Larry leaned closer and spoke in hushed tones. He must know this guy. I made out only a word here or there. Sounded like he was explaining our predicament. No raised voices, which was a good sign. Then I heard it...possibly a pistol being cocked. Sweat beaded on my forehead, and I took a step in front of Andi, my heart now racing. I eyed the red EXIT sign just a few feet off to my right, pondering for a second if we should slam through the EXIT door and try to find our way outside, on the run again.
    


    
      Something told me to wait another few seconds...that, or my feet had been poured in concrete.
    


    
      Suddenly the wall of coats split in two, and I saw a short, stocky Chinese man.
    


    
      “Michael, nice to see you.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      YY Chang squeezed the front and back tires of his twelve-speed road bike, then cranked the front and rear brakes. He shuffled back a step, his tennis shoes sliding on the slick concrete in his mom and dad's garage, and carefully inspected the chainstays and crankset, the cable housing and gear pulley system, then he measured the distance between the brakes and tires—one millimeter. Perfect. His eyes spotted traces of mud on the back of his silver seat. He rubbed a wet thumb on the seat until the stain disappeared.
    


    
      The bike looked and rode just the way it had when he purchased it three months ago. It cost him almost two grand, but it was the best investment he'd made as a quasi-independent adult. He couldn't afford a car, plus insurance, gas. Too much responsibility for a guy just a year out of college anyway. He popped his thigh muscles and smiled. The daily ride back and forth to the garage that housed the hi-tech business that he co-owned with Satish and Bogi had also allowed him to be in the best shape of his life. On the rare occasion he actually socialized, maybe a special lady would notice his physique and he'd score.
    


    
      Who was he kidding? The closest he'd come to scoring with a girl was at his eighth-grade dance when he had both of his hands on the hips of the big-boned girl he'd been forced to ask to slow dance. His fellow computer-club buddies had essentially framed him, saying they'd reveal all of the love notes he'd written about his Spanish teacher to Mrs. Gonzalez herself unless he asked Gretchen the Whale to dance.
    


    
      It wasn't the worst moment of his young life, but it certainly ranked in the top ten. He recalled the only time he'd ever gotten to second base—on accident. He'd joined most of his fellow graduating seniors for an end-of-year campout on the Pacific shore, near San Jose. Feeling a bit nervous about the social event that brought together all of the eclectic, and at times polarizing, high school clicks, YY hung back, blended in with the crowd. He even attempted to drink a beer. But it was full of foam, and the warmish liquid tasted oddly bitter—he nearly barfed. He wondered how any of them drank beer like it was water, but he didn't say anything. More and more people showed up, and YY realized everyone had worn their bathing suits, except YY that is.
    


    
      Finally, after taking in as much scenery as humanly possible without participating in a single conversation, YY was asked to join a coed volleyball game—they needed a fill-in since someone had twisted an ankle. Not exactly a natural athlete, YY reluctantly took his spot on the back row.
    


    
      Three points into the first game, the blond-haired jock who starred for the high school volleyball team, sent a spike in YY's general direction. Eager to prove he could hold his own on the field of play, YY reacted with the quickness of a drunken cow. He lunged right at the exact time a voluptuous schoolmate jumped backward, losing her balance. She fell to the sand just as YY closed his eyes and dove for the dig. When the sand settled, his face was buried in her crotch and his hand covered a jelly-like boob that had escaped the captivity of her bathing suit.
    


    
      Suave he was not. But he had a genius-level IQ. His parents had told him this for as long as he could recall.
    


    
      The Cal-Berkeley grad walked his bike out onto the driveway, the light wind barely moving leaves on the trees. It was still dark outside, a few minutes before six in the morning. An owl's garbled hoot broke the early-morning silence.
    


    
      YY had only been home about seven, eight hours tops. The long work hours were pretty typical, but he felt damn lucky to be in this position, partnering with Bogi and Satish—a true visionary. YY wasn't as seasoned and didn't possess the trait that looked at the world through a marketer's eyes, like Satish, who constantly searched for that edge, the difference between them and the competition. YY truly looked up to Satish.
    


    
      Late yesterday evening, YY was happy to support Satish's efforts in researching the backgrounds of a few folks tied to particular IP addresses. In fact, it was a nice break from some of the monotony of performing code reviews with Bogi, documenting the code, checking it in, assembling it in a format they all agreed upon. All part of building the foundation of their new company, FailSafe.
    


    
      The side research project turned a bit sour when Satish informed his partners that he'd been spotted on Camila's network, and they needed to be on the lookout for a virus attacking their operation—a potentially devastating blow to a startup company like theirs. Satish must have run his bony fingers through his thick locks twenty times during the last hour that YY had assisted his partners.
    


    
      In the end, Satish told them they were probably in the clear, since he'd yet to see any attempts to enter their firewall, at just before eleven p.m. He only offered one more piece of guidance: “Make sure you stay off our internal network, especially from your home. Don't want to give anyone any openings into our network. Just need to let things chill, and I'm sure they'll go fuck with someone else.”
    


    
      YY only felt a smidge of guilt. He loved his work so much that when he got home last night, he jumped on the network for less than five minutes. He ate a late-night snack of pistachios and orange juice while he verified that no one had touched his code on the development server. That was his puppy, and he'd protect the code with his life, if it came to it.
    


    
      He zipped up his jacket and slung the backpack over both shoulders, then snapped on a blue and white helmet—his mom still insisted that he wear a helmet. He used to push back, but now at age twenty four, he wasn't as resistant to her input. Then again, he'd be glad when the school year ended, along with it his obligation to tutor his younger brother in AP physics and AP calculus. His sibling was intelligent, maybe as smart as YY, but he just didn't give a shit. Not at age seventeen, anyway.
    


    
      Regardless, come May, YY would have his parents' blessing to move out. The extra time at home did have its benefits. He'd been able to save a few dimes and avoid a family generational rift that would have lingered until someone passed away. Funerals had a tendency to clear the air, he'd observed while growing up. Confrontation wasn't his strong suit, so he took the path of least resistance. When he agreed to stay at home another year and help his younger brother, his mom actually pulled him aside and quietly thanked him. "You're a good son, YY." Admittedly, he was a bit of a momma's boy.
    


    
      “Four point seven miles. Can I break my all-time record?” he asked out loud to no one. The current record from door to door stood at fifteen minutes forty-three seconds.
    


    
      The owl hooted just above his head, and YY glanced upward. He rested a foot on the bottom pedal, then tapped his arm band once, a nifty little tool he picked up at a conference last month that tracked all of his physical activity—and even had a timer activated by a simple tap.
    


    
      Damn, he loved little gadgets.
    


    
      YY cranked the pedals while using the handlebars as leverage, and the bike went from a slow crawl to a quick pace by the end of the driveway, zipping over a patch of pebbles. Without bothering to look either direction, YY leaned left then dipped into an aerodynamic position for his first descent down a sloping hill.
    


    
      With his breathing well controlled and his legs in prime shape, he knew this would be the day he marked his calendar—a new record would reign. He could sense it. But he couldn't get cocky. He had to stay focused, within the moment.
    


    
      Hard right turn, then he jumped onto his toes and swayed his weight back and forth as he climbed one of three good-sized hills during his almost five-mile trek. He could hear his breathing inside his helmet, and his thoughts. They were clear, single-minded. It was all about the goal—break the record or die trying.
    


    
      Gravity pushed him toward the road on a long curve left that he took at a high rate of speed. Traveling at a torrid twenty-five miles per hour, for just a second he felt his back tire kick out, but he righted the bike and didn't slow down.
    


    
      Breaking records took risk, and he was going for it this morning. He zoomed by houses and parks on both sides, his bare knuckles now feeling the bite of the early-morning chill. He ignored the numbing pain and continued to crank the pedals, his thigh and calf muscles working in perfect unison.
    


    
      On the apex of the highest part of his ride, he could always make out the twinkle of lights on the hilltop to his right, and this morning was no different, which meant that the San Francisco suburb had avoided a blanket of fog. That only gave him more confidence, knowing he'd have no visual impairment on his ride for the record books.
    


    
      Long shadows were up ahead, the lowest point in his short bike tour. Giant redwoods towered on his right side, a round moon painted in the sky. As he moved under their view, the moonlight flickered between the protective trees and dangling pinecones.
    


    
      Out of nowhere, he felt a prick at his lower lip. Was it one of those crazy, fucking bees that had swarmed the area recently? He swatted at his face, and his lip flew off, catching between his fingers on the handlebars. He released a mortified scream and stopped pedaling, as pain tore through his body.
    


    
      Still moving at a break-neck speed, droplets of blood hurled every direction. His tongue reached for his lip, and it just wasn't there. Tears streamed down his face, and he wondered what the hell had happened.
    


    
      A second later, his ribs felt like they'd been cracked in two. His breathing capacity instantly was cut in half. His head became light, and he began to lose his balance. The scent of pine needles and blood hung in the air, just as he got to the edge of a small ravine, the tires wobbling out of control...then he tumbled down a ten-foot embankment, his bike and his body careening off the ground.
    


    
      Finally still, feet knotted around his chain, he sobbed, calling out for his mom, dad, anyone. Fear gripped every fiber of his body, because he knew no one could hear, and no one would come.
    


    
      But someone did.
    


    
      Just as he had come to grips with losing his lip and learning to breathe with reduced lung capacity, while staring up at the moon between a couple of swaying branches, he heard needles crunch under heavy footsteps.
    


    
      “Anyone dere?” he asked, using as little of his lips as possible. He felt like a statue, any movement shooting shards of unbearable pain into his ribs and his lower lip—or what was left of it.
    


    
      The crunching stopped. No sound for at least five seconds.
    


    
      “Pease, help ee.” His voice quivered, his pulse skyrocketing.
    


    
      Suddenly, something, someone kicked off his helmet, breaking the strap from around his ample chin.
    


    
      “Ow. Who is dis?” he asked, but couldn't see a person.
    


    
      The moon disappeared, and in its place stood a man, not very tall, but extremely thick in all the right places. Wearing black, with some type of grease on his face, he had no expression.
    


    
      “Why you do dis?” YY pleaded with tears flowing.
    


    
      The man remained silent and provided no visual response.
    


    
      “Why you hurt ee?” YY had run out of energy, and his eyes barely remained open.
    


    
      The man raised a pistol and pointed at YY's chest. YY heard a muted noise, then it felt like a dozen baseball bats had been slugged into his chest wall. He literally could not breathe.
    


    
      He didn't have to. The final shot pierced his forehead, right between his eyes.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    
      
    


    
      “Nothing against you, Dr. Jimsic, but that mother—”
    


    
      “Michael!” Andi derided.
    


    
      Through clenched teeth and a pulsating jaw, I counted to five, seeking a calmer place. I think my eyes rolled to the back of my head.
    


    
      “Sorry.” I glanced at Andi then back at the doctor holding a metal object like a pair of chopsticks. “The instrument you're using or the method in which you're using it...something's got to change. It's like you're carving me up for lunch, from the inside out.“ I wiped a layer of sweat off my forehead.
    


    
      “You said you didn't want me to put you under.” The fifty-something doctor, who wore a blue button-down shirt rolled up at the sleeves, spoke in an even-keeled yet direct manner. “And, given your aversion to needles, I can see why you thought the better choice would be for me to essentially perform an operation using only local anesthetic on your ear. I assure you, I'm using the most care possible. I've been pulling glass from ears, faces, even buttocks for more years than your girlfriend here has been walking the earth.“
    


    
      “He's not my boyfriend.”
    


    
      “And she's not my girlfriend. Jeez.” Lying on my back on top of a kitchen island, I shook my head.
    


    
      “Hey, it can't be that bad of a label,” Andi said.
    


    
      “No offense. It's just this ear has got me on edge, I feel like I could dig a trench into my arm with a fingernail and it wouldn't hurt as much.”
    


    
      “Probably wouldn't,” Dr. Jimsic said. “But it's not advisable. You've lost enough blood, and I don't want to have to deal with a secondary infection.“
    


    
      I nodded, realizing the good doctor understood my sarcasm.
    


    
      I exhaled and debated which path I should take. I looked left and saw a metal stand holding an IV drip. I knew the needle was close by.
    


    
      “Reconsidering your options at this point? I think we have about eight to ten more shards of glass to extricate,” the doctor said through metal-rimmed glasses.
    


    
      “Can't the ear heal on its own?”
    


    
      “With glass embedded in your ear? Even I know that's not smart, and I'm just a journalist,” Andi said. “Hold on a second.“
    


    
      She turned around, sifted through a couple of drawers, found a gold and red kitchen towel and held it under running water. Then she twisted it into a thick rope and brought to my mouth.
    


    
      “Chew bar?” I asked.
    


    
      “I had the privilege when Aunt Sylvia cleaned out my leg,” Andi said, as the doctor glanced over at her thigh. “This will accomplish two things: help you deal with the pain, and block your sailor mouth from saying something that you'll regret later.“
    


    
      She shoved it in, and the doctor went back to work. I chomped down like my life depended on it, and I closed my eyes, trying to take my mind to a different place.
    


    
      I recalled showing up at this apartment early this morning, my frayed nerves on edge as I watched the backs of Larry and Rocko speak to their friend, who they were convinced could help people in trouble, like Andi and me. I'd become so paranoid, I literally came within a couple of seconds of grabbing Andi's hand and escaping through the EXIT door.
    


    
      When our new pals moved aside, my pulse dropped liked a rock, as relief engulfed my body. Ji Ho, the stocky Chinese man who'd done some investigative work for me a few weeks ago, was the same man who could fix everything, according to Larry and Rocko. Still, his stoic mug was beautiful to my tired eyes and battered body.
    


    
      He stuck out his hand. I started with a return handshake and finished with a half-hug. I saw him attempt to look around me.
    


    
      “Oh, this is Andi.”
    


    
      He nodded, and they shook hands. Andi's grip was firm, no doubt ensuring Ji knew she was no wilting flower.
    


    
      “It's nice to meet you, Ji,” she said.
    


    
      Ji showed all of us in, and Andi whispered to me. “I still think it would be cool if he went with Ji-Lo.”
    


    
      I shook my head and scrunched my eyes together.
    


    
      “I'm aware of this Jennifer Lopez. J-Lo,” Ji said, cracking the slightest of smiles. “But I'm not a pop diva. I'm just Ji. Ji Ho.“
    


    
      I glanced at Andi, whose olive skin showed a few splotches of pink.
    


    
      Ji offered all of us bottled waters, then we sat around his kitchen table. I realized even at two a.m., his black, greased-back hair appeared to be set in glue.
    


    
      “So, how do you know Rocko and Larry?” I enjoyed being the one asking questions.
    


    
      Ji eyed both of them. “When I was a cop, we had a couple of run-ins. I got to know them, and saw them for who they really are. Good people, smart people. They became my ears on the streets. Helped me take down a few heavy hitters.”
    


    
      Ji smacked each of the side of the arm.
    


    
      “Don't let him fool you. Ji's more than returned the favor. He got me into rehab, for one. Helped us with shelter, food, even allowed us to stay here on more than one occasion, before the fancy remodeling job,” Larry said.
    


    
      “Yeah, come to think of it, you haven't invited us over since they flipped this into a respectable, high-class place,” Rocko said, smiling the entire time.
    


    
      Ji's lips formed a straight line, and he folded his arms on the table. “Michael, you have taken over the investigation into Gustavo's death, and finding out about Camila, and now trouble has found you, no?”
    


    
      “Trouble...might be my middle name, depending if you talk to certain folks at your old employer.”
    


    
      He nodded. “I need to hear everything, in detail. From the start, please.”
    


    
      “You don't need to record all of this?” Andi said.
    


    
      Ji shook his head.
    


    
      “No notebook, nothing?”
    


    
      He pointed to the side of his head. "Brain works just as good as it did twenty years ago. Body? Not so much." That drew a hearty laugh from Larry.
    


    
      “Anyway, Michael, Andi, please.”
    


    
      My nose twitched. Being inside four walls with our pals, Larry and Rocko, I'd picked up a couple of different smells, thick aftershave and a moth-balled, musty scent. Made sense, considering their refurbished clothes, and I knew it could have been far worse.
    


    
      Ji gestured, and we responded with the entire story. I felt we should have already made our own recording, like an audiobook, and then just added in new chapters as shit kept happening. Ji didn't want the condensed version. He was looking for specifics—facial features, clothing descriptions, smells that may have been associated with the people or places we'd come in contact with, including Camila, which reminded me of the lemon smell from her massage business. Then I recalled our heads nearly touching, the scent of her hair just barely making it to my nose, something natural, maybe with an ocean smell of some kind.
    


    
      Andi chimed in, adding a lot of the details when I couldn't, such as during the time I was suffering from a concussion.
    


    
      “Tell me what you are thinking, your gut instinct. Why do you think each event happened? Why you? How do you think they located you?”
    


    
      Lots of questions from a former cop, detective, and now a darn good private investigator. I understood why he asked each one, and we did our best to provide facts and our opinions.
    


    
      “I still can't tell you how they knew where we were each and every time,” I said.
    


    
      “But they didn't follow us out to Satish's house,” Andi reminded me.
    


    
      “That we know of,” I added. “By the way, we still haven't heard from Satish. He said he found some document that we must read.“ I checked my watch and saw that it was just a couple of minutes before three a.m.
    


    
      “He's probably sleeping, or possibly battling a band of terrorists in a war-torn province in the Middle East, saving kids with one hand, firing an Uzi with the other.”
    


    
      Three awkward stares from Larry, Rocko, and Ji.
    


    
      “Oh, sorry. Satish is a world-class gamer. Video games.” Andi wiggled fingers like she was toying with an X-Box controller, and then the three men nodded in tandem.
    


    
      We shared the Satish chapter of the story, and Ji nodded. “Lots of computer nerds in this area. But some don't have common sense, street sense. That's more important, if you ask me. Sorry, you may continue.”
    


    
      Andi jumped in. "We forgot about that one guy breaking into our hotel room...probably because it just doesn't connect." She explained the strange circumstances.
    


    
      “Tell me more about this object.”
    


    
      “Don't have it on us. It's back at the apartment above Chao Town, where about ten or twenty of your former colleagues are trying to figure out who was behind the shootout. I'm sure it's only a matter of time before Mr. Chao has to give them our names,” I said looking down.
    


    
      Ji scratched his chin, then he lifted himself out of the chair. "I need to go there, find this object, talk to a couple of friends." He walked into a bedroom then came back out five minutes later, slipping on his black leather jacket.
    


    
      Ji said he would drop off Larry and Rocko on his way, and would call his doctor friend to drop by and sew up my ear later that morning.
    


    
      “Get some sleep while I'm gone. Dr. Jimsic should hopefully get here by ten or eleven.”
    


    
      He padded toward the door, then turned back around. “I have a spare bedroom and bathroom. Wash up, eat, drink, whatever. Make sure you get a little bit of sleep. Might be the last sleep you have in a while. Must stay strong.”
    


    
      The door shut, and Andi I stared at each other. We then made a beeline toward the kitchen, searching for some type of snack. A few minutes later, we were both conked out in the guest bedroom, once again sharing a king-sized bed, but very comfortable that we could trust each other, and ourselves. And why wouldn't we?
    


    ***


    
      
    


    
      “Got the last one right...there!” Dr. Jimsic said with vigor, jarring me out of my self-induced trance.
    


    
      Andi removed the rag, now even wetter from my saliva. She held it with two fingers and tossed it in the sink. Through head-splitting pain, I flexed my jaw muscles until I thought I could speak without slurring my words.
    


    
      “Have we heard from Satish?” I asked Andi in a raspy tone.
    


    
      She shook her head then ran her fingers through her hair.
    


    
      Just as my senses were beginning to function at full capacity, the doctor injected me with an antibiotic, mumbling something like, “I'm not going to take a vote on this one.”
    


    
      The damn thing looked like it could have pierced the skin of an alligator.
    


    
      “Have you ever heard of a pill?”
    


    
      Andi nudged my shoulder and spoke to the doctor. "He's cranky...you know, like a little baby when you don't feed him or change his diaper." She glanced down at me, a clever grin forming on her face.
    


    
      “Funny,” I said.
    


    
      “I'm not a traveling pharmacy. Lucky I had this in my bag,” the doctor said, while cleaning his tools under the faucet, packing them away in his bag. “I'm not sure you'll listen to a doctor, but you need rest. You've lost a fair amount of blood, put your body through a lot of trauma,“ he said, unfolding his sleeves. “Don't want the stitches to break open.”
    


    
      I recalled the threshold of pain I'd just endured.
    


    
      “No offense, but I have incentive to not see you again—ever,” I said.
    


    
      He shrugged his shoulders and cranked the nickel-plated front door handle just as Ji was entering, one of his hands flipping his key chain around his forefinger, the other buried in his jacket pocket.
    


    
      “Hey Doc, did you have to amputate?” Ji shot a glance my direction, and I pointed at my ear, which felt like it had been chewed up by a mastiff.
    


    
      I heard something behind me. I turned and saw Andi cursing to herself, fiddling with the remote control. Seconds later a huge, wall-mounted flat-panel sprang to life.
    


    
      A local San Francisco anchor provided the voice-over as video ran from the crime scene at Chao Town. Andi couldn't figure out how to turn up the volume. The first image came from a news helicopter, the entire half-block and back alley around Chao Town illuminated by flashing blue and red lights from the tops of cars and enormous spotlights, most of which appeared to be strategically placed, likely SFPD-issued. But as the news station segued to a camera on the ground, more lights came from TV cameras, some shining on reporters.
    


    
      This was big. Reporters don't wake up in the middle of the night and put on their Ken or Barbie faces for any old drive-by shooting or gang fight.
    


    
      A long shot showed cops unrolling yellow tape, then the video cut to blue-uniformed cops and suits studying the scene below the back alley window, where I'd thrown the automatic rifle. Next shot was of the front, where the glass door had been blown out.
    


    
      Andi and I locked eyes. "Do you think?" she asked, wondering, like me, if the assassins had found the Chao Town employee. We knew they wouldn't hesitate to put a bullet through his head. A sense of dread washed over me, and it felt like blood had been drained from my extremities. I leaned forward, two hands anchored to the back of the white leather sofa.
    


    
      “One hell of a crime scene,” Ji said, approaching me after closing the door behind the doctor.
    


    
      “Seeing it on camera, after living through it...it's kind of surreal.” Andi folded arms across her chest.
    


    
      “There was a guy, a Chao Town employee, hiding under a table by the front door,” I said. “He was literally shaking while offering us the keys so we could leave.“
    


    
      “But he wouldn't go with us. Michael tried to convince him, even grab for him, but he wouldn't move. Might have been too scared to move.”
    


    
      “Just hope to hell those guys didn't catch him. When we left, the door was fully intact.”
    


    
      “You forgot to tell me about this guy when you two were giving me all the details earlier,” Ji said in a slightly scolding tone.
    


    
      “Slipped my mind, honestly,” Andi said. “We were so panicked they were going to catch us, just gun us down right there. We pushed open the door and took off running, and we didn't stop until we came across Rocko and Larry.“
    


    
      Ji slid off his jacket and folded it over the couch. The black jacket on the white sofa was quite a contrast. Kind of had a 1970s vibe.
    


    
      “The worker, he stayed hidden. He wasn't harmed,” Ji said matter-of-factly.
    


    
      “Thank God. I felt guilty for not doing more to ensure he was safe. They were after us, not him. Although we still can't figure out why they are after us. Why do they want to fucking kill us?”
    


    
      Ji scratched his tiny mustache and explained that he was able to talk his way into reviewing the main crime scene, our former apartment. “I haven't seen that many bullet holes since my squad car blew a tire in the middle of a gang initiation. All hell broke loose.”
    


    
      “By the way, how'd you convince them to let you in behind the tape?”
    


    
      “Couple of my old buddies were among the cops working the scene. Told them I was head of security for Mr. Chao, and that he desperately wanted to ensure some family pictures weren't harmed. Once I got up there, I blended in with the environment, and I was able to find what I was really looking for.”
    


    
      Ji slid a hand into his pants pocket, pulled out something white, and tossed it in the air, caught it.
    


    
      “The plug adaptor?” I said with a puzzled look.
    


    
      An eyebrow twitched, Ji's gaze never leaving the pronged object. He rolled it over, inspecting every angle, almost like he expected it to have a heartbeat, breathe.
    


    
      “You think that guy who broke into our hotel room was connected to the threats, the attempts on our lives?” Andi asked, still fidgeting with the remote.
    


    
      Ji released a breath, still toying with the adaptor. “Besides your wounds, concussions, arrest record..." He paused and looked at me without changing his facial expression. "And your brief conversations with the vic, we have nothing in our possession that we could really call a clue.”
    


    
      “We do have that data from Satish, the info that he and his buddies pulled together on the folks who accessed the network at Swan Massage Therapy. That might lead us somewhere.”
    


    
      “Maybe.” Ji's mind appeared to have made a leap. He walked into the kitchen, sifted through what I would call a junk drawer, and pulled out a miniature screwdriver set. He tested two screwdrivers, trying to match the screw holding the adaptor together. Neither fit, so he grabbed a third. Within seconds, he'd pulled the plastic shell apart.
    


    
      He wedged his pinky into one side of the plastic and picked at a small object until it pried loose and fell onto the granite countertop—the same island in which Dr. Jimsic had played Operation on my mangled ear.
    


    
      The piece was no more than a few centimeters in diameter. Plucking it off the counter, Ji held it up between his sausage-like fingers.
    


    
      “What the hell is that?” I could feel my neck turn red, and my hands became clammy. I wasn't sure if I was anxious or pissed. Likely both.
    


    
      Flipping back to the junk drawer, Ji pulled out a roll of duct tape, then held a finger to his lips, mouthing us to not say anything. He turned, marching to the front door, yanked it open, and left. I eyed Andi.
    


    
      “Where's he going? And what was that?”
    


    
      “I don't want to play a guessing game,” I said, and I attempted to jog to the door, holding my ear as if it might fall off, and chased after Ji. I could hear Andi just behind.
    


    
      Ji had already turned a corner in the maze of hallways. I couldn't let him out of my sight. He'd given no indication what he was doing, where he was going, what this meant for us. I needed answers, although I apparently needed to act like a mime to get them. But I couldn't let him walk away.
    


    
      Huffing a few breaths to keep pace at my current distance—about twenty yards—I withheld the urge to yell out his name. He flipped open the front door to the complex and made a beeline for a cab parked on the street.
    


    
      “He must know we're following him,” Andi said, her leg still gimpy as she tried to stay with me.
    


    
      I opened the same front door and stopped in my tracks. Ji was down on his knees behind the cab. I couldn't determine exactly what he was doing. The cab's driver was slumped down in his seat, a cap hanging over his eyes.
    


    
      “Hold on.” I held my arm out.
    


    
      Seconds later, Ji casually rose up and headed toward us.
    


    
      “He's looking right at us,” I whispered.
    


    
      Ji stopped in the courtyard, pulled out his cell phone, and typed in a number. Someone must have answered. He spoke briefly, then punched the line dead.
    


    
      When he calmly approached us, I whispered, “Can we speak now?”
    


    
      “Yes,” he said turning back and looking at the cab. A moment later, the cabbie jumped in his seat, his hat tumbling around. The car started and screeched away from the curb, heading south.
    


    
      Ji started walking back to his apartment.
    


    
      “Hopefully, we'll be safe. Let's get inside, lock up just to make sure.” He cautiously scanned the area until we got back to his apartment.
    


    
      He locked the door, set the alarm, and then clicked a button on his TV. The big screen blinked, then opened a smaller window that showed the hallway entrance to Ji's apartment.
    


    
      “I never noticed a camera outside your door,” I said, scratching my chin.
    


    
      “That's the point. It's small and is made to look like a light fixture, set up wirelessly,” Ji said.
    


    
      “The metal object that fell out of the plug adaptor. You attached it to the back of the cab with the duct tape.”
    


    
      Ji nodded.
    


    
      “What was it?”
    


    
      “Most likely a GPS device. Can track where you are at any time. That's how they showed up at certain times—or not, when you didn't have the plug on you.” Ji folded his arms, half-facing me and half-facing the big-screen TV, the news still on in the background.
    


    
      “Why did you tell us to be quiet?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “Could have also been a listening device. Over the years, I've seen the technology get more advanced, adding more functionality to smaller and smaller devices. It would take a true expert to examine the tiny thing and tell us, but if we did that, they could track our movements, hear our plans.”
    


    
      “Which is why you attached the GPS to the cab, then called the cab company to get the vehicle moving throughout the city,” I surmised.
    


    
      “It's like working with Holmes and Watson.” Andi cracked a smile, shifting her eyebrows upward.
    


    
      “Can't be too careful...not at this point,” Ji said, ignoring Andi's comment.
    


    
      I touched my ear. It felt like it had been pierced in a dozen places.
    


    
      “How's the ear?” Ji asked.
    


    
      I released a breath, visions of stars flashing around me from the insurmountable pain I'd experienced during the procedure. “Doc said I'll be fine.”
    


    
      “Michael didn't want the doctor to stick a needle in his arm.” Andi crossed her arms and tapped her foot, like a disapproving little sister. “I'm not sure which was more agonizing, watching you suffer while the doctor pulled glass from your ear, or your stubbornness. Geez!“
    


    
      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the background change on the TV. The red CNN logo appeared in the upper left corner—the local news must have picked up the CNN feed for a major story. A bold headline appeared in front of a reporter, who stood outside a three-story building in Mumbai, India.
    


    
      Possible Terrorist Strike Hits Mumbai
    


    
      Under the main header, it read: 12 Confirmed Dead - Could Grow Higher
    


    
      Andi and Ji continued the discussion about the GPS device, the likelihood of the assassins still being able to locate us. But the more I watched the scene on the TV, the more their voices became white noise.
    


    
      With the cover of night serving as a backdrop, the brown-haired male wearing a causal khaki shirt glanced down to a notepad, then raised his eyes and spoke to the camera, constantly twisting his back to watch the mayhem behind him unfold, his forehead crinkled with anxiety. I couldn't hear a thing, but I could imagine the competing sirens from official cars and trucks with flashing lights arriving on the scene. Dust billowed around the area, likely from vehicles spewing sand and dirt.
    


    
      Two men carrying an orange plastic stretcher emerged from a throng of chaos, entering the frame from the right side, small medical masks covering their faces as they jostled what looked like a woman, larger than average size. Her arms fell outside the stretcher and bounced at the same awkward rhythm of their bouncing jog. Two other men, dressed in what looked like paramedic outfits, ran up and helped the other pair, guiding the stretcher to the back of a boxy, white vehicle with a single red stripe down the side and a swirling red and white light on top.
    


    
      This all took place no more than twenty feet from the reporter, who paused with his back to the camera. Perhaps he'd seen something up close that had torn at his heart.
    


    
      I peeked at the smaller window on the TV, the view outside Ji's front door. Still void of anyone. I could feel the thump of my pulse in my neck, faster than normal. My eyes darted back to the action, where I thought I read the reporter's lips: “...this video could be disturbing.”
    


    
      “Andi, quick, turn it up!” I waved my hand in her direction to get her attention. She looked shocked for a moment, but then she saw my concerned expression and upped the volume. A commentator's baritone voice came to life.
    


    
      “For those of you who've just joined us, we've secured this video, a camera inside the Mumbai Call Centre. Taken from the upper corner of the large open room on the third floor—and this is where it starts to get very disturbing—you see one man, right there, grab his throat, his arm flails, it almost looks like he's convulsing, or struggling to take in oxygen, then he falls headfirst onto his keyboard. He doesn't move.“
    


    
      I looked right. Both Ji and Andi had taken a step closer to the TV, their faces now as troubled as mine. The commentator continued.
    


    
      “Another person walks over to the first man who collapsed, then, as you can see here, she begins to lose her balance. She grabs the back of his chair, her knees begin to wobble. Right there, I think you can make out the whites of her eyes. Her eyes must be rolling back in her head, then she drops to the floor, her chin bouncing off her own knee. Then her body flops to the ground.“
    


    
      People jumped out of their chairs, some held their heads as if they might pop off, others scurried around like frantic ants in a colony that had just been attacked. I wondered what was causing this, and who would want to harm these poor people.
    


    
      One lady ran away from the first two, sheer panic painted on her face which appeared to be drenched with sweat. Out of nowhere, it was as if she'd been shot, her legs crumpling beneath her, a stiff arm reaching for help that would never come. Then you could see her brain turn off, her eyes shutting suddenly, her body bounce off the unforgiving floor.
    


    
      “This is sick to watch,” Andi said, but her eyes didn't leave the screen.
    


    
      We'd been consumed up by all the drama and death, fearing...running for our lives that we'd forgotten about the cycle of life continuing around us, how our world was so connected. In some respects, even despite the hell I'd endured, I was lucky to have the life I did. These poor folks never had a fucking chance. It appeared someone had somehow randomly murdered these unsuspecting people, like shooting ducks in a very small pond—more like a bathtub. But I wondered who had pulled this horrifying trigger?
    


    
      “In reaching out to several experts at universities across the nation,“ the commentator said, “The consensus is that this was an act of bioterrorism. At first glance, it appears that a toxic gas of some kind blew in through the ventilation system. But in speaking with Dr. Ben Sharon from the Center of Bioterrorism in Tel Aviv just moments ago, he believes there is evidence to suggest we've seen our first ever cyber bio-terrorist attack. Yes, the toxic gas, whatever kind it is, apparently, somehow came from the computers.”
    


    
      I blinked twice, replaying the words in my mind, then looked at my comrades, whose eyes were as wide as saucers. My mouth had gone dry. I'd forgotten to swallow the last couple of minutes and, once again, thought how frickin' lucky we were to live in the United States. Then again, I wasn't naïve. I knew the fight against terrorism was never-ending, on this continent or any other. My gut felt a strange kind of emptiness, sorrow for watching people needlessly perish and anger at the maniacs behind it.
    


    
      “Michael, this doesn't change our predicament,” Andi said, waving a helpless arm at the TV screen. “Ji and I have been talking. Our options are limited. He's thinking about how we could go to the authorities, bring in the FBI even. We don't have the means, the firepower, the training to deal with all of this.“
    


    
      “I know I'm a bit jaded, but I don't trust the authorities right now. I know they're not all bad. But they haven't done a damn thing to find Gustavo's killer. They didn't listen to me when I told them about Franco hurting Camila, or my theory that she had been kidnapped. You'd think they would at least follow up on it. It's like they were on Franco's payroll or something.”
    


    
      Ji's lips grew tight.
    


    
      “You know something, Ji?” I asked.
    


    
      He huffed out a breath threw his nose. “Big scandal hit the department in the late 1990s. Supposedly, Asian organized crime had a number of officials in their back pockets. Police...street level, higher up in the rankings, port authorities. It was like we were hit with a plague.”
    


    
      “What was the angle of the Asian mafia?”
    


    
      “Smuggling mostly. Drugs, people trafficking.”
    


    
      Ji plodded into the kitchen and pulled the lever for tap water, then downed a full glass. I could see something else cross his mind. He filled another glass.
    


    
      “Lots of accusations. Some people said it felt like McCarthyism from the 1950s. If you were Asian, you were looked at in a different way. For a few of us, we were guilty until we could prove we were innocent.”
    


    
      He glanced at the TV, but his mind was elsewhere, maybe back to those days.
    


    
      “Were you ever accused?” I asked.
    


    
      He stared ahead. “Yes. Said I was seen socializing with a senior person from the crime family.”
    


    
      “How did you get out of it?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “I told them the truth. It took about two hundred times for them to believe me. Actually, I'm not sure they really believed my stories, but in the long run, they never found any hard evidence against me.”
    


    
      I nodded, taking it all in. Ji let it all out.
    


    
      “The senior crime official? He was my cousin Dale.” Ji looked at me, glassy-eyed, then glanced down at his glass of water. “Dale wasn't a horrible person, at least not the kid I grew up with. I never suspected a thing. Well, let me rephrase that. A couple of times I thought I saw him exchanging money with some folks who ran the port, but he gave me a good excuse, and I believed him. If I was guilty of anything, I was guilty of being naïve.“
    


    
      Andi reached over and rested her hand on Ji's shoulder.
    


    
      “The authorities came at me hard. They threatened my career, threatened to figure out a way to send my mother back to China. I was still young. I guess I thought they would believe the truth.”
    


    
      “We've all learned lessons the hard way, Ji. Sorry you had to go through that.”
    


    
      "That incident and investigation soured me on the department, on the purity of the government, local or federal, taking care of the average person. I realize there's not a massive conspiracy going on, but there are just enough bad apples to make me question the whole damn system.
    


    
      “I left the force a few years later when they questioned me about stealing evidence.” He held up his middle finger. “I said 'fuck off' and walked out the door.“ Veins snaked up Ji's neck. He leaned back and emptied his glass.
    


    
      “Sounds like you've convinced yourself we should stay the course and try to get the evidence ourselves, before turning it over to the police?” I asked.
    


    
      “Just because officials were bought off fifteen, twenty years ago doesn't necessarily mean it could happen again...but it could,” Ji said. “So, let's figure out our next steps, how we can get on top of this.“
    


    
      Andi chimed in. “You sound like Michael, when he essentially ran an investigation back at the paper, hunting down a serial killer.”
    


    
      Ji gave me a perplexed look.
    


    
      “Long story. Don't really want to relive that time of my life.” I gave a frustrated glance to Andi, who realized she'd touched a sensitive spot from my past.
    


    
      “Sorry,” she whispered.
    


    
      I held up a hand. “It's okay.”
    


    
      Suddenly, my thigh muscle spasmed. I touched my leg and felt my phone vibrating in my shorts.
    


    
      “It's a text. Don't recognize the number.”
    


    
      “What does it say?” Andi took three steps in my direction.
    


    
      "On the run. YY is dead. Cant find Bogi. Meet me at SF AAM. 3 pm. Satish."
    


    
      Andi dropped like a wet noodle.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    
      
    


    
      Quiet had finally engulfed Camila's expanded lab and temporary home, but peace—internal serenity—had proven, once again, to be far more elusive.
    


    
      Taut arms locked around her knees that were pulled in against her chest, her body huddled on the cot, rocking back and forth. She could feel metal springs through the thin mattress, but her mind couldn't shake the grip of death. It consumed her, ripped apart her insides like a meat grinder. It clogged every pore, restricted her airflow to a bare minimum. Pings of throbbing pain attacked her ankles, knees, hips, shoulders, even the tiny joints in her toes and hands.
    


    
      Her hands. Not long ago, those same hands had served as tools to cure ailments, restore damaged muscles and emotionally drained bodies. To aid those who needed help. She'd never known her true calling until she opened her business and felt the adrenaline rush of helping people restore their health. She felt like she'd been put on this earth to enhance lives. To heal.
    


    
      She unlocked her fingers and stared at the hands that had been the instrument of her imprisoned brain—hammering away on computer keyboards, performing tests with the flock of rodents, shoveling up one stiff corpse after another.
    


    
      She rubbed her thumb against the palm of her other hand, then circled around to the top of her hand. Her usually smooth skin felt like a desert floor. Cracks had developed along two knuckles, and her nails had been chewed to the nub—a habit from her childhood that had returned with a vengeance. There had to be a parallel to the life she lived today to the one she thought she'd left behind as a teenager, when she moved from the scary streets of Rio to the safety of her adopted family in San Francisco.
    


    
      As a youngster she could recall vowing to never let her environment define her, to not give in to all the temptations. She vowed to survive. Her glassy eyes drifted to the corner of her living quarters and noticed a small web. She knew her current environment—what she had created—would be inescapable, etched in her memory for eternity.
    


    
      Images from this morning's final presentation saturated her mind. Preceded by an enhanced security detail that added four more armed guards to her lab, delegates from each group arrived. The odd assortment of so-called business leaders, foreign government officials, and what she guessed were factions within certain countries—how extreme she wasn't sure—looked like a gathering of the United Nations. All skin colors and what looked to be religions were represented, either in person or through a secured online video stream she'd set up. The only constant was that all were male. To be interested in the weapon she had developed, she knew they all must have an acute desire to destroy human lives, or to have power over others who wished to destroy their sinister way of life.
    


    
      Keeping track of international politics, in her mind, had become pointless. Every group offered propaganda to support its view of the world, its justification for performing certain acts. But the bottom line was always this: how many lives were saved and how many were lost.
    


    
      She never imagined that she'd contribute to the deficit. Not in a million years.
    


    
      While she had promised herself and her close friends that she would fix the system, the one that allowed her and Gustavo to live in rancid conditions, eluding predators on a daily basis, she never thought her vow would end this way. That was not how she had envisioned it. She'd been obviously duped, used, and manipulated. She silently cursed her naiveté for the thousandth time.
    


    
      Camila glanced back at her hands and recalled the exact moment when she knew how the world would always remember her. Standing before the highly interested crowd of onlookers in front of her main workstation earlier that morning, with her hands shaking like she had Parkinson's, she hesitated before punching the ENTER key—one final pause to see if fate would interrupt an act of terror that would capture the world's attention and possibly shift the balance of world power. She waited for what seemed like minutes, hoping, praying a team of people would burst through the metal lab door, arrest everyone in attendance, and stop the experiment before the slaughter began.
    


    
      But it never happened. And her mind drifted to her one motivation—being with her only son, Juan. She could hear his infectious giggle, touch his blond curls, feel his unending love. And then she did it. She hit ENTER.
    


    
      “It has started,” she'd announced then took a step back, held her hands behind her back and, like everyone else, watched the tragedy unfold. A single eighty-inch monitor displayed a live feed of the lone camera positioned in the corner of the Mumbai office.
    


    
      The lab was quiet—like now—no one moving, no words spoken. Until the test became all too real.
    


    
      The man at the end of the first row struggled for air, losing control of his muscles. As she had designed, his nervous system was systematically destroyed in a matter of minutes. The next person, a woman, approached him, took in the toxic gas, and within a couple of minutes, experienced a similar fate. Another person ran up, felt the chokehold of her body being invaded, and tried to escape. But it wasn't possible. As she collapsed, her face stared directly into the camera, every tendon and muscle rigid from stress, her eyes bulging like they were about to burst from their sockets. She reached out her arm, a final, useless act of bravery to save herself.
    


    
      When the woman hit the floor, Camila heard a single gasp, noticed one person online bring his fist to his mouth, like he was about to regurgitate. She knew that feeling all too well. As more innocent workers fought and lost the battle for their lives over the next hour, Camila could hear whispers around her. When the carnage had ceased, with her eyes welling and her heart stuffed in the back of her throat, she took a step toward her workstation but stopped as soon as she heard the laugh.
    


    
      A twisted, maniacal cackle bounced off the bare floor and walls, the sick response burrowing into her mind.
    


    
      Camila turned back and caught a glimpse of the Asian man, no more than five-five, grossly overweight, his gut hanging over his belt, wearing casual slacks, a tweed sport coat. Could have been a businessman from Singapore, Malaysia, who knew? While she understood the groups in attendance had varied motivations for their interest in her creation, she never expected this type of reaction. Some, she knew, saw dollar signs; others probably envisioned using this weapon to alter the balance of power in their region. And yes, she knew the worst were fueled by sheer hatred, wanting to kill people, pure and simple.
    


    
      And that's exactly what she had created: a killing device capable of attacking any location across the globe, with nothing more than a few key strokes and a click of the mouse.
    


    
      The landing from the second-floor entrance into the lab rattled, and she looked to her ceiling. Heavy shoes pounded the metal, multiple pairs, a few possibly combat boots. She heard energetic voices, accented, one discussion in English, a second in another language. She only knew it wasn't her native Portuguese or Spanish.
    


    
      The single moment that had kept her breathing these last few, tortuous weeks was about to take place. Emotions swelled, and she could feel warmth permeate her body, her pulse patter at a much quicker pace. But she knew she couldn't get ahead of herself, allowing her emotions to flow like a river. Franco might tease her, toy with her single-minded desire to be reconnected with her son.
    


    
      Four people came around the corner, with Franco leading the pack of wolves. Three stopped at the bank of monitors, while Franco continued walking, his arms open, his face beaming.
    


    
      “Camila, my dear,” he said so all could hear, “We have completed our negotiations. And our friends here from China have won the prize.“
    


    
      He didn't stop until he was within an arm's distance from Camila and her cot. She unfolded her body from its cocoon, stood up, wiping under her eyes and attempting to tame her hair.
    


    
      Franco opened his arms like he was expecting a hug or kiss. She kept her hands to her side, clutching her pants to ensure she wouldn't unleash a series of punches on the larger man.
    


    
      “You are doing well, no?” he asked, his smirk unforgiving.
    


    
      She leaned to her left, and eyed the group that had paid the most money for this weapon. It was the man with the insane laugh, along with two partners...or bodyguards, now that she took a second glance.
    


    
      She tried desperately to maintain her focus, her purpose. "I'm...I'm okay, Franco." She took in a deep breath and a jab of pain shot through her back and her lungs, lingering in her chest cavity. The pain felt like she'd literally been stabbed in the back. She was so tired, spent; she almost glanced back to see if a knife was sticking out. She coughed, and the pain pinched her chest again. She shut her eyes for just a second, opened them.
    


    
      Franco reached out a hand...like he cared.
    


    
      Camila instinctively raised a hand like she was about to knock his arm away. She stopped herself before impact.
    


    
      “Oh, Camila, you still have that feisty spirit.” Franco rubbed his hands together then walked to the other side of the room and regained his thoughts. “You'll be happy to hear we have secured a twenty-five-million-dollar down payment.“ He looked at her, apparently expecting a response. She gave none. She only stared back at him, her eyes penetrating his.
    


    
      “Terms and conditions. That's where we need to understand the true details of this deal,” he said, pausing again. He looked into the small wall mirror and checked his teeth then brushed his fingers through his hair on both sides.
    


    
      “Our friends from China have a unique business model they have created. It's all based upon relationships. You do know that's how business is run all across the world? It's about building relationships. And apparently, they are the best at what they do,” he said. “They will take our product, enhance it, craft it to the specific needs of their potential clients, and then resell it. It's truly brilliant, I must say.“
    


    
      Franco glanced back and waved at his new business partner then turned around.
    


    
      “Why no response? Isn't this what we worked for?” he asked
    


    
      Her eyes looked away then shifted back to the man who stood between her and Juan. "You know what I want. Juan is all I care about." Just mentioning her four-year-old son's name out loud sent a wave of emotion through her body. She swayed a bit, her legs felt a tad rubbery, but she remained resolute.
    


    
      Franco seemed to ignore her reference to her son. “We have a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity here. Our Chinese partners have developed a pipeline of business that would make most CEOs salivate. Conservatively, if they close on twenty-five percent of their proposed clients, then they will clear one billion in revenue. Did you hear me? One billion, with a B.”
    


    
      Camila blinked at the number, but only took in a breath, not uttering a word until she heard Franco communicate how and when she'd reunite with Juan.
    


    
      “Now,” he chuckled, “We can't get too excited. Our cut is less but still a hefty number. Over the next year, we hope to bring in five hundred million.“ His voice raised a half-octave, ending with another toothy grin. “Aren't you excited...for us?”
    


    
      Camila's hands gripped her legs so hard, she thought she might have restricted blood flow. Her chin began to quiver. She couldn't hold back any longer. “Which us? I only care for my son, Juan. When will this nightmare end? When can I see my son, as you promised?”
    


    
      Franco held out his arms, like he was trying to calm her. “I know that is your concern. You are a mother. I understand," he said. "One of the key terms of the deal...”
    


    
      Franco paused, released a cough, and glanced back at his new business partners. Camila also shifted her eyes to the pudgy, short man standing with his feet wide. His knees appeared to bow a bit, and his arms rested on his extended belly. His eyes were half shut, a pleasing smile painted on his doughy face. Two other men stood on either side of their boss. They were younger, leaner. She now noticed matching brown shoulder holsters inside their nearly matching jackets. Apparently big business came with a bit of insecurity, or mistrust.
    


    
      “As I was saying...” Franco put his hands in his pockets and looked down for a moment. “The key term that allowed this deal to be completed was they want to ensure long-term security of the product. The only way to do that is to have you lead the ongoing development effort.“
    


    
      Their eyes met briefly, then he turned away. She stuck out her jaw and huffed audible breaths.
    


    
      “Did I just hear you say I'm being asked, not told, to continue working on this weapon? You're out of your fucking mind!” Camila could stand still no longer. She walked toward the sink, turned the spigot, and splashed water on her face, then anchored both arms on each side of the porcelain.
    


    
      “I can ensure you that both you and Juan will be safe. This company thinks very highly of you. If you desire, you could make this your life's mission.”
    


    
      “You are genuinely losing your marbles.” She jabbed a finger into the side of her head. “I'm not working for them. I'm not working any longer on this weapon that will kill hundreds, no thousands, tens of thousands. I want my son. Where can I meet him?“
    


    
      She took a step toward the exit, but Franco shifted his body in front of hers, and briefly, they touched. She shuddered and took a step back.
    


    
      “You can meet him in Hong Kong,” he said.
    


    
      She closed her eyes and let the words resonate. Franco had betrayed his final promise to her.
    


    
      “You will be on a ship tomorrow morning, heading to Hong Kong. Juan will also be on the ship, in another cabin. Accommodations won't be great, but once in Hong Kong, you will be reunited with Juan, and the company will treat you like royalty. You see, it will all work out. It just takes a bit more cooperation.”
    


    
      Camila turned her back to Franco, as her eyes spilled water...again. She heaved with emotion and placed her hands over her face. She couldn't take this torture. Death was on her hands, that much she couldn't take back. But how could she look into her child's perfect blue eyes and tell him what is right and wrong about this world while she continued to develop a machine whose sole purpose was to kill people?
    


    
      Fury simmered just below the surface, as the images from this morning's final test darted through her mind. Those who worked in that office—brothers, sisters, moms, dads, good friends—never returned to their homes, their loved ones. They suffered a cruel death from that test, a vile act against humanity. She could be dormant no longer.
    


    
      She curled her hands into fists, turned, and leaped, releasing a violent kick toward Franco's stomach. Reacting quicker than she anticipated, he threw his arm in the path of her kick, and her bare foot glanced off his forearm and landed with a thud against his rib cage. He let out a loud grunt and doubled over. Without thinking rationally, she lunged for him, first kicking toward those same ribs, then hurling closed-fist shots with every ounce of strength she could muster. One after another connected on his face, his head, directly into his nose. She must have landed twenty of them, and she screamed at the top of her lungs. She was like a wild animal.
    


    
      Out of nowhere, a body rammed her, taking her off her feet and slamming her to the unforgiving concrete floor. She thought she'd been thrown into an American football game, minus the pads and helmet. Her shoulders collapsed under the weight, her skull bounced off the concrete surface like a basketball. For a few seconds, her eyes lost focus, bright lights flickered on and off. The man—most likely one of the bodyguards—shoved himself against her and stood up, a gun now waving three feet from her face.
    


    
      Franco's face came into focus.
    


    
      “You fucking prick!” She attempted to swing at him, but her shoulder felt like it had come out of its socket. She didn't give a shit.
    


    
      “Where is Juan? Give me my son?” she demanded, spit flying out of her mouth.
    


    
      “You'll get your son once you get to Hong Kong. But you must cooperate. Outbursts like this will not be tolerated. We have to get our money.”
    


    
      “It's always been about your money, for all of you. The Chosen Ones, my ass,” she said. “You never intended on helping those kids. The cause was a mirage. Admit it!“ she yelled.
    


    
      “You are wrong, Camila. We were all driven by the cause. This money will help those kids, I swear to you.”
    


    
      “You fucking liar!”
    


    
      Camila screamed until she lost her voice.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty


    
      
    


    
      It didn't matter if I moved left or right, their unblinking eyes followed me.
    


    
      A sea of men—all skin colors, half-dressed, crouched into a sitting position, their hands folded in front of them—watched my every movement. The leader of the group had a tear-like tattoo hanging under his eye.
    


    
      Standing no more than ten feet away from a giant tapestry hanging on a wall in the main exhibit area of the Asian Art Museum, I could see the texture of their skin. It seemed smooth, eyebrows sculpted. Most wore enormous, jeweled earrings and elaborate, ornate headdresses, red, blue, silver in color.
    


    
      “Kind of creepy isn't it, their eyes never leaving you?” Andi stood shoulder to shoulder with me.
    


    
      “Yeah.” I casually glanced left and right, trying to act like a normal tourist as Ji had instructed while he searched the premises for Satish.
    


    
      “Not sure if they're watching out for us or attached to the group hunting us down,” she said.
    


    
      I looked at her then back at the artwork before us. “Andi, this is just a tapestry, made two thousand years ago.”
    


    
      “Just sayin'.” She shrugged her shoulders.
    


    
      I shook my head in disbelief. “You think it's some curse? We've somehow interrupted a long-running ritual that is being carried out by modern-day descendants, and they've vowed retribution, hoping to restore their path to eternal life?”
    


    
      Andi turned her head, her eyebrows lifting slightly higher, in a cute way. “I think you read my mind.”
    


    
      “Damn, you're silly sometimes.”
    


    
      She returned her gaze to the Himalayan Buddhists—and elbowed me.
    


    
      “How long are we supposed to wait here for Ji?” she asked.
    


    
      “Until he finds Satish.”
    


    
      “What if they find Ji before he finds Satish? Or what if they find Satish, and Ji will never find him?” A finger swept under her eye.
    


    
      “Don't worry. You don't have any makeup to smear,” I said honestly.
    


    
      “Hey!” She jabbed her elbow in my ribs, still a tad sore.
    


    
      “Ow. Sorry. It just means you don't need makeup.” I wasn't sure how that came across.
    


    
      Her head did a double take in my direction. She changed the topic. “Sorry about my little incident back at Ji's apartment.”
    


    
      “Fainting is understandable, given what I'd read. YY dead—I'm assuming murdered. Satish on the run. Made my stomach twist into a vicious knot.”
    


    
      I felt the side of Andi's arm brush mine, like she needed a human touch to provide solace in this swirl of volatile, life-threatening craziness. At times, the last few weeks seemed like a horrible nightmare...the kind where you want to wake up and stop it instantly, but you never do.
    


    
      A little, floppy-haired Asian boy padded around Andi, timidly taking one step at a time while his eyes were glued to the wall of eyes. I could see his head move from one side of the tapestry to the other, taking it all in. Andi and I traded smiles.
    


    
      Without warning, he screamed at the top of his lungs, "Mommy, they won't stop looking at me! Predator alert, predator alert, predator alert!" He ran off, his black hair bouncing up and down.
    


    
      I noticed that Andi and I had both taken a step back, leery of kids and their unpredictability.
    


    
      “Don't move. Don't turn around.”
    


    
      I felt a quick thump of my heart. Ji's monotone voice had startled me.
    


    
      “I found Satish. Second floor café. Corner booth against the window. Overlooking Larkin. Meet you there in five. Don't follow me.”
    


    
      I rested my hands in my pockets, while Andi crossed one arm across her chest, her other hand perched under her chin. We were doing our best to be inconspicuous. Before we left Ji's place, he said some of the best hiding can be accomplished in plain sight, blending in with normal folks. We weren't doing badly, although my uncovered legs reminded me our attire didn't exactly match the gray, windy conditions, temperatures hovering in the mid-fifties. We still had on our running gear from when we'd escaped the attempt on our lives at Chao Town. Fortunately, Ji had provided me a long-sleeve T-shirt and Andi an over-sized University of San Francisco sweatshirt.
    


    
      “Ready?” I asked.
    


    
      Andi nodded then followed me as we walked side by side through the maze of rooms, casually observing paintings and sculptures. In front of Five Directional Buddhas, a series of five paintings dating back over seven hundred years, Andi locked her arm inside mine, extending a pointed finger toward one of the paintings.
    


    
      “Pretty cool, huh?”
    


    
      She sounded sincere, and I shot her a quick glance.
    


    
      “Yeah, it really is.” I squeezed her arm tighter against my side, and she leaned in closer to me. “I think we might want to come back here again, when we're not being hunted like animals.“
    


    
      We continued our casual trek through the exhibits, walking along a zigzagging incline that brought us up to the second floor. I spotted the café, and we strolled over to an open register.
    


    
      “I'll have a turkey sandwich with mayonnaise and a water. How about you...dear?”
    


    
      Andi didn't flinch. “I'll have the same. Hold the mayo though. Thank you.”
    


    
      Thankful that Ji had loaned me twenty bucks just in case we found ourselves needing money, I tossed the bill on the counter. I took back the change, shuffled left to pick up our food, and continued our casual journey to the booth. Ji was facing our direction. Satish must be on the other side of the high-backed booth.
    


    
      Andi scooted in next to Ji, while I sat next to someone whom I almost didn't recognize, if it wasn't for his thin physique, bony fingers dancing on his laptop.
    


    
      “Satish?” Andi asked.
    


    
      He paused and lowered dark, gold-rimmed sunglasses, allowing us to see his eyes, mostly bloodshot. He also wore a hat, a Fedora of some sort, and a tan jacket that mimicked one of those Members Only jackets from yesteryear. He looked like a character from a 1980s sitcom. Maybe Kirk Cameron from Growing Pains, if Kirk had been Indian.
    


    
      “Are you okay?” Andi slid her hand across the table.
    


    
      He nodded but kept his focus on his tiny laptop, the kind with a flat, bendable keyboard. I'd seen a few of my colleagues using those at the office, including Josh, my boss. That reminded me, I hadn't checked in since I left work four days ago, saying I felt like the flu was invading my body. If I ever wanted another paycheck, I'd have to make work a priority. For now, living was at the top of our list, followed closely by finding Camila and figuring out who was behind Gustavo's murder and the several attempts on my life, and Andi's too.
    


    
      “That's not your regular laptop, is it?” I asked.
    


    
      “Already asked him that,” Ji said, leaning back, his eyes scanning the room.
    


    
      Satish clicked a few more times then paused again. “You really think I'm that stupid?”
    


    
      It was an uncommon response from Satish, normally an upbeat, high-energy guy who could figure out any technical problem.
    


    
      “Sorry, didn't mean to offend you.”
    


    
      He released a jittery breath, then reached for a half-full glass of soda and took a sip. “I was up all night, no sleep. I'm on edge. I've never felt this way before.”
    


    
      “I'm so sorry about YY,” Andi said, furrowing her brow. “What happened, if it's okay to ask?“
    


    
      Satish brought his hand to his lip. “YY was so talented, had so much promise." He paused and gulped another caffeine shot. "I got a call from his parents. Apparently, he'd always texted them whenever he safely reached my house, our place of business. We all went looking for him. I found him just after the cops had arrived.”
    


    
      He lifted his glasses and wiped the corner of his eye. "His parents were distraught. They asked me to identify the body. He was shot, including one in the forehead." He jabbed his own forehead, knocking back his hat. He reset it and looked down at his computer.
    


    
      “Professional hit, no doubt in my mind,” Ji added.
    


    
      I looked at Ji then back at Satish. “What did you tell the cops?”
    


    
      “They asked questions, but I knew I couldn't share all of this with them. They'd lock me up for being certifiably crazy. Or they'd ask so many questions, I'd never get out of there. And as you guys told me earlier, I'm not sure who we can trust.”
    


    
      Satish's voice cracked, and I couldn't tell if he was on the verge of crying or screaming out loud. Concerned that he might start really losing it, I put my hand on his shoulder.
    


    
      “From the moment I saw YY, I knew we'd interrupted some serious shit. I'd already worked on erasing the virtual trail back to the garage, made sure our latest code was pushed to the cloud through an untraceable backdoor. But I hit the panic button. Tried to pack up as much of the hardware I could, and I grabbed my emergency backup laptop, tossed my regular phone, went to an all-night store and bought a burner phone.” He touched the machine sitting in front of him.
    


    
      “I've got a local hotspot set up on my computer, and I make sure I reset my IP address and change my physical location every hour,” he said.
    


    
      “Can't be too careful,” Ji said.
    


    
      I popped a knuckle and stared at my turkey sandwich.
    


    
      “You need to eat, keep up your strength. Both of you,” Ji said, wagging a finger at Andi and me.
    


    
      She unfolded the wrapper and took a small bite. I complied with the order as well.
    


    
      “Do you need something to eat?” I asked Satish.
    


    
      “Ji picked me up an egg burrito.”
    


    
      “Downed it in three bites,” Ji said.
    


    
      Satish's lips curled up a bit at the corners, exposing his white teeth. Finally, a bit of a Satish smile.
    


    
      “I know you have something to share with us,” I prompted.
    


    
      “Just before I shut down my operation, I came across a connection to Dropbox, a place where people can share stored files.”
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      “This one had a strange encryption. It took me about ten minutes to figure it out, but I got in and found this.”
    


    
      He slid his computer around so we could all see.
    


    
      Lots of words filled the screen. Our eyes didn't leave the screen until all of us had read every word.
    


    
      1. I believe that every child should have a right to a quality life.

    


    
      2. I believe in a higher power to achieve our goals—our minds.

    


    
      3. I believe in our collective ability to leave a legacy to this world unlike any other person who has walked the earth, including Jesus Christ.

    


    
      4. I trust my partners unequivocally and agree to never damage or sever that trust for as long as I live. For if that bond is ever broken, then we agree that certain lives are not worthy of continuing, and our next of kin will accept the ultimate sacrifice—their lives.

    


    
      In the end, I believe one life sacrificed is but surely worth saving thousands, even millions.
    


    
      Carpe Diem!
    


    
      Four sets of eyes traded stares.
    


    
      Finally, Andi broke the stare-off. “What the hell is this supposed to be?”
    


    
      Satish held up a finger and scrolled down the page, revealing five names:
    


    
      Rafael Lima
    


    
      Diego Cruz
    


    
      Andre Valmor
    


    
      Franco Teixeria
    


    
      Camila Rosario
    


    
      “Digital signatures,” Satish added.
    


    
      “Camila,” Andi whispered.
    


    
      “Franco,” I said, my mind still attempting to ascertain how this document connected to everything I'd witnessed, everything we'd experienced. A pellet of uncertainty pinged the walls of my stomach.
    


    
      “Satish, what the hell did we just read? What is this supposed to represent?” Andi asked, her hand reaching toward the mini-screen.
    


    
      My eyes searched the ceiling, and I questioned everything that had compelled me to put my life on hold and push for information the last few weeks. Everything that had torn my world apart, nearly gotten me killed, Andi killed. YY was dead, Satish on the run. Bogi, who knew? Ji was mixed up in it now. Mr. Chao's employee had been scared out of his mind, Chao Town had been ripped apart by a pair of assassins.
    


    
      I'd trusted my instincts, allowed my recognition of Camila's beauty to blur my true intuition. Gustavo was murdered with a meat cleaver at my feet. Camila had received a text or phone call, then uncontrollably distraught, she ran away. Why?
    


    
      I shook my head, clenched my teeth, barely holding back from slamming my fist to the table. But the last thing my friends needed was me creating a scene. Another one.
    


    
      Ji wiped a hand across his face. “Can't say what all of this means. But given all the information I've heard, this essentially provides justification for murder.”
    


    
      “Gustavo's murder?” I asked.
    


    
      “That's what I'm thinking,” Ji said.
    


    
      “One other thing I thought you'd find interesting,” Satish said, clicking twice. “The name of the file.“
    


    
      Three of us leaned closer, our heads nearly touching, and followed the cursor to the top of the screen. The file name read: The Chosen Ones_Our Pact.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    
      
    


    
      Twirling around the corner post, I stuck out my heel and came to a halt, somewhat like an ice skater. I hooked my arm around the pole just as the conductor yelled out, "All aboard!"
    


    
      Ding dong, ding dong, ding dong.
    


    
      The familiar sound of the trolley's bell clanged in my head. A quick jerk forward then a more gradual buildup of speed. I shot a glance at Andi, who was sitting on the wooden bench, her eyes staring out the trolley's back end. I took note of the single bandage still adhered to her thigh, but she didn't seem bothered by it. Ji and Satish were the first ones on the trolley, purposely avoiding contact with the two of us—perpetual magnets for thugs and assassins, apparently. They sat on the opposite end, facing away from us, Satish still wearing his throw-back disguise, sunglasses, and Fedora.
    


    
      A chilly breeze slapped my face, and it felt good. I looked back, now twenty yards or so from our starting point at Larkin Street and noticed the city library. Had Marisa been at my side, she would have insisted on us touring the library, even kicking back and reading a random book, taking in all the musty smells. My mind drifted back to the two us intertwined on our plaid, deep-seated couch, Marisa using me as a prop to hold open her latest paperback, maybe lean her Kindle against my leg, depending on her mood or the charge of said gadget. I hadn't realized it back then, but we maintained a rather simple life. At times, we had more than our share of chaos, even outright fear from the forces that tried to tear us apart. Maybe it wasn't simple, then. But with Marisa, my life felt settled. It had purpose, meaning, and I could see us growing old together, having kids, grandkids. And then it all had ended. Since that day, I had a difficult time picturing myself with anyone else or with a true commitment to any aspect of my life.
    


    
      I blew warm air into my free hand and felt an invisible mist dampen my face. I closed my eyes, and I allowed myself to go there ever so briefly—I wondered where my half-brother was at this very moment. Was he still in the country, maybe close by, possibly watching? Was he preying on someone weaker than he? The turkey sandwich I'd eaten earlier elevated into the back of my throat.
    


    
      “What are you thinking about?” Andi asked out of thin air.
    


    
      I turned and was surprised to see her standing up, a hand on the pole, her hair tousled by the bouncy ride and breeze.
    


    
      “Nothing.”
    


    
      She flipped her head to face forward, her long, brown hair now flowing behind her.
    


    
      “I can tell when you're thinking about Marisa.”
    


    
      “How?”
    


    
      “You don't seem to be here, living in the moment. Sometimes it's your eyes. Other times, it's just your demeanor.”
    


    
      I didn't know I could be read so easily. I felt exposed.
    


    
      “It's almost like you're having a conversation with her, right here in front of you, and nothing else exists.”
    


    
      I thought back to my last make-believe conversation with Marisa...the night I laid eyes on Camila. “Does everyone see that?”
    


    
      “Probably not. I just know you.” She put her arm around my waist then kissed my shoulder.
    


    
      She'd only kissed my shirt, but it caught me off guard—like nothing else.
    


    
      “Sorry. I don't mean to keep reliving my past.”
    


    
      “It's okay, Michael. You can't predict the grieving process.”
    


    
      I gave her a warm smile. "Grieving is behind me mostly. Just a little flashback. I'm in full recovery mode," I said with a positive tone, then I noticed Andi's red nose.
    


    
      I circled my arm around her shoulder, brought her closer, against my chest. I felt like I had to reciprocate, so I kissed the top of her head.
    


    
      “It's frickin' cold when you're not wearing the right clothes,” she said, her head still nestled against my chest.
    


    
      Leaning a tad to the right, I could see Satish's fedora and, a few seats down, the back of Ji's black leather coat. The trolley had traveled about five blocks, made a couple of stops. We picked up speed, heading northeast on Market. We cruised by the Market Street Theatre and the Loft Historic District, an area where old, rundown warehouses and historic buildings had been refurbished into loft apartments, most of the transformation occurring in the 1990s.
    


    
      Several stops later, we'd gone at least thirteen or fourteen blocks, and despite gray, low skies and darkness beginning to settle in, I could see the ocean off in the distance, a few spotlights from Navy Pier catching shimmering ripples in the water. I felt a pinch at my waist.
    


    
      “Need to use the restroom,” Andi said with a smile.
    


    
      I nodded and pulled the lever just above Andi's head, signaling our desire to get off at the next possible location.
    


    
      The trolley came to a screechy stop at Market and Drumm. Off to our right hulked the enormous San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank Building, which combined a couple different types of architecture, a front façade that was more classic, with stone columns seemingly standing guard, while the upper building came from the modern era, circa 1924. The huge structure filled an entire office block. Outside of the New York Stock Exchange, this bank from the twelfth district might represent capitalism more than any building in America. But it wasn't all for show. I'd read that the bank contained one of the largest collections of paper money in the country.
    


    
      I realized my office was only a couple of hundred yards in the opposite direction, up Drumm. Three steps off the trolley, I caught a glimpse of Ji and Satish, who lifted from their seats and followed our path, about ten paces behind us. Ji walked with confidence, but not too much. It appeared he was chewing a piece of gum. What says nonchalant more than chewing a piece of gum?
    


    
      Satish appeared far more cautious, even outright suspicious, if I didn't know him. His head jerked right and left. His mini-laptop was stored inside his jacket, his arm pressing the device against his torso. Throw in the mirrored sunglasses that covered half his face, and he looked like he'd just stepped out of a 1980s cocaine party—he was that squirmy.
    


    
      I said to Andi, "I'm not sure I want make a cameo appearance at the office, considering I walked out three days ago moaning about the flu—all of it a ruse to give me the freedom to get to the bottom of this crazy-ass shit." Walking north on Drumm, along with dozens of other people who seemingly had no place to go, I felt as strong as I had since just before my first assault—my Swiss-cheese ear notwithstanding.
    


    
      I scanned the area, looking for a place where we could hide among the crowd, giving us more time to discuss what to do with the document Satish had found. The Chosen Ones. We had names, signatures even, signed at the bottom of this pact, oath, whatever. Seeing Camila's name right under Franco's name had made me sick to my stomach. Part of me felt completely duped. Yet, I knew what I had seen...Franco grabbing Camila's arm at her business, Camila kidnapped right off a city street. They might be business partners, but it was obvious something had changed since they signed that document—as bizarre and twisted as it read. And from my point of view, it appeared Franco held all the cards. I questioned if he also held Camila against her will.
    


    
      “It is Friday, almost six o'clock. The place is probably dead,” Andi said. Her contorted face spoke volumes. “I'm not really good at 'holding it.'“ She used air quotes, and I tried not to chuckle.
    


    
      I spotted a place I used to frequent, when I actually went to work every day.
    


    
      I lifted my chin. "Up ahead, strip center next to Playa. Taco Bell." I put my arm behind her back, as if she needed incentive to make the additional distance.
    


    
      “I was hoping for a cleaner bathroom,” Andi said.
    


    
      “Cleanest on the bay, swear to you,” I said, turning my head to ensure Ji and Satish were still bringing up the rear—and they were.
    


    
      “You must have some fond memories of this place.”
    


    
      I did a double take and sniffed a bit of sarcasm.
    


    
      “The gang loved their bean burritos. I could feed a development team for less than twenty bucks.”
    


    
      “Fine, can't argue now. Just need to focus.” Her voice sounded stressed.
    


    
      “Run if you need to. Make a run for the border.”
    


    
      She rolled eyes so far up her head I thought she'd turned into a zombie.
    


    
      Traffic cluttered the street, and we huddled with a throng of people, including Ji and Satish, waiting for the right moment to make a break for the west side of the road. Andi was walking in place.
    


    
      “Now,” I said, making a beeline for the other side. I raised my head, and my eyes must have bugged out. Josh, my boss, was walking out of Taco Bell. I instantly slowed to a crawl and reached for Andi's arm. She brushed it off and kept walking.
    


    
      “Wait.”
    


    
      She turned back. "For what, Michael? I've got to go!" She jumped up and down a couple of times like a little girl.
    


    
      I surveyed the scene, then I crunched down on my lower lip.
    


    
      Just behind Josh—Franco.
    


    
      “What the hell?” I said out loud. I quickly snatched Andi's arm and veered right, turning my head away from them. Walking against the grain, we dodged many of the people who'd been waiting with us on the east side of Drumm. Ji spotted me out of the corner of his eye, and I shook my head and waved my hand at my waist. He got the message and, along with Mr. Obvious, curled back to follow us.
    


    
      “Where are we going?” Andi whispered without turning her head.
    


    
      My body temperature had just gone up several degrees in no time, aside from the back of my neck, where I felt an icy patch. I could hear my own breath, and I knew I couldn't let this opportunity go to waste. I twisted my neck and spotted the pair. They were climbing the outside stairs leading up to Playa. This was my best chance—possibly my only chance—to find out everything I could about this fucked-up situation, hopefully minus an appearance from the thugs and assassins.
    


    
      “Tell Ji I'm following Josh and Franco into Playa,” I said to Andi.
    


    
      “Josh, your boss? What's going on?”
    


    
      “Who knows? That's what I want to find out. I'll text or call Ji if I need him.”
    


    
      I turned on a dime, heading back west across the street.
    


    
      Ten feet later, someone sat on their horn, causing my heart to nearly jump out of my chest.
    


    
      “Fuck!” I threw out my hand as a Land Cruiser jerked to a stop three feet from me. I was more pissed at myself for not paying attention. I turned my head and saw the front door to Playa shutting. I took in a breath and hoped Josh and Franco hadn't turned around to check out the commotion.
    


    
      I resumed my trek and crossed the busy street, hopped on the curb, and four strides later, scattered up about ten stone steps. I paused at the front door, thinking how I should approach this...confrontation. It would be just me and Franco, and my boss. What the hell was Josh doing? Were they friends, business associates? Josh was consumed by his work, but he didn't seem like a terrible guy, at least not by typical corporate standards. At worst, he was an intellectual snob, or so I thought.
    


    
      I pulled open the stately wooden door and instantly recalled that I didn't have my badge to get me through the interior doors. "Dammit," I said to myself. Glass standing at least ten feet high separated me from free access to the rest of the building—and Franco. I looked all around and didn't see a soul, only a light from a hallway or an office beyond a sea of cubes about sixty feet away.
    


    
      Chewing the inside of my cheek, I considered making a run and trying to bounce up the glass to grab the top, then pull myself over. I huffed, realizing I'd watched too many Jackie Chan movies. A blinking yellow light got my attention, and I took a few steps to the left. Oh yes! This is the fingerprint system some of the nerds—rather, technical developers—had been working on, just for fun. It was still in beta, but I wondered if my fingerprint would unlock the security door.
    


    
      Used somewhat like an electronic hotel room key system—but far more advanced—I slid my finger in the opening to the device, then pulled it out. The light blinked red.
    


    
      I wondered if I was in their database, considering my current recent nonattendance. I tried again, and got the same result.
    


    
      “Slow down,” I told myself.
    


    
      I placed my finger in the opening one more time and held it there for five seconds. A green light blinked, and I heard a click. I grabbed the handle of the door and pulled.
    


    
      I was in.
    


    
      With my feet planted on the rainbow-colored, polka-dot carpet squares, I slowly scanned the front room's main cubicle area and didn't see the top of any head. The few adjacent offices were all dark. Josh and Franco wouldn't be hiding in one of those dimly lit offices, ready to jump me as I walked by, would they? I was almost positive they hadn't spotted me, and I tried to brush off my trepidation.
    


    
      Ceiling tiles took in a creaky breath as the heater pumped to life, settling into its familiar hum.
    


    
      Keeping my head on a swivel, I stepped heel to toe, moving toward the light, my pulse hovering in the yellow area, my adrenaline locked and loaded. Veering right at a fork, the light became more vivid. It was an office. Josh's office. My legs grew stiff, and I couldn't help but walk on my toes. My senses were on full alert.
    


    
      No voices. Had they heard me? I stopped breathing.
    


    
      What was that? I looked behind me, but the hallway was empty. Must have been ceiling creaks. The old place had been refurbished three or four times since it was built in the 1930s. Ahh, the stories it could tell.
    


    
      Stiffness formed in my neck, but I forced myself to lean forward and slowly take in the view of Josh's playroom office. Taking two steps forward, I saw it was all bare, aside from his boy toys. I noticed a stack of Rubik's Cubes on his desk, unpackaged, all sides showing a uniform color. Part of me wanted to screw up his perfect cubes. Didn't have time, plus I'd seen Josh unscramble those suckers in less than a minutes. Maybe he was a genius.
    


    
      I still couldn't mentally put my arms around Josh and Franco. What the hell did they have in common? Josh wasn't the type to bully a beautiful woman. I wasn't even sure he liked women. Whatever.
    


    
      I continued my search, walking down two more halls, then I came upon the game room. Empty, other than a ping pong table, four red bean bag chairs, a bar with two beer taps, a poker table, and three stand-up, old-school video games—including Centipede. My initials took three of the top ten scores on that sucker.
    


    
      Tiny security lights attached to the ceiling every twenty feet or so lighting my path, I glided past our think tank—an open area full of white boards and more games. Just around the next corner, I found my cube. Flyers were stacked on my chair, and a note stuck to my desk that read: “Where the hell are you, Doyle? We need some bean burritos, dude!”
    


    
      Leaving my cube, I took a different route back toward the front. No sounds, other than the ever-present furnace hum. I caught a scent of disinfectant then noticed our unisex bathroom off to my right. I hung a left and eyed a set of stairs that led to a second floor, rarely used.
    


    
      I stopped at the base and looked up. Dark. A few small boxes littered the path, and dust covered the one wooden railing. It was hot up there, regardless of the season. I decided to try the second floor only if the rest of the building was empty.
    


    
      I heard a thud off in the distance. I turned my head. Did I hear low voices, or was my mind playing tricks? I took a few steps then paused again.
    


    
      I pondered how I'd handle the interaction with Franco. If he was behind any of this shit, he deserved an ass kicking, and then I'd force him to tell me everything he knew, starting with Camila's whereabouts.
    


    
      I shook my head. For all I knew, Harley Man was a black belt in Tae Kwon Do and could split me into eight pieces without breaking a sweat.
    


    
      Five more steps and I noticed our lone water fountain tucked between two walls. My tongue scratched the back of my throat, and I debated leaning down for a quick sip. Then I recalled an incident when I was in third grade. After running around like a crazy child at recess, I beat everyone to the water fountain and slurped like a dog for a full minute. The school bully apparently didn't approve, and without warning, he drove his elbow into the back of my head, and I face-planted into the metal appendage. I lost a tooth and needed a couple of stitches. But I had the last laugh. As blood squirted out of my lip like a small fountain, the chubby man-child tossed his cookies all over himself. Turns out he had a wimpy gag reflex.
    


    
      I passed on the water and padded toward the one area I hadn't checked out, other than our second floor—the break room. I weaved through some random cubes then cut a left.
    


    
      My eyes got wide—I thought I just noticed shadow movement pouring into the hallway from the break room. I blinked twice, listening. Should I call Ji? Can't wait for him. I had to confront this asshole here and now.
    


    
      Three more steps. I hugged the wall, my eyes shifting from an eye-level view of the break room entrance, down to the floor, on the lookout for more shadow movement. No sounds, not even the furnace. Seconds later, I heard a whirring purr, and I knew our twentieth-century fridge had come to life.
    


    
      I took in a deep breath and stepped boldly into the doorway.
    


    
      Nothing. The room was vacant of anything living, other than the mold I'd likely find if I opened the fridge and found lunches from three weeks ago. Could one of those be mine?
    


    
      I picked up a strong scent of pickles and something sweet. Lemonade. Josh loved his lemonade. Tubs of salty snacks rimmed two counters, a bowl of apples sat on the oval table, and cases of beer and soda were stacked against the corner. I actually felt a tinge of hunger. I brushed that aside and wondered if I'd imagined the entire scene. Josh, Franco, walking into this office. No one was here. Well, there was the second floor. I bit the inside of my cheek and looked back at the corner, on the other side of the wall of beverages. I stepped closer, my eyes narrowing.
    


    
      A door, no more than five feet high, built eighty years ago. Nothing more than a storage closet, from what I'd heard. It was painted the exact color of the walls, a pale yellow, including the tiny knob.
    


    
      It's just a storage closet. And it's probably empty.
    


    
      Then why did I feel drawn to open it? Curiosity killed the cat, so I took hold of the knob, fully expecting it be locked.
    


    
      It was.
    


    
      Turning around, I scratched my head. "I must be fucking crazy," I said out loud, daring anyone within close proximity to show themselves.
    


    
      Maybe I was experiencing some type of delayed aftereffect from my concussions. Hallucinating, combining my pre-drama world (Josh) with my current nemesis (Franco). I walked to the fridge, looking for a cold G2, grape. I yanked the handle and the damn thing broke off the door, at least most of it. A single bent screw held the lower part of the handle, while the top part dangled, its associated hardware scattered at my feet.
    


    
      “Great.” Using the tips of my fingers, I peeled the rubber seal from the refrigerator door, and it swung open. One sniff and I knew I couldn't be hallucinating or dreaming. I put my hand over my face, quickly looking for the stash of G2s. I found the odor culprit inside the egg container. Eggs. Not shelled eggs in a carton. Deviled eggs that had sprouted a garden of greenish, fuzzy mold. My face contorted, I grabbed a purple plastic bottle and flipped the door shut with my foot, the sound of clanging metal filling up the room.
    


    
      “Everyone knows I'm here now.”
    


    
      I cracked the seal and chugged until I'd downed half the bottle, then wiped my mouth with my sleeve. Public decorum was not a concern at this point.
    


    
      My eyes shifted back to the little storage door. I pursed my lips then stepped in that direction, setting my drink on the nearby counter. I took a firmer grip of the knob and put some torque behind it. Pop.
    


    
      The damn thing had only been stuck, maybe even rusted. But it wasn't locked.
    


    
      With my heart fluttering just a tad, I opened the door. Nothing but black. I stuck my hand in and felt around. Only air. I couldn't see a damn thing, so I pulled my phone and tapped the screen, providing a few feet of decent light.
    


    
      Stairs. Going down.
    


    
      I knew where I was headed. Hopefully anywhere but hell. I crouched down and took the first step.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    
      
    


    
      “Oh fuck!” My voice echoed off the ribbed metal surrounding me, but I could have cared less. A foot-long serrated blade jabbed a shockwave of pain into my shoulder—or at least that was what it felt like. My extended arm rested under my head, but at an angle that wasn't natural—unless you performed for Cirque du Soleil.
    


    
      I peeled myself off the narrow landing in what appeared to be a tunnel and put weight on my elbow.
    


    
      “Fuck!” I said again. My eyes adjusted to the darkness, and I glanced behind me, up the dimly lit tube, and cursed the wooden, warped stairs. After the first step, my shoe had touched nothing but air. The rest of my body bounced, scraped, and tumbled down the staircase.
    


    
      Who the hell makes a staircase with no second step?
    


    
      I released a battered breath and sat up, cringing at any movement that hinted at using my right shoulder, arm, or wrist. My entire body felt bruised, cuts up and down my shins and knees. I touched my face. Blood from at least three places—my forehead and chin screaming pain. I took a second and tried to pick out a buried splinter from my chin. I came up empty.
    


    
      Enough about me.
    


    
      Grunting like an old man, I got to my feet, balanced on a two-foot-wide walkway, used my left arm to wipe blood and sweat from my eyes. I examined my new world. The tunnel went left and right. I was facing left off the stairs, which were actually more like a booby trap. The adrenaline shot I'd experienced when gravity yanked me downward had robbed me of complete muscle control. My legs wobbled like...an old man.
    


    
      Nearby, out of sight, drops of water from above or off an attached pipe plopped into a shallow moat bordering the platform. I hoped a little sewage wasn't mixed in. My nostrils filled with smells of salt and metallic—like I could taste them. I prepared myself for a rodent to pop out of the darkness.
    


    
      But I was on the hunt for a snake.
    


    
      Either my eyes were playing tricks or I could see a glimpse of light. The tunnel appeared to curve, so I headed in that direction and began to rebuild the logical, deductive side of my brain—the one that had just experienced another shot of trauma. I'd been spared another concussion, thanks to the padding from my awkwardly placed arm, courtesy of a newly expanded shoulder socket. I grimaced and massaged my upper arm.
    


    
      Seeking some balance assurance and a light to see into the black hole, I pulled out my cell phone and thumbed the screen. Cracked. It looked like I'd taken a hammer to it. My fingers felt splinters of glass push out, on the verge of crumbling. Functionally, it was slightly better than a paperweight. The light flickered at maybe thirty percent of its normal capacity. I brought up Ji's contact to send a text, realizing I should probably tell the gang what was going on.
    


    
      I pressed letters and nothing displayed. I pressed harder and numbers and odd characters popped up. Then I clicked send and it just sat there...like a paperweight. Could have partially been due to poor coverage in the tunnel, but given the fact the phone had just taken a beating—much like its owner—the damn thing was probably broken.
    


    
      The murky glow of the phone served its essential purpose—lighting my path, maybe a three-foot radius around me. I scanned my surroundings, on the lookout for rodents and serpents, including those with legs.
    


    
      Suddenly, water splashed to my right. My heart snapped to attention, followed closely by my body. A frog leaped on the walkway, then hopped back into the water on the other side.
    


    
      “Shit!” The sudden, jerky reaction had sent a zap of blood-curdling pain through my shoulder. I kneaded the deltoid muscle in my upper arm and resumed walking, breathing like I was in Lamaze class.
    


    
      Five steps later, a flicker of light, a thin shadow around the bend. I stopped in my tracks, my ears assessing every sound. Muffled voices, maybe more than two? Confronting Franco in front of Josh hadn't concerned me in the least. Adding another person to the mix sent an instant message to my brain—what the hell am I thinking? I had no weapon, only one usable arm. I did have my phone—the glow-in-the-dark paperweight.
    


    
      I licked my lips, just as I saw shadows dance on the rim of the tunnel, then a methodic clipping sound behind me. Shoes. I backed up while still staring straight ahead, pondering what to do. I had no intentions of missing this opportunity, but taking on three people, even if one was Josh, was a beating waiting to happen—possibly worse.
    


    
      Glancing behind me to ensure my shoes wouldn't slide off the metal path, I backpedaled faster, still not yet seeing a figure to match the clip of the shoes. I paused briefly. The pattern told me it was one person—unless another person wore soft-sole shoes. I took another twenty steps or so back into the thick of the darkness. With my heart peppering my chest cavity, I tiptoed off the path. My shoes sank into about six inches of soupy water. I tried to ignore the possible creatures—living and not—and other toxins floating against my skin. I leaned against the shell of the tunnel, trying my best to blend in with the metal.
    


    
      Being a chameleon was my best shot—maybe my only shot—to surprise this person.
    


    
      I saw a silhouette and dipped my head down. Afraid to show the whites of my eyes, the shoes moved closer, clipping at the same rhythm, the echo becoming more distinct.
    


    
      Something just nipped at my ankle. I clenched my teeth, knowing if I even twitched, the water would ripple, attracting attention. Another nibble. My mind had visions of piranha swarming, preparing to devour my lower extremity. I knew the thought was delusional. It took everything I had to not move, to not kick and jump back on the platform.
    


    
      From the corner of my eye, I saw shoes—but I couldn't determine what type from the lack of light. Does he see me? Is he carrying a gun? I had one chance, a single window of opportunity to...what was I going to do actually? Images of Camila darted through my mind—the night she leaned over and touched the neck of her dead brother, Gustavo, tears flowing, and feeling no pulse. I could recall anguish washing over her body, and then her phone blurted out a noise, and fear overtook the pain and she ran off. So scared she couldn't even stay to grieve in a normal way—if there is a normal when the shell of the person you've loved most lies in front of you, dead. Never to hear that person speak, laugh, sing. Never to touch that person's cheek. Never to feel that person's empathy or support, genuine interest in what you care about.
    


    
      I realized the night she lost Gustavo, I could finally see that I wasn't alone in this world. I wasn't the first, nor the last, to go through an experience that shredded my heart and destroyed my will to live life to its fullest. I'd let down my pop and me.
    


    
      Camila was me nineteen months ago, and I only wanted to turn back time and keep it from happening.
    


    
      Six feet and closing.
    


    
      Recalling the journey of how I got to this spot, at this exact place in time, all of it enabled me to finally stitch my heart back together. I channeled my energy, coiling up for the attack.
    


    
      I filled my chest with a slow breath.
    


    
      One purpose.
    


    
      I launched myself out of the moat, kicking off the side of the tunnel like an Olympic swimmer. With the growl of a lion, I pounced on my victim. He leaped, raising his arms, allowing my shoulder—the good one—to ram into his ribs. It flushed his lungs of air. I pumped my legs, taking him off his feet, and slammed his body into the opposite wall. I think his head clanged against the side.
    


    
      Fine with me. Just helped me gain more of an advantage. He bounced off the metal, and I took his arm and flipped his body over my outstretched leg. He dropped hard, half his body in the moat, the other half stretched over the platform. I fell on top of him, my knee landing with a thud on his kidney, then grabbed a free arm and twisted it behind his back.
    


    
      “Stop, stop!” the man yelled. There was no accent.
    


    
      I examined the frame of the man I'd just tackled like a blocking dummy.
    


    
      “Josh?”
    


    
      He was no dummy.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    
      
    


    
      I tasted copper—again. But this blood snack didn't occur at the hands of some assassin. My boss, Josh, had thrown a hissy fit in the cab, and one of his girly fingernails clipped my face.
    


    
      Asshole.
    


    
      Ji had ended the temper tantrum with a direct jab to Josh's nose. He wailed like a baby.
    


    
      I wiped the corner of my mouth where blood had trickled in, then glanced over at boy genius, sitting in a fold-out chair, surrounded by bags of concrete, discarded trash, and dirt in an abandoned warehouse. The same dilapidated building that Larry and Rocko had led us through on the way to Ji's apartment.
    


    
      That felt like weeks ago, but it was only early this morning, just after Andi and I escaped the storm of bullets at Chao Town.
    


    
      “You're going to pay for this, Doyle. Oh, you're going to pay dearly,” Josh said to me, closing his eyes, gingerly touching his bloodied nose.
    


    
      “Should we put a bullet through his kneecap or chop off his fingers one at a time?” Andi stood two feet away from my smug boss. My eyes met hers, then I glanced over at Ji. He shrugged his shoulders.
    


    
      My body looked like a war zone with scrapes, dried blood, bruises that were visible and a few that weren't, and I was pissed, but Andi's comment seemed a bit outrageous—for now. She walked over to me, and we turned our backs to the man we'd just kidnapped.
    


    
      “I saw that in a movie once.”
    


    
      I nodded, and Ji joined us.
    


    
      “Not smart to threaten something that isn't going to happen, although if this skinny prick doesn't tell us what we want to know, need to know, then I might be open to it.” Sarcasm filled my voice.
    


    
      Ji opened his leather jacket and revealed a pistol. “Not saying we'll use it on this skinny prick, as you called him. It's our safety net. And it's licensed.”
    


    
      I looked over my shoulder and observed Satish, set up with his hotspot in an office about thirty feet away. With his fedora-and-sunglass disguise sitting next to his laptop, his elbow leaned on a desk that didn't appear to be completely level. It didn't faze him. His eyes were focused on the screen.
    


    
      “You think he'll be able to learn more about the Chosen Ones?” Andi asked.
    


    
      Concerned, she reached over and touched my face.
    


    
      “This might hurt, but don't move,” she said.
    


    
      I didn't, but I braced for more pain.
    


    
      “Got it.”
    


    
      “Shit!”
    


    
      Everyone looked at me and I stared at Andi, who held an inch-long splinter between two fingers.
    


    
      “Thanks. I guess.”
    


    
      “That sucker looked like an infection waiting to happen.”
    


    
      I winced a bit and realized she was probably spot-on. “To answer your question, I hope so. I still can't wrap my mind around Camila signing such a document.”
    


    
      “Too kind, too sweet?” Andi raised an eyebrow, like she was questioning my read on The Natural.
    


    
      So was I. “Maybe. I'm questioning everything. But we know her brother was murdered. The pact, or whatever it's named, threatens to kill the next of kin if one of the members breaks the bond. I'm wondering if Camila did just that. And her brother paid the price.”
    


    
      Andi ran fingers through her hair, then hit a snag and pulled them out.
    


    
      Ji said, “Some of the words used in this so-called pact—comparing themselves to Jesus, calling their minds a higher power, not allowing others to reproduce, the idea of sacrificing one to save others—it reads more like a decree. I've seen other groups with creeds like this.”
    


    
      I looked over Ji's shoulder and saw Josh sitting, looked straight ahead, brooding like a little kid.
    


    
      “What kind of groups?”
    


    
      Ji eyed me then Andi. “Cults.”
    


    
      Rubbing the back of my neck, I knew he was right. Jim Jones came to mind. “Maybe one didn't drink the Kool-Aid...not a full glass, anyway.”
    


    
      “Camila?”
    


    
      “I tell you, she was kidnapped.”
    


    
      Andi jerked her head toward Josh. “Like him.”
    


    
      “We need information, and we need it quickly,” I said.
    


    
      Ji, who'd been trained in a number of interrogation techniques, stepped over to Josh, put a hand on his shoulder and a finger in his face.
    


    
      “We tried asking you nicely, but we're not going to wait all night. Tell us where they have Camila and what you and Franco are involved in.” His tone was measured, serious.
    


    
      Josh tried to move, but Ji's meaty hand was locked on his shoulder, which annoyed my boss.
    


    
      “I told you guys, I don't know shit about any of this!” He brought a hand to his nose then cringed as he touched it.
    


    
      “You're a smart guy, Josh. Right? You pretty much tell everyone that,” I said.
    


    
      Curling his hand into a fist, Ji brought back his arm.
    


    
      “Okay, I know a little,” Josh finally admitted, his hands extending, preparing for the punch.
    


    
      “Talk,” Ji said.
    


    
      He released a breath. “We had some cash flow issues at Playa last year. Franco stepped in and gave us a cash infusion and became a partner.”
    


    
      Josh looked at me, and I could feel my nervous pulse picking up speed. “I never heard anything about this, not even through the rumor mill.”
    


    
      “He wanted to remain a silent partner. That's normal, by the way.”
    


    
      I nodded.
    


    
      “I got to know Franco a bit, and the guy's a real entrepreneur. The next Mark Cuban,” he said. “He told me about this new startup he'd funded. Well, not much about it, other than he knew it would bring in millions, maybe billions. He was interested in the old tunnels that connected into the Playa building, and I told him what I knew about them as well as an abandoned office of some kind off one of the tunnels.“
    


    
      Ji's eyes shifted to mine.
    


    
      “Franco said the mission of this startup wasn't something he could share, but it would change the world as we know it. It got me excited,” Josh said.
    


    
      “Excited enough to be involved in kidnapping, killing?” Andi asked, her eyes on fire.
    


    
      “What? No! I have no clue what you're talking about.” His face was contorted. Ji's fist was just three feet from impact, but Josh still didn't fold. I wondered if he was actually telling the truth.
    


    
      “All I know is, this new company needed special conditions for their new product, whatever it is. Franco offered me a small piece of this startup in return for the underground space off the tunnel and access to it anytime he needed. I jumped at the offer. And I'm going to make a mint.” His chin arched higher.
    


    
      The smug Josh had returned.
    


    
      Just then, I heard a squeak. Then I saw a tail slithering in between bags of half-eaten fast food.
    


    
      “A rat,” I said to Andi, who nudged closer to me, her arms pressed against her chest.
    


    
      “Where is Camila?” I asked Josh directly.
    


    
      “I don't know this Camila person. Swear to God.” He held up his hand, his head swiveling between me and Ji, who kept his fist in a cocked position.
    


    
      “I've seen a few people come and go through that door in the break room, but never a woman.”
    


    
      I felt a tap on my shoulder. Satish's huge eyes were two feet away.
    


    
      “I think I found the link between The Chosen Ones.”
    


    
      I flicked my head, asking Ji to join us, and we moved a few feet away from the prying ears of Josh.
    


    
      “The CTO, Rafael; the sales exec, Diego; the congressman, Andre; and yes, Camila and Franco...all were child orphans in Brazil. I'm not sure we'll ever find out if they knew each other as kids, but each of them came to the States in their teen years.”
    


    
      “That's their connection. Orphaned kids, maybe no parents at all, living off nothing on the streets of Rio. I've read a lot of stories about this,” I said.
    


    
      “So what's the purpose of their group, their cult, given what we've read and now know about their background?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “But it's only speculation. We need to find them, maybe stop them. First, we have to find Camila.”
    


    
      We all turned back to Josh.
    


    
      “What are you looking at me for? I'm not your dinner.”
    


    
      “Good to hear you haven't lost your sense of humor,” I said.
    


    
      “I'm not laughing,” Ji said, crunching his knuckles, the echo bouncing off the barren ceiling and floor.
    


    
      “The key might be getting inside that underground office.” I pursed my lips, knowing I must have been close to the office just hours earlier.
    


    
      “Too unpredictable down there. Too restrictive, dark,” Ji said.
    


    
      Out of the corner of my eye, I thought I saw another slinky tail hanging outside of a white bag, which was smeared with crusted mustard. I scratched the part of my face that didn't contain an abrasion, and I felt a healthy stubble.
    


    
      “We need to entice the rat, bring him out to us,” I said. I grabbed Josh's phone. “Josh is going to text Franco. I'm assuming you have him as a contact?“
    


    
      He nodded, wincing at the same time.
    


    
      “Is that going to give you heartburn, Josh?”
    


    
      “Look, I'm close to pulling in a nice haul. I've...” He paused.
    


    
      Ji looked at his own fist, then wrapped his fingers around Josh's shoulder again.
    


    
      “It's not like that. I've had my eyes on this sweet beach house down in Santa Monica. I can get it for one point nine five, if I can hurry up and give them a sizable down payment.”
    


    
      “Million?” Andi asked.
    


    
      Josh shrugged, his eyes admitting his selfishness, greed. “Realtor told me it used to be owned by the guy who directed the original Bourne thriller, The Bourne Identity. Epic.”
    


    
      I shook my head.
    


    
      “That's perfect. Text Franco, tell him you need to meet and discuss your financial reward. Tell him it's urgent. And make it convincing.”
    


    
      Josh took the phone, and his fingers went to work.
    


    
      Josh: Hey bro, gotta talk. Big news to share.
    


    
      Franco: Busy. Talk tomorrow.
    


    
      Josh glanced up; we were looking over his shoulder.
    


    
      “You need to convince him to meet you. No other options,” I said.
    


    
      Josh: I got a break on a pad down in SM. Price dropped under 2 mil.
    


    
      We waited about thirty seconds for a reply.
    


    
      Franco: Good for u. I'm busy. Tomorrow.
    


    
      “Try harder. Make it Oscar worthy,” I said.
    


    
      Josh let out an audible breath then tapped the phone.
    


    
      Josh: I'm busy 2, cleaning up all ur shit. I've done u a favor by giving you my space. Need to meet, talk about my payout.
    


    
      “That will rattle the cages,” Josh said.
    


    
      He was right.
    


    
      Franco: Ok, ok.
    


    
      “Where to meet?” I asked, more to myself than anyone else.
    


    
      “He's a coffee addict. Make it Starbucks, and he's there,” Josh offered.
    


    
      “There's one right across from that park, near the fountain with the cool sculpture,” I said.
    


    
      Josh started typing.
    


    
      Josh: Starbucks in Herman Plaza. See u in one hour.
    


    
      Franco: Ok.
    


    
      “Satisfied?” Josh asked.
    


    
      “Yep.”
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    
      
    


    
      My breath twirled into the starless night. Arching my head back, my face felt a mist evolve into a chilly, light sprinkle and I heard the pitter-patter of water flowing over and through the unique metal sculpture at Vaillancourt Fountain. I'd learned that a French Canadian had designed the structure in the early 1970s. Another artistic marvel in San Francisco.
    


    
      While not exactly wearing camouflage, I'd decided to be more cautious on this excursion. I stood . . . well, now paced on red pavers in front of the fountain, situated a couple of hundred feet from the Starbucks where Franco was supposed to meet Josh. Of course, I'd volunteered to be his stand-in, and Josh didn't object. He couldn't. We'd left him tied up in the warehouse. We weren't about to release our lone human asset until Franco released Camila—if indeed he had her against her will.
    


    
      My body was tired, but the anticipation of finally confronting Franco had reengaged the adrenaline flow. I'd tried like hell to temper that flow until the situation called for a fire-hose dose.
    


    
      I'd certainly experienced a few of those recently.
    


    
      I checked my broken phone. Turns out the communication function was pretty much shit. But, besides a soft glow, the time appeared to work. Eleven fifteen p.m. Franco was fifteen minutes late. If this was college, I would have walked by now.
    


    
      But it wasn't, and there wasn't enough cash in the San Francisco Federal Reserve Bank to keep me from following through with this meeting.
    


    
      A thought smacked my brain. I looked south, just on the other side of the Hyatt. White lights sparkled off the Federal Reserve Tower. I held up an arm and pointed to the general direction of the Playa building, then thought about which direction I'd traveled underground.
    


    
      The tunnel might include numerous branches spilling out all over the financial district, but it seemed like the direction I'd walked was toward the Federal Reserve. I tried to think through the content of the pact and pondered how robbing a bank fit in with their grand plans.
    


    
      I closed my eyes and wiped rain off the bridge of my nose. I wondered if we should have brought in the FBI, just bypassing the local police altogether. I could call Guidry back in Dallas, whom I worked with in my past life, and explain everything.
    


    
      Would he actually believe all this shit? We had gathered some decent evidence, but had yet to find the proverbial smoking gun. Hopefully, that would change tonight.
    


    
      A young couple walked in my direction from Starbucks, a guy with an afro, his hand buried in the back pocket of his girl's jeans, their gait in perfect tandem. They giggled and toyed with each other, never noticing me or anyone else walking by. A few folks sprinkled the area leading up to Herman Plaza, but Franco wasn't one of them. I'd begun to think his busy schedule didn't include Josh.
    


    
      “Michael.”
    


    
      The sound of my name made me lurch a bit. I turned around.
    


    
      “Larry? What's going on? What are you doing here?” I asked.
    


    
      He had on the same outfit from this morning, including the oversized coat.
    


    
      “Oh, didn't mean to scare you.” He turned away, observing the water fountain. “You know Bono once climbed to the top of this thing during an open-air concert.“
    


    
      “Oh yeah?” Something about Larry seemed distant. What had changed in just a few hours?
    


    
      “I'm just out doing a little reconnaissance, on the lookout for a possible place to make a new start.”
    


    
      “You're not living up near Rocko?”
    


    
      “I was...just need a change sometimes. He's an old coot anyway.”
    


    
      I nodded, and he just stared back at me.
    


    
      He placed his foot on a bench, which bordered a pool of water coming out of one of the many outlets from the sculpture fountain. “Might be some options at the park across the street.”
    


    
      I glanced that way. A few lights illuminated open space, a large cluster of tall, bushy trees nestled in a corner.
    


    
      “Yeah, could be.” I touched my pocket and felt a wad of cash, then I looked over at Starbucks. Still, no Franco. “Hey, you want me to buy you something to eat? I'm a bit hungry myself.“
    


    
      “I don't want to impose.” A slight grin formed on his face. He leaned over and tied his boot. Out of a pocket, something fell into the water.
    


    
      “Oh dammit,” he said.
    


    
      “What was that?”
    


    
      “My only pair of reading glasses. Getting on up there in age. Can't do much without them. I'll stick my arm in there and grab them.”
    


    
      I noticed he had the same pair of gloves, the fingertips cut out.
    


    
      “Hold on, I don't want you to get your gloves all wet. I'll reach in and get them.”
    


    
      Once I had them in my grips, I turned and offered them to Larry. “Here you go, sir.”
    


    
      He wasn't there. I heard a shuffle.
    


    
      I turned and saw a huge fist coming at my face. This time, I jerked left, and the punch bounced off the side of my head, connecting just enough for light bulbs to flash in front of me. I staggered just a bit.
    


    
      “Larry, what the hell is going on?” I touched the side my head.
    


    
      He didn't answer. His eyes squeezed closed, but I could have sworn I saw red in there somewhere.
    


    
      He threw a left uppercut, which I blocked with my right arm. He followed that with a roundhouse right. I dodged, and it missed my face, but connected with my shoulder—the bad one. I grunted and fell backward. I tried to logically think through why he'd turned on me. But I wasn't going to take another beating while I figured it out. I got low and focused my sights and energy to tackle him. Just as I lunged forward, out of nowhere, a linebacker for the 49ers sent me flying. If he wasn't on the NFL squad, he should try out.
    


    
      My bad shoulder crunched hard on the pavers. With my adrenaline now an open spigot, I twisted and squirmed with everything I could to free my arms, roll out from under this dead weight. He fought me, hand to hand. I could sense it was a fight for my life, one I wasn't ready to give up.
    


    
      Gaining just enough leg room, I thrust my knee upward, catching him in the jewels. He grabbed his balls, his face turned red, eyes rolling in the back of his head. I squirmed away from the falling Redwood. Up on all fours, panting like a dog in heat, I looked around me, trying to find Larry.
    


    
      Instead, two hands, each the size of serving trays, enveloped my head and neck. Stuck in a vice grip, I pulled backward. Before I could move a foot, a felt a sharp prick in my neck, then the guy let go. I fell to the ground, rolled over, and stared into the sky. I saw Larry and the other one—a lean, athletic guy—standing over me, laughing.
    


    
      I heard tires squeal. My body was lifted and tossed into a backseat.
    


    
      Then I fell asleep.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    
      
    


    
      A hand tapped my face. "Do you hear me? We only have five minutes." The voice was soft, caring, but full of anxiety.
    


    
      I opened one eye, then the other. Camila's face was only a few inches from mine. I could have kissed her—part of me wanted to, needed to. Then I saw tears bubble up, her eyes red. She swiped fingers across her cheeks.
    


    
      Slowly, my mind was catching up. I blinked, and felt my hands locked together. I looked down and found a zip tie around my wrists.
    


    
      “They tied you up, threw you on this cot like a wild hog.” Her forehead was lined with creases. I could feel her stress, and my body stiffened, still taking in what she'd told me.
    


    
      “Who threw me on this cot?”
    


    
      “Franco, his cronies, hired guns.” Her eyes looked off, then she wiped away more tears.
    


    
      Neurons were beginning to fire, but my mental engine was still choking. I tried sitting up—pain ripped through my shoulder. When I fell back, the side of my head throbbed in cadence with my pulse.
    


    
      “Larry,” I said, recalling how the latest assault started.
    


    
      “Franco's got everyone on his payroll. Anything he needs to achieve his goal.”
    


    
      “What is his goal? What is all of this about?”
    


    
      She bit her lip, closed her eyes. She put a hand to the side of my cut-up face, then she cringed and reached for her shoulder. “I'm so sorry. I had to do what I did. I hurt you, many others in the process.”
    


    
      “What's wrong with your shoulder?”
    


    
      “I fought back earlier. I would have killed him if I could.”
    


    
      I reached for her shoulder.
    


    
      “I'm okay. It is nothing compared to what I've done to others.” Her head dipped lower.
    


    
      “I saw the pact,” I said.
    


    
      She shifted her eyes back to me.
    


    
      “We were rebels, yes. But I thought it was for a higher purpose.”
    


    
      I nudged my chin. I could tell this was hard on her, but I had to know.
    


    
      “We...the five of us grew up on the streets of Rio, no parents or family to take care of us. We were abused, raped,” she paused, swallowing hard. “When we finally met through our professional lives a couple of years back, we talked about the sins of our country, Brazil. So beautiful on the outside yet a nightmare for so many homeless kids. It's been ignored for far too long. We decided to do something about it.“
    


    
      I narrowed my eyes. “What did you do?”
    


    
      “It was a lot of talk at first. We discussed protesting, pushing for a government inquiry, but after some effort, we knew that would go nowhere. Meanwhile, kids were dying on a daily basis, all while people discarded them like tissues. We had to stop it. So, we decided to pinpoint certain officials, and I would write a program to ruin their lives, take away their identities, and funnel their money to charities that supported the kids.”
    


    
      I saw empathy, but I also felt an inner strength from her. Defiance.
    


    
      I examined my surrounding space. The room was small, the cot set against a cinderblock wall. Empty cages sat on the floor. A tiny mirror and sink was mounted on the opposite wall. I saw two other rooms, one box-shaped, glass on all sides. Beyond that, a giant open space. I couldn't detect a ceiling from where I was lying. Computers, monitors, servers, desks, other devices, cables—all were organized like the place could function as a lab for a team of technicians or research scientists.
    


    
      “Did it work?”
    


    
      She put her head down. “We never implemented it.”
    


    
      “Why not?”
    


    
      “Franco had this vision...and...”
    


    
      She turned away.
    


    
      “He told me it would benefit the kids. He used me, my brain, my skills to develop something that would bring in more money than anyone could fathom. And it would all go to help the kids in Brazil, maybe others in other countries living in similar conditions.”
    


    
      My stomach did flip-flops, and my chest got tight. “What did you develop?”
    


    
      She laid her head on my chest and sobbed. Seconds later, she emerged, her face ten years older.
    


    
      “I created a weapon. It sends a toxic gas through certain computers, and people die once they inhale it. It's odorless, transparent. And you can't stop it. I'm the worst human being on this planet.” Her voice drifted off.
    


    
      The news report from Mumbai...the images of people trying to escape an invisible killer. Watching their faces, gasping for their last breath. Camila was the ultimate assassin.
    


    
      She saw my eyes leave hers.
    


    
      “I wanted to stop. In fact, I did at one point. But Franco kidnapped my one and only son, Juan. He is why I breathe, why I live.”
    


    
      I reached out for her, my hand touching her face. “I'm so sorry.”
    


    
      Camila cuddled against my hand, her eyes shutting, possibly feeling a few seconds of relief from the torture she'd been put through, from Franco and from herself.
    


    
      She jerked her head back and looked toward the exit.
    


    
      “Franco sold this...this weapon to the highest bidder, a madman out of China. But he also sold me. I can't see my son unless I travel to Hong Kong and continue to develop it, to help them make more money than anyone could ever use.”
    


    
      More tears.
    


    
      Just then, I heard a door crash open, boots on metal. Voices, not all speaking English.
    


    
      My body tensed, which helped break through the last of the mental cobwebs. Blood flowed through my veins at an elevated pace. I looked around—we were ducks in a concrete pond. I was bound, with no weapon, no way to escape. Camila, however, was a valuable asset. They'd treated her like a caged animal and took away her son. But they couldn't kill her.
    


    
      They had to kill me.
    


    
      Boots clanged off metal stairs, and voices grew closer. I knew this might be the end, my final epilogue of life. What did I want to say to Camila?
    


    
      “The night I first saw you...you were so beautiful. I called you The Natural.” It was corny, but I had to tell her.
    


    
      She actually cracked a grin then ran her ringers through my hair. “The day we spoke, I could tell something special existed inside of your heart.”
    


    
      I looked over her shoulder and spotted numerous heads weaving through the far room.
    


    
      “I thought you were the one...the one for me, for the next phase of my life.”
    


    
      She twisted her head, her eyes growing softer, her hands still brushing my hair.
    


    
      “I lost my wife almost two years ago. When I witnessed your brother's death, it tore me apart. I wanted to help you, to console you. To take your pain away.”
    


    
      “You are a special person, Michael. I only wish we could—”
    


    
      “Camila, are we ready for the big trip?”
    


    
      The voice had an accent, and he spoke with tremendous confidence. Actually, arrogance.
    


    
      Franco.
    


    
      He appeared just above my cot, a self-righteous smile exposing neon-white teeth, that same chiseled face, blond hair, and blue eyes I recalled the day he'd accosted Camila.
    


    
      “Mr. Doyle, I can see you enjoy your nurse. You are a lucky man.” He leaned forward and touched the back of Camila's blond, frazzled hair. She quickly flung her arm back, knocking his hand away.
    


    
      He eyed Camila as other men stepped into the room. It was like a congregation of old adversaries. The tall man with the crazy glass eye and his pudgy sidekick both stared holes through me. Larry was next to them. He looked my way ever so briefly then lowered his head like he was at church—for a funeral service. My funeral service, most likely. Or was he simply too ashamed by his betrayal?
    


    
      “You are a persistent person. That is a strong quality to have,” Franco said, splaying his arms while turning to the others in the room. His followers nodded. “But in the end, that persistence will be your ticket to die.“
    


    
      I licked dry, chapped lips, my heart slapping my chest so hard I thought Franco could hear it.
    


    
      Just then, other faces appeared. A chubby Asian man, barely able to clutch his hands in front of his obese body, two men on either side carrying automatic weapons. Two more appeared, athletic, wearing tight-fitting, black shirts with short, cropped hair. All except the Asian contingent looked familiar.
    


    
      “I'm sure Camila has told you all about our Cause. Despite what she says, this is why we are here. Outside of my new business partners from Hong Kong...”
    


    
      Larry shuffled his feet.
    


    
      “Ah, yes, and our friend Larry. Where would we be without our friend, Larry? We are all dedicated to the Cause, I assure you of that.”
    


    
      “The Cause?” Camila turned and rose to her feet, leaning toward Franco. “This is not about the Cause, never was. It is all about using me and everyone else to obtain riches. Killing people is just a part of the process.“
    


    
      Franco shook his head, his arrogant smile returning. “I can see Camila here is a bit torn up by all this. Creating equations, formulas...that's been her department. She is the brainchild for why we are here today.”
    


    
      Camila stepped forward and cocked her arm, ready to land a punch. The man with the glass eye jumped in front of Franco and caught the jab in the palm of his hand.
    


    
      “She is a feisty one. You're going to have your hands full.” Franco shook a derisive finger at Camila, then turned and gave a large smile to his Asian cash cow—emphasis on cow.
    


    
      “I don't understand people like you. Never have, never will,” I said to Franco, trying to sit up. “But that doesn't mean you have the right to manipulate the world to get what you want. All these people in here...they think they're in it for the Cause. They're either the most fucking naïve people around, or you're the best bullshitter since Jim Jones. Yes, the cult leader.“
    


    
      The room grew silent. A lump in my throat doubled in size, and I had to force air into my lungs.
    


    
      Franco took a step in my direction, as did the others. I was beginning to feel cramped, claustrophobic even, like we were all stuck in an elevator. The man with the model good looks shoved Camila aside, who fell into the arms of Glass Eye.
    


    
      “Michael Doyle, you think you're so above everyone. Former newspaper publisher, the man who uncovered the conspiracy in your hometown. The hero.” Franco's face was red, just inches from mine. I could smell onion from his breath. “Well, this isn't some bumfuck town in Texas, my friend. The Cause drove our mission. We will do everything in our power to carry it forward. It's all for the kids, I assure you.“
    


    
      I had nothing to lose, not at this stage. I gave him a sarcastic laugh.
    


    
      “Eventually, your leashed dogs will figure it out.”
    


    
      A few heads turned, then I said, “You can kill me, just like you've killed others. But it will catch up to you. Karma is a bitch.”
    


    
      He swatted a backhand across my face. I tasted copper—again. Just a nick on the lip, but it was more about his power and my humiliation in front of his lapdogs.
    


    
      “Fuck you, Franco!”
    


    
      Franco laughed, then turned his back to me. “It is time.”
    


    
      Within seconds, all sorts of arms had me upright, walking, guns pointed my direction, including one in the small of my back. Camila was about ten paces in front of me, surrounded by her own fan club. We weaved through the lab. I heard a few whispers around me, mostly non-English from what I could tell. I surmised they weren't going to kill me down in this dungeon, which had been used as Camila's lab. But I also knew I didn't have a ticket to travel to Hong Kong either. Somewhere in this trek, I'd have to look for that one chance to escape and hopefully save Camila. I figured my odds at coming out of this alive hovered right around one percent—at best.
    


    
      We climbed the stairs and stepped through the exit. Unexpectedly, we didn't turn left, the direction of the Playa building. My heart sank to a new low. In the back of my mind, I'd hoped that somehow Ji and the gang would figure out I'd been kidnapped and, thinking logically, would have been waiting outside the Playa building.
    


    
      What was I thinking? With all the muscle and firepower surrounding Camila and me...Andi, Ji, Satish—they'd be easy pickings for this team of assassins. I released a choppy breath and resigned myself to the fact that I was a dead man walking.
    


    
      Our path was well lit with flashlights, and the tunnel seemed never-ending, perhaps extending my life a few extra minutes. I could see Camila's blond hair up ahead, and I thought about her torment. The blood on her hands would haunt her forever...and maybe her offspring. While remorse and regret can eat away at your gut, the connection to family is more powerful. Her desire to be with her son had been her justification for creating this weapon that people would spend millions on, and her only reason for living.
    


    
      The metal tube curved left, then after about twenty feet, another section appeared, a fork. We veered right, and the single-file line continued the journey. Nothing in sight, except more tunnel, darkness. But they knew where they were going, it was obvious.
    


    
      I also knew where I was going—to the death squad. People died every day. But how many had time to think about their life just before it was about to end? My mind drifted back to Franklin, Texas. My Marisa, her sweet, sexy demeanor, her playfulness. Camila had captured my attention, but I'd only been open to looking at another woman because of Marisa, what I knew that she wanted for me. That's how much she loved me. I only wished I could hold Marisa once again, before I died at the hands of this maniacal lunatic.
    


    
      Minutes passed, and my energy seemed to seep from body, like a balloon leak. I'd been up for twenty-four hours, my shoulder throbbed, my head ached, the open wounds still stung all over my body. My tank was nearing empty. Maybe I'd run out of gas just as I rolled into the demolition yard.
    


    
      Suddenly, the person in front of me stopped, and I ran into his back, then I felt a gun jab my spine. I looked ahead. The tunnel ceased and a single ladder went upward. To where, I had no idea. I just knew the end was near, and my stomach twisted into a vicious knot.
    


    
      People shouted instructions and I heard a few people load their weapons. With half of the group already up the ladder, I debated if should kick the two nearest me and make a run back into the darkness. But that was sure death. Being shot in the back, dying in the filthy moat as snakes slithered around me...no thanks.
    


    
      I shuffled ahead, then grabbed a rung on the ladder. I couldn't climb with my hands bound. I looked at the guy behind me, and he could see my predicament.
    


    
      “Hurry up down there,” someone yelled.
    


    
      I held out my wrists. The guy looked around, pulled out a switchblade, and cut the zip tie in two. I mouthed a thanks and began the climb. I got to the top, noticing that we'd emerged through a trap door of some kind. I pretended to have my hands bound again. No one noticed...because the group was now squeezed into a small shack, surrounded by water equipment, landscaping tools, a wheelbarrow. The last person came out. I smelled BO like it was being shoved up my nose. I would have said something, had it not been for the multitude of guns within an arm's distance.
    


    
      Glass Eye opened the door to the shack, and that's when the split occurred. He, his round buddy, Franco, and the Asian group surrounded Camila, and they walked across a park. The two thugs and Larry ushered me in a different direction.
    


    
      I just noticed...this was the park near the fountain. A few lights illuminated patches of the open space, although the shack had been nestled inside a group of tall, bushy trees. I looked left at Camila, and she turned back to me. I wanted to do something, but they'd shoot me before I moved three feet. Emotion came over me. I didn't want Camila to leave. I didn't want to die...although part of me wondered if now was my time to join Marisa.
    


    
      I took in a breath.
    


    
      Without warning, something whizzed by my ear and exploded in the head of the thug in front. Fragments of skull and brain and blood sprayed everywhere. I nearly ate my tongue, but my reflexes sent me to the ground. I heard more gunshots, but I couldn't tell where they were coming from. The guy to my right fired into the trees, screaming at the same time, his triceps vibrating at the cadence of his automatic weapon firing. It was deafening. I heard more screams, and I jerked my head to the left. Camila's group was under assault as well. She was on the ground, the fat Asian man bleeding from the chest next to her.
    


    
      It felt like we'd been transferred to an Afghanistan war zone, our convoy raided by...who was this? Maybe a group who'd gotten shafted by Franco during this WMD dog-and-pony show? Could it be the good guys?
    


    
      Another shot just over my back. I looked behind me, and the thug to my left dropped his gun and grabbed his arm, blood squirting between his fingers. He fell to his knees, his face pouring with sweat. This was my chance. I started crawling on my elbows and toes toward Camila. Seconds later, another shot and what sounded like a golf club taking a chunk of grass. I looked at the man again, and both hands surrounded a hole in his chest. I could have thrown a quarter in it, but I wasn't ready to play a drinking game.
    


    
      I squirmed again, moving my limbs as fast as they could go, toward Camila and the killers surrounding her. Franco was hunkered down behind one of his sharpshooters, who was firing off into the sky. I'm not sure who or where they were shooting, but bullets rained all around me.
    


    
      I kept moving. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Larry running, more like lumbering like an old donkey. He was headed to the shack. Twenty yards and closing. In a split second, a bullet pierced his head, blood shooting out of the other side of his skull, and he crumpled to the ground. Damn, someone was a good shot.
    


    
      I swallowed back a mouthful of bile and kept crawling, praying the bullets wouldn't find me or Camila. Ten feet away, Franco spotted me, with one eye still on the sky and the bullets aiming for him. His eyes were afraid, and that gave me a rush of energy. He tried to grab Camila, who slapped and kicked. He threw a punch, then another, both connecting to her face. She screamed as she kicked him away, got on all fours, and started crawling.
    


    
      Only five feet away, I yelled, “Camila, Camila. Stay down!”
    


    
      Just then, she pushed up with her one strong arm onto her legs and started running. Then, in an instant, something wild and violent exploded in her neck, and she was tossed to the ground. I looked left, and my eyes met Franco's, and then, our gazes shifting left some more, we stared at the man on one knee huddled next to him. I jumped up and raced to Camila. Blood was gushing from the side of her neck. I pressed my hand against the wound as she tried to speak.
    


    
      “I...I...”
    


    
      “Shhh. Don't talk. Save your strength.” Could she be saved? This was all I'd hoped for when Marisa had been killed...a chance to save her, to talk to her.
    


    
      Her body shook; her eyes bulged. I looked around and only saw people shooting, hearing more bullets landing with a thud on the ground around me.
    


    
      “Michael.”
    


    
      I looked down. A single tear rolled down her cheek, mixing with blood.
    


    
      “Camila, it's okay.”
    


    
      “I...I programmed a virus to go off in the code. Without me, there will be no WMD.”
    


    
      Her quivering lips attempted a smile.
    


    
      “Camila, you're an amazing woman. You've done the world a great favor.”
    


    
      “Michael, do one thing for me please. Make sure that Juan is taken care of. My adopted mother is old, won't live much longer. Make sure he knows I'll always love him. Always.”
    


    
      Her breath stopped, and she stopped blinking.
    


    
      “Camila. Camila,” I yelled out.
    


    
      Just then, someone pounced on top of me, and I fell onto Camila, my face buried in her blood. I felt metal against my body, and when I turned my head, I saw Franco's frame. I fought back, flinging wild fists wherever they could connect. The metal moved...I couldn't let him get a shot off. I kicked and flailed my arms. He pulled away and began to raise the gun. I lunged forward, ramming my head against his nose. Blood poured, and he yelled like a baby, but he didn't drop the gun.
    


    
      I kept kicking and punching, blood smearing my entire body, from Camila mostly, maybe from Franco's nose. The asshole managed to grip the gun in the palm of his hand and shove me back at the same time. Seconds passed and I thought I was a dead man. He stared into my eyes, and said, “Fuck you, Michael Doyle.”
    


    
      Suddenly, his chest exploded, and I thought his eyes might pop out of his head. More blood sprayed on me. He dropped to his knees then fell on top of me.
    


    
      Over his shoulder, I saw a tall woman in a pantsuit, short hair and a pistol next to her side. All the noise and bullets had ceased. Gasping for clean air, I squinted, wondering if I'd be her last victim.
    


    
      She raised an arm, showing me something. It was gold.
    


    
      “Don't be alarmed, Mr. Doyle. I'm Special Agent Kylie Irving, FBI.”
    


    
      I dropped to the grass, a lifeless Camila next to me. Tears welled in my eyes.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    
      

    


    
      One Month Later
    


    
      
    


    
      

    


    
      A cloud the shape of Tennessee cut across the bottom edge of the moon, set high in the nighttime sky, its glow illuminating a clear, crisp view of San Francisco. Resting a hand in my suit pants pocket, I bypassed the tiny red straw and sipped Maker's Mark and Coke, observing the amazing scene through ceiling-to-floor windows in the infamous Top of the Mark hotel bar and restaurant.
    


    
      I glanced over my shoulder. No sign of my date, but I did see a number of couples, leaning across tables, trading smiles, some sharing tall frozen drinks, others in a whispered conversation. Off to the right, a larger table was set up with about fifteen or twenty folks of all ages gathered around it, a few empty chairs mixed in. A celebration of some kind.
    


    
      I didn't bother looking at my watch or phone. I turned to the windows and released a relaxed breath, scanning the hills and water, thinking about how they appeared so different at night, in full sunshine, and with fog. The Bay Area changed weather in the blink of an eye, and it felt like a mood swing. The entire city was fleeting—at the top of one hill, you saw the signature Golden Gate, then down the other side and you were surrounded by colorful homes. The sunsets were memorable, just because each one was unique. A hovering fog flowing across the bay felt ominous, like the grim reaper was paying a visit. Like I said, the city's mood changed with the weather. Lights sprinkled the landscape, buildings of all types reaching for the sky. They represented power, money, the skin of the city. But, deeper, San Francisco was really more of a secret, a place where people lived and socialized...and treasured life because they had lived through so much.
    


    
      If I wasn't before, I figured I was one of them now.
    


    
      Jiggling ice around in my glass, I tipped my head back, taking in a hearty swallow. The whiskey warmed my chest.
    


    
      “Are you going to stare out the window all night, or walk your date to the table?”
    


    
      I turned on my heels and caught the wink of her eye. My heart skipped just a tad, and I held out an arm, my eyes taking in the full view: tapered ankles fit into black heels with a translucent fabric on the side of her shoes. A black dress with sequins in the shape of shells shimmered from the soft lighting. The dress accentuated her curves, her frame strong, hearty, like her personality. The back of the dress was cut lower than the front, highlighting firm muscles. The front had a V-shape, showing just enough cleavage to remind me she was all woman.
    


    
      She took my arm, her warm, brown eyes meeting mine. Her hair was up...I'd never seen it that way. Wispy curls accented her neck, framing her prominent cheeks.
    


    
      Once seated, our food ordered, she actually used the red straw to sip her amaretto sour.
    


    
      “Did you ever think we'd be sitting here?” Andi asked.
    


    
      “Of course. Remember, I promised you that I'd take you up here. Just took a couple of months and a few bumps and scrapes along the way.”
    


    
      “Don't forget police arrests,” she added.
    


    
      I adjusted my shoulder, noting a twinge of pain still existed, but I'd come a long way since I started physical therapy a few weeks ago.
    


    
      “Did you hear, Guidry is traveling out to visit Kylie? Couple of FBI lovebirds,” she said.
    


    
      Right after the shootout, I learned that Andi had convinced Ji to call the FBI. They finally reached Agent Kylie Irving, who was less than convinced. Then Andi mentioned Guidry. Turns out Kylie and Bobby Guidry met on a recent nationwide manhunt, and they hit it off. They'd been in a long-distance relationship for the last five months. Guidry convinced Kylie to take action.
    


    
      “How's Satish doing?” I asked.
    


    
      “Better, not as paranoid. Rebuilding his business, with Bogi as his partner.”
    


    
      Satish was the one who'd scanned a number of chat rooms that night to learn more about the tunnels. He found the son of a gentleman who actually helped build them sixty-plus years ago, which is how he learned about the trapdoor entrance in the shack.
    


    
      “God love the skinny Indian. Saved our asses.” I brought up my glass, and we toasted our geeky friend.
    


    
      This time, I winked at Andi, and it felt natural.
    


    
      “How's Juan?” she asked.
    


    
      “Doing well. I've been up to Camila's adopted mother's place three times now. Cute kid, full of life. Running around with friends. I helped her set up a trust fund. I made sure she knows that I'll be available whenever she needs me.”
    


    
      I could see Andi's chest move, like she was contemplating a thought. "You're a good man, Michael." She hoisted her glass.
    


    
      “To a better woman.” We toasted again, and I felt a tickle in my stomach.
    


    
      “So, you know we need to make a decision here,” I said.
    


    
      “I know. Three offers, I'm not sure which direction to take.”
    


    
      “Make that four. Google came through with an offer yesterday. I told them I needed the weekend to think about it.”
    


    
      Right after the fiasco ended, a local magazine editor caught wind of our journey to hell and back. He asked Andi and me to co-write a story about the entire ordeal, throwing in facts with our own spin. It was cathartic, but also fun working with a fellow journalist, a female one at that. Since then, a literary agent contacted me and said she'd shared our story with a major publisher out of New York. They were interested in having Andi and me co-write a series of romantic suspense books.
    


    
      “I've got an offer from the San Francisco Chronicle, you got one from Google, and two team offers: one to write novels and another to team up with Ji in his PI business.“ A wide grin covered her face.
    


    
      “So many options. Can it get any better?” I asked.
    


    
      Andi paused, peered into my eyes. She got out of her chair, her eyes never leaving mine. I was drawn to do the same. We met halfway, our bodies pressed together, and we hugged each other, hard. I caught a waft of roses and peaches. Given her conditioning and strength, she nearly took my breath away, literally. I thought her leg might have kicked up in the back.
    


    
      I'd always believed you fell in love with a person through their eyes, but only if both of you looked at the same time, with the same level of commitment.
    


    
      Our heads leaned back, our lips separated by a couple of inches. I glanced at the red lipstick, her imperfect nose, and then her eyes. They warmed my heart.
    


    
      Andi's arms wrapped around my neck, as a mischievous smile crossed those lips.
    


    
      “Yep. We've got lots of options.”
    


    
      Unaware of the world around us, our foreheads touched. We turned and faced the window, connected at the hip, pondering which option best fit our mood, in our city.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Seven


    
      
    


    
      Her frame was feminine, yet firm. The way her back arched, muscles rippling off her exposed shoulder blades, the glistening skin along her neck. The neck was flawless, indeed.
    


    
      Jeremiah stood motionless, next to the wood-trimmed bar bustling with patrons, magnetized by her demeanor, her confident gait. The well-toned brunette with model-like legs carried a hint of an attitude, and blood motored though his veins.
    


    
      Ignoring his half-brother as long he could stand, Jeremiah took in the essence of Andi. He marveled at her evolution, from a cute, eager college intern to a full-blown all-American woman. Hell, she looked so athletic, she could probably make the treacherous swim across the bay to Alcatraz prison, carving right through the choppy Pacific waters.
    


    
      With a tray resting against his ribcage, Jeremiah inhaled and believed he caught a waft of her scent...strawberry, peaches, maybe a hint of roses. It made his skin tingle, and he had to fight back a small tremor permeating his body.
    


    
      He felt a tap on his well-developed shoulder. “Hey dude, number four is asking about their app. Chop, chop.”
    


    
      Slice, slice, Jeremiah thought but dared not say...at least not in a public setting. Annoyed by the interruption of his colleague, Jeremiah moved to the side of the bar and cleaned glasses, his hazel eyes shifting every few seconds back to the woman in the black dress.
    


    
      His memory, especially on the visual side, was impeccable. Recalling the night he and Andi brushed shoulders two years back when he was focused on another important mission, she wore a similar black dress, but it was tight on her thin body. She had fewer curves back then, and she appeared a bit awkward, like she was trying to be a woman. She'd just left a date with that dick, Trevor, who'd stolen her heart. That poor fool had no idea what he was missing. But, Trevor's mistake would be Jeremiah's triumph.
    


    
      Fate can be a wicked path, many other women knew all too well. He was sure they'd agree—if they were still among the living.
    


    
      Jeremiah had roamed the country for most of the last nineteen months, even visited Mexico, then dipped into Guatemala briefly to finish a job he'd started in Cancun—the kind of job that blew his mind. The travel had reminded him of how many snowflakes existed in this world, and he was doing his best to experience every type he could get his hands on.
    


    
      He couldn't stay in a dream state forever. He eyed Michael while dropping off an appetizer and two drinks to table number four.
    


    
      “Can I get you anything else this evening?” Jeremiah's voice had a slight Australian tone. He'd supposedly moved from Sydney to San Francisco about six months ago.
    


    
      “No, we're good,” the man said without looking at him.
    


    
      Jeremiah bowed his head briefly, and he noticed the woman scrunch her nose. Was that a half-wink? She was slightly older than most of his...dates, but a few lines here and there just meant she was experienced, methodical, not some bubble-headed ditz. And the slope of her neck was inviting.
    


    
      He glided back to the bar then touched his face, just to make sure everything was intact. He glanced back over at the touchy couple, Michael and Andi. His half-brother...again, happy. It made him want to puke. No, it made him want to slice off every limb on his body and stuff it down his pathetic throat.
    


    
      His heart rate increased, his chest expanded, and he could feel that familiar fury growing like a volcano coming to life. He'd been waiting far too long to exact revenge on Michael. Sure, he realized the pleasures of Marisa, but Michael had altered his master plan, and Jeremiah would never forgive his older sibling.
    


    
      Just then, he felt a slight tug on his ponytail. He turned and caught the seductive glare of the forty-something woman, the shine of diamonds twinkling off her hand and wrist, as she walked toward the restroom. She, too, was a brunette, although she probably had a bit of gray tucked in there.
    


    
      He glanced back at Andi, realizing she would have to wait.
    


    
      The ecstasy of control sent shivers through his body, and he envisioned a night of play with this temporary distraction. He'd enjoy it. Life was too short not to enjoy every minute of it.
    


    
      Jeremiah would use tonight's conquest to mark the celebration—a new mission, a special project for the alluring woman with a boy's name: Andi.
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