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      I sat in my office on a Thursday afternoon wishing I hadn’t promised my partner, Christy, that I’d stay until five. It was summer in Southern California. My experience told me that no one was going to walk into the office at four in the afternoon and have a job that couldn’t wait until morning.

      But . . . I did make a promise. Skep Rivers always keeps his word no matter how small the promise or how dumb the promise turns out to be.

      Yeah, today that seemed like a dumb philosophy. Especially since the weather was nice. A cool breeze was coming off the ocean. And I was hungry.

      I glanced at the clock for the hundredth time. It was twenty-five minutes after four. Last time I looked, it had been twenty-two minutes after. I had a moral dilemma. Should I stay or should I go?

      Every time I put myself in a position to be in the office without something to do, I got bored, really bored. The only occupation I had was to stare out the window, or look around the office in hopes that someone would just walk in and say, “I need help to solve a murder.”

      In the four years we’ve been in this office, no one has ever done or said such a thing. As I’ve come to learn, that only happens in mystery movies or television shows.

      I’d already filed all my paperwork. I’d called my girlfriend twice to see if she wanted to go to dinner. She didn’t answer her phone. On the second call, I remembered that she and her mother were having dinner. Everyone was having a lot more fun than I was.

      I became a private investigator because I thought it would be an exciting life. Turns out that’s not so. Mostly, we do background checks, which is lucrative and mostly boring. When we started Two Marines Private Investigators, I imagined beautiful women would come in twice a day to hire us to find something unusual, yeah, the red herring thing.

      Yeah, the rest of the daydream was stereotypical nonsense. I’d fall for the gorgeous woman. She’d get me involved with criminals. My life would be in nonstop danger. In the end, she’d betray me, and I’d choose honor over love.

      A male adolescent dream, but it passed the time when boredom took over.

      I dismissed that thought as ridiculous and shook my head at my own foolishness. About half a second later, the elevator door opened. With my door opened, I had a clear view of the elevator and the coming and goings of everyone who entered and exited through the front of the building. The lawyer from the second floor stepped out and headed for the door leading outside.

      He was blond and stupidly handsome. I firmly believed he was a crook. His office looked like a New York City attorney’s office, while my office looked like something right out of a 1940s down-and-out PI movie.

      My partner, Christy, thinks I’m being melodramatic about the lawyer. I’ll have the last laugh someday when the FBI raids his office and files racketeering charges. Until then, I will just keep quiet and wait for the inevitable.

      The first day Troy, the lawyer, and I met, we developed an instantaneous dislike of one another. For my part, he seemed like a scumbag lawyer, preying on the weak and helpless. Plus, he tried to hit on Christy, which I thought was unprofessional.

      I’m not certain why he didn’t like me. It was probably my magnetic personality. Jealousy is an evil character trait.

      In spite of all that, he glanced at me through the glass window in the office door, nodded and smiled. I smiled and nodded back. We had an unspoken agreement to pretend to be cordial.

      The clock now said four thirty-six. Time was marching onward at a snail’s pace. I was ready to go back to playing solitaire on my phone, when Troy, the slimy lawyer, reached the door leading outside. At the same time, a tall, slender woman with an amazing body pushed the door open.

      I should clarify that my office is near the beach, and it’s not unusual for men, women, and even children to walk around wearing swimming attire. So, when I said she had an amazing body, I wasn’t being a lecherous old man. I was being an observant thirty-six-year-old man.

      The lawyer and the woman had a creepy meet-cute. The lawyer smiled his greasy smile, while the pretty lady with red hair frowned. Whatever he said, she wasn’t buying it. Then he pointed to our office door. Bingo, life got a lot more interesting for me.

      I prepared myself to have a Sam Spade-type encounter.
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      The bikini-clad woman, frowned at Troy as he walked past her. I liked her already. She displayed qualities of advanced  perception and saw right through his pretty face and charming smile.

      She opened the door and stepped into the office. I reevaluated my red hair opinion and changed it to strawberry blond, a term my mother would have favored if she’d met the woman. Her long hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and green flip-flops graced her otherwise bare feet. She also wore a white lacy beach coverup blouse over a multicolored bikini. A large beach bag was slung over her shoulder. The bag’s fabric matched the bikini’s colors and design.

      The only thing that marred the outfit was the deer-in-the-lights terrified look on her face. She stared at me for a couple of seconds. I tossed aside my snarky attitude and took the woman seriously.

      “Are you one of the Two Marines Private Investigators?” she asked.

      I freely admit that Christy and I chose a lame business name: Two Marines Private Investigators. It was accurate, distinct, and impossible to say with a straight face.

      I noticed her voice was tight and controlled as if she were about to faint onto our ugly green carpet. If that happened, she might sue us for life endangerment.

      I stood, came around my desk, and shook her hand.

      “Skep Rivers. Please sit down.” I pointed to the chair in front of the desk, hoping she’d sit before she fainted.

      She glanced at the green vinyl seat cover. I could practically see neurons in her brain firing. I was positive she was imagining sitting with her bare legs on that seat in this heat. To be fair I did have the air conditioning on. The room temperature just didn’t feel like it.

      Sure enough, she pulled a blue and white striped beach towel out of her bag, folded it, and placed it on the seat.

      Problem solved.

      Now that she was closer, I realized she was older than she looked. Probably late thirties or early forties. Her muscles were tight from tension, and she was clearly upset. Maybe so upset she was having trouble talking. I really wished Christy was here.

      I returned to my desk chair, putting some distance between us. Mainly for her comfort. I had a sinking feeling she or someone she cared about was in trouble.

      The woman sat with her hands clutching her large tote and stared at me. She suddenly placed the bag on the floor, bravely surrendering her bag to whatever lived in the fibers of the carpet. She looked down at her hand, pressing her lips together.

      I knew what was going on because I’d seen this reaction plenty of times. She had serious business she was holding in, and she was either so distraught she couldn’t speak about it or she didn’t want to tell me because, well, I’m a man.

      If I waited for her to pluck up her courage, I knew the clock would somehow speed up and the time would miraculously be five o’clock. I did what any reasonable man would do. I rubbed my chin and spoke.

      “Is there something I can help you with? My partner is a woman. If you’d rather speak to her, I can phone her.”

      She swallowed and sat up straighter.

      “It’s just that I’m worried you won’t believe me or won’t help me.”

      “Yeah, I get that. Talking to a stranger is difficult, but unless you ask me to do something illegal or impossible, I’ll listen to you. I’ve heard more strange things than you can imagine. It'll be easier if you just pretend you’re talking to a friend, and we’ll see how it goes.”

      She nodded and bit her lower lip. “Okay. First, are you really a Marine?”

      “Yes, ex-Marine. So is my partner.”

      “Do you carry a gun?”

      Okay. That was new. No one had ever asked me that. I decided to go for levity.

      “If the situation warrants a gun, then yes.” I stood up and lifted my arms out and turned slowly so she could see I was unarmed.

      “Right now, I’m not armed. My gun is locked away in a safe.” I sat back down. “If you’re planning on robbing me, I wouldn’t advise it. I could take your gun away before you knew what was happening.”

      And there it was . . . a smile. It wasn’t a big smile, but a very slight chuckle accompanied the smile. She shook her head.

      “I don’t have plans to rob you.”

      “I’m going to go out on a limb here. I think you have something serious to tell me. I think for some reason you are afraid. I’m going to ask you to trust me with your secret. I’ll be honest and straight with you. I won’t judge you.”

      She leaned back in the chair. She’d decided to talk.

      “My ex and I share custody of our daughter. She’s almost fifteen. Her name is Wendy. She is with him right now. He, um, . . .”

      My heart just sank into my stomach as her pause got longer.

      “He has custody of her right now?” I asked. “Or did he take her?”

      Her eyes were swelling with tears. I grabbed a tissue from the box behind me and passed it to her.

      “He didn’t take her, but I think he’s planning to leave with her. A year or so ago he joined a church and started taking Wendy. I didn’t think too much about it until Wendy told me that she didn’t like it there.”

      She used the tissue to dab her right eye. Sometimes tears aren’t controllable. Some men can’t stand it when women or men cry. Me . . . I look at crying philosophically. Crying is cathartic. Sure, it’s uncomfortable to watch, maybe because it reminds us we are all vulnerable. It’s also a very human emotion.

      She didn’t burst into tears. Instead, she took a deep breath, exhaled, and continued.

      “Recently, Wendy told me she thought the church people were creepy. Last week, Wendy and I sat down with Jeff, my ex, and told him she didn’t want to go to the church or to their activities. At first he seemed angry and asked if I was talking to his girlfriend. He sounded frantic, but then he calmed down and agreed to what Wendy wanted. He picked her up Thursday because of the long weekend. The church had planned a trip to Catalina, and he said he’d canceled the trip and he and Wendy were going to Disneyland instead.”

      She reached into her bag and pulled out an envelope and passed it to me.

      “That’s from his girlfriend. I got it this morning.”

      I opened the letter and read.

      
      
        
        Dear Laura,

        I wanted to tell you that Jeff and I broke up. Since we started dating, he joined the church, and he’s become more and more radical. He wanted me to join, but I refused.

        I think it’s a cult.

        He’s become more and more like a religious fanatic. When he told me the pastor wants everyone in the church to go on a pilgrimage and leave the evil of the States behind, he pleaded with me to join him
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