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            FIRST SHOT

          

        

      

    

    
      A 30-06 slug is only as thick as an adult’s pinky. The length covers the nail to the first joint—two heartbeats to travel fifteen blocks or a little more than a second. The small sonic boom gets lost in the bustling city street noise. If the woman blinked at the trigger’s pull, the small hole in her forehead would open her eyelids. The hole penetrating the windshield matches the size of the pearls of her necklace—smaller than the hole penetrating her forehead. The fist-sized hole punching out the back of her exquisitely coiffed gray hair doesn’t match the shattered glass of the back window.

      Her Lexus SUV lunged forward, crushing the bulky yellow cab’s trunk. The delicate radiator cracks and dumps the luxury car’s lifeblood on the street. Summer heat fills the SUV and begins sucking the bloodstain’s moisture. Witnesses continue walking—none of their business.

      The taxi driver, Amir, upset by the rising gas prices, bribes for airport rides, discovering his wife’s lover’s texts, and now… Opening his door, he stands angry and frowns at the sight of the silver SUV. He saw too many of these front windshields, growing up in Afghanistan before his mother brought him to New York for safety. The voice in his head says don’t look, but his faith feels the need to check for any survivors. Circling the front of his taxi, he moves cautiously toward the passenger side of the SUV.

      An empty seat. But he can see the red spray dotting the back seats. Pulling his phone from his pocket, he studies the pedestrians on the sidewalk. Not one person has stopped. Nobody is getting involved. Not a single passerby wants their lunch delayed by hours of police questions.

      “Nine-one-one. How can I direct your call?”
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            DEEP CANYONS

          

        

      

    

    
      Mina rested her head against the cool passenger window. Her eyes reflected the same gray blocks as the storefronts crawled past. Downtown D.C. mirrored downtown New York, Boston, or Los Angeles—high-rise storefronts—all the same. At least London storefronts reflected centuries of changing architecture. Paris had wide, well-used sidewalks. Rome… Well, Rome remained the one city she would never repeat.

      Nash glanced back at the stark white of her bald head. Chemo’s last round wiped out needing the razor. Even the doctors wouldn’t bet on new hair or forever bald. The eyelashes surprised them as they disappeared in a single night’s pillow. Nash smirked as she recalled Mina’s response to the morning’s mirror. Now I can draw them the way I want.

      Nash checked the mirrors and the gauges as she reflected on their sometimes-stormy marriage. She watched the rearview mirror of the taxi before her, studying the man’s eyes—or how the man read the street.

      The man noticed the hints of the people’s intent walking on the sidewalks more than Nash and Mina did about each other. The broken eight o’clock dinner dates, waking in an empty bed, or even forgetting to bring home flowers hadn’t caused the problem. They both worked hard at complicated jobs, both in flux. Nash’s waking up agitated long before dawn fertilized the standoffishness of the early years. But mild anxieties around paying bills or getting to the airport on time pushed old night terrors from the sandbox to the back shelves. The flowers? It was never a problem as the door staff didn’t hesitate to pamper their favorite tenants.

      Nash’s boss made a remark she pondered for days before coming to an understanding about Mina and herself. Each found their unique approach to accomplishing tasks. They weren’t spoiled. They just knew a better way for them to do things. Jobs, negotiations, or even drawing the shape of eyebrows—matching the event.

      Lele leaned forward. “Turn at the next block. The underground parking lot is on the right. It’s the wrong building, but it runs four blocks of high-rises. I’ve seen the cop SUVs with their lightbars, so I know we’ll fit.”

      Nash canceled the blinker and continued onto the next block. The guard noticed the decal on the front bumper and waved them in. “I’m here when you exit, so you won’t need a ticket.”

      Lele blustered a small laugh. “Can I borrow this beast when I go shopping?”

      Nash smirked as she scanned for parking. “I think the deputy director would frown on it.”

      Lele leaned forward and pointed further down the parking structure. “See the sign? I think you might get away with parking just right of it.”

      Mina rolled her head. “I put the new handicapped hangtag in the center console.”

      Nash spotted the two slots and parked. Law Enforcement Only. She grinned back at Mina. “Let’s leave the blue slots for those who don’t have another parking place.”

      Lela opened her door. “I’ll get the chair.”

      “You good?”

      Mina rolled her head toward Nash. “Yeah. I just hate the exhaustion. Needing a chair for a few hundred feet. And getting pushed.”

      Nash shrugged as she felt for and opened her door. “I’m fine just dumping you in the gutter and letting you find your way to the doctor on your own…”

      Mina shivered a halfhearted laugh. “Fuck you, Indian. I still might make you do the pushing. Lele is getting slow in her old age.”

      Nash smiled—grateful for their decision to retain the private nurse who had become a calming addition to their mixed family. Powder looked around as they listened to Mina and Lele, on the other side of the truck, working out who would ride or push.

      Nash pointed at the silver Lexus and then the wall. “Take your pick. Desecrate some doctor or lawyer’s wagon or the building?”

      The dog sniffed the tire and then squatted along the wall. Nash rolled her eyes as she pulled out the small bag. “This’s the last one. So no more poops till we get home.”

      Lele pushed Mina around the black SUV. “It’s okay. I have an entire roll in my purse.”

      Nash laughed as she stooped with the bag over her hand. “Of course you do. Right next to the morphine and EpiPen.”

      “Nope. No EpiPen. You two don’t need them. But we live here. I have Narcan inhalers. Right next to my Girl Scout pin and bag of lemon drops.”

      Nash pushed the button for the eleventh floor. “I thought being prepared was a Boy Scout thing.”

      The blonde with the short hair nodded. “That and jarheads. We girls do a good deed every day.”

      Nash nodded her head up with closed eyes. “Oh yes. Then turn your pin right-side-up.”

      The doors opened, and Lele pushed the chair out. “Nope. Those are the trainees. We just keep doing and doing…”

      Mina burped a laugh. “That’s the pink bunny.”

      Lele slowed as the glass office doors swooshed open. “Yup. The cute pink Girl Scout.”

      The white smocked man smiled. “Good to see you, ladies. Straight back, Lele. Room five. I’ll be there in a minute.” As they filed through, he turned, saying goodbye to the other patient.

      The nurse, wearing dark blue scrubs, held her hand with only four fingers. “I upgraded you to the new, better chair.”

      They turned into a small room painted in soft, dove gray blue. The two Japanese scroll watercolors depicted deep valleys and craggy mountains. The Filipino nurse waved her hand at the framed artwork. “If you can’t read the poem, just enjoy the scenery. But it isn’t a pina colada on the North Shore of Oahu.”

      Mina faintly smiled as she transferred to the examining chair. “The first Samuri wrote the poem on his death day. He says a person’s life is only as good as the moments that stilled one’s heart and stole one’s breath. He wrote it about the wife who insisted on standing beside him.”

      The nurse rested her hand on her hip as she studied the two paintings as if for the first time. “Huh. I never took the doc as romantic.”

      Mina waved her finger languidly at the art. “I don’t know about romance. It’s the man’s last poem before kneeling before the emperor and committing Seppuku. Those two paintings should be in a museum.”

      The doctor entered, wiping his hands on paper towels. “They are. My wife had them forged. She gave them to me for my twentieth anniversary of being in practice.” His finger tapped the small red square chop mark. “The chop says Made in Detroit.”

      Nash bent close. “It’s the Dodge Ram.”

      He smiled. “See? Made in Detroit.” He stepped to the counter. “First up, B-12, some iron, and a potassium backer.”

      He turned, syringe in hand, as Nash’s phone rang. Nash noted the screen. “Excuse me.” She snapped her finger and pointed at Mina. Powder circled back—sitting so Mina’s hand could reach her head.

      Nash stepped into the hall and walked toward the unoccupied end. “Running Bear.” She had only recognized the number as the office’s general outgoing number.

      “Hey, Nash. It’s Oscar. I’ve been going over the numbers from the robbery. Something isn’t jiving.”

      Nash leaned against the wall and raised her right boot. Planting the boot on the wall, she sank, sitting on the leather. The man, good with numbers and protocols, occasionally got thrown a left curve, landing him on his backside. He hadn’t come from law enforcement and the street. He had spent eleven years doing accounting for the IRS and wanted something more sexy or exciting. Oscar got neither. Nine years, and still afraid of his own weapon. He qualified to stay on the force every year but only to fly a desk. No fieldwork. “What’s wrong, Oscar?”

      “Well, for starters… What pawnshop in their right mind keeps a quarter mill in cash on-site?”

      Nash blew out softly. “The gold district? Lots of them. I was surprised they only had seven hundred grand in jewelry. I expected closer to two million.”

      “Wow, a lot of jewelry. But my confusion rests with why this isn’t a police thing. Our involvement? Why not the bank heist department?”

      Nash looked down the hall. “How long have you been with Special Operations?”

      She sensed him running his fingers through his hair. Nash pictured his tie pulled askew and wondered if he’d had the balls to remove it. “What made you transfer over?”

      “It looked interesting. Better than check fraud.”

      Nash bounced her right heel off the tip of her left boot. “But what looked interesting? How do we get you interested enough to fill out the long form to transfer?”

      “We catch the stuff that doesn’t fit the usual boxes.”

      She smirked. Maybe it was time to return and teach some refresher classes at Quantico. “What’s the average bank heist or armored car heist get?”

      “Under fifty grand…?”

      She snorted softly. “Are you asking me or telling me?”

      “Under fifty grand. Telling.”

      She turned to face the brown emergency exit door. “Bank robbers get lucky if they net twenty and stay free longer than twelve hours. Why does the FBI get involved with such petty cash?”

      He grunted. She didn’t want to know what he was doing at his desk. “International money and proximity to interstate or international flight.”

      “David Goldschmidt and Sons sits ten times larger than an exceptional heist of an armored car and bank combined. Throw in Mr. Goldschmidt, who has dual citizenship with Belgium and connections in the gold and diamond industries, and they call us. Now, we need you to verify the money they’re claiming. They need receipts for all the jewelry as well. They should be able to provide photos and appraisals of all the larger pieces. Call down to bunko and fraud and get some help. They know the drills and need something to do. If you get any push-back, tell them I’m back tomorrow, and I didn’t sound very merry.”

      “I thought you were taking a week or something off to deal with…” His voice trailed off.

      Nash stared at the ceiling. “The word is cancer, Oscar. All D.C. knows my wife has cancer. We talk about cancer. Just tell them the chemo didn’t sound happy, and I mentioned wanting to kick something or someone. Got it?”

      “Got it.”

      “Good. Go make your calls. And Oscar…?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re doing okay. Keep me posted. The gold and diamond districts drive some kind of crazy train. Even the locals don’t understand. But you talk to me, I talk to my rabbi, and we get through. Okay?”

      “You’re Jewish?”

      “Gotta go, Oscar. Keep in touch.”

      She clicked the phone dead, and her arm swung down and hung. Her head rested against the wall. Her mind was clear. Empty.

      The cool nose touched her knuckle.

      She slid down the wall and sat on the floor. Burying her face into the fur, she thought how good Powder smelled—like home and open fields with no cares or worries.
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            THE TRUCK

          

        

      

    

    
      In 1979, the brown and tan supercab truck had sat on the dealer’s lot for eleven months. The odometer only showed four hundred miles more from the dealership, fetching stuff they needed right away, then test drives. Throw the keys at the shop sweep and hand him the lunch orders. A semi-greasy hand lifted the keys off the board to go pick up the rebuilt motor, generator, rear-end, or whatever else they needed to keep the cash flowing. Just don’t scratch the bed—much. The scratches and minor dents eventually discounted the value to within the grasp of the shop sweep.

      Some mechanics had tossed in some extra parts, like a squeaky apron door camper shell. A tow kit made for a Bronco nobody had bought, a gun rack left by a customer, and the camping tent, sleeping bags, and other gear they threw into the back. The man wouldn’t take charity, but maybe he could take his daughter camping or fishing. The dealer cleared the backroom.

      If you spent any time around the man, you knew his daughter, Maddie. The girl floated in and out of school from the beginning. In the early days, diagnosing mental problems went only so far. The same held true with her father.

      War’s a cruel master. Targeted dumping Agent Orange upon soldiers and burning human waste in the open pits; just two more ticks in the boxes. As bases blew up, medics searched for bleeding injuries but never considered the potential brain damage lurking below the surface. The mental and emotional toll only showed later, down the road. So when the daughter began to mirror her father’s behavior, the town nodded knowingly: like father, like daughter. And when his wife and mother of their child left him? It was nothing more than karma coming full circle. The two displayed a pleasant enough demeanor, just not what one expects in a classroom or workplace. Jobs came and went, same as schooling.

      The years went by. The truck was parked behind a restaurant or hardware store in Johnson City. Rarely washed, but never looked ignored. The paint faded, but the scratches never collected dents. The rocker panels of much younger trucks collected rust worms until, beyond trade-in value, they were sold for scrap. Jeb’s Ford never succumbed to the local misery. Never washed, as you would notice, but it never appeared to need one. Just another town truck. With a camper shell.

      But far more than a town truck. The first eighty-acre homestead dated back a hundred years. Seventy acres didn’t have a fence on the west side. The yearly soy, corn, or wheat growing was just part of the neighbor’s several hundred acres. When he planted one, he planted the other. At the harvest, he paid his rent and Jeb’s share of the crops into a fund Jeb and Maddie survived on.

      They kept to themselves, and nobody checked on them. They had rescued the original well and turned off the county water. In the evening, the lights flickered through the windows. The electric stove sat behind the barn, tarped but not thrown away, just unused. The clapboard shed in the backyard was the kitchen with a wood-burning stove they rescued from the barn where the electric now sat. The dining table mainly served to fix things others threw out. A three-legged buffet along the long wall held reloading equipment and a small lathe for reworking pistol barrels. Maddie couldn’t focus on schoolwork but could spend hours fixing or changing a pistol or rifle. When it came to hunting, the cooling shed always had meat hanging. Of all Jeb had lost in Vietnam, his skills as a hunter never left the backwoods of Tennessee.

      Like the dull paint of a concrete building, the folks in the city stopped seeing or noticing the brown truck. If they saw the truck on the 321 or Interstate 26, it didn’t matter. It was just another vehicle not to hit or be hit by. In seconds, a forgotten memory as solid as last winter’s snowfall.

      Even one of the original mechanics on the truck never wondered about the fresh tires or lack of rust. Just another truck in town. He needed to bring back two pounds of butter and ten pounds of flour. Or maybe the other way around?
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            CAN YOU?

          

        

      

    

    
      Any morning spent leaving the apartment had become a comical circus. Powder didn’t want to sit in the office all day, so she turned to the only medical person in the apartment. No less the whining child who didn’t want to go to school.

      Lele, glancing down from the stove, scoffed. “No. Your stomach doesn’t hurt. No. You don’t have a temperature. I’m not forging you a note from the doctor that you have Berryessa Sepulveda of the hindquarters.”

      Mina giggled from the table and her laptop. She didn’t even look up anymore. “The what of her hindquarters?”

      Lele glided the poached eggs onto each of the three waffles heaped with fresh strawberry compote. The last egg slid into the ceramic bowl filled with chopped meat, rice, and vegetables. “The medical school was at the corner of Berryessa and Sepulveda Boulevard. When a scandal hit the news about the administration taking bribes for grades, the medical board pulled the school’s accreditation.” She bent to place the ceramic bowl on the floor with tiny paw prints around the rim. She snapped her fingers and pointed at the bowl. Powder turned into an octogenarian and crawled to her breakfast.

      Standing, Lele grabbed the three plates. “Everyone who ever graduated from the school had to retest to become re-accredited.”

      Nash strode out of the bedroom. “Sounds like a major pain in the ass.” She stopped at the sight of the two eggs on top of the half pound of strawberries, crushing what she knew was a keto waffle. She also knew better than to ask if it was made from cauliflower or some other plant from somebody’s garden. “If that is what I’ve been smelling for the last half-hour, I’m obviously late.”

      Lele pulled out the chair as she set down the large earthenware mug full of coffee. “If your nose told you garlic, onions, and capers, then no. This is just waffles done right. The other is for dinner. Hungarian goulash. I won’t start on the meat until after the flow-through digestion machine is out of the house.”

      Powder jumped up into her chair and looked around the table. Her face and nose ended her search at Lele.

      Lele puffed a scoff through her nose as she chewed and swallowed. “Yes. I’m talking about you, little missy. Go behave at work. Don’t eat too many bagels. I’ll let you have some goulash for dinner with your rice.”

      Mina slid the closed laptop to the corner of the table and attacked the mountain of food with her knife and fork. Her eyes slid closed as she chewed the first bite and leaned back against the chair. “We need to go down and have you make this for the folks. Mom could never get my father to eat cauliflower or broccoli. He loves pickled beets, but only if they’re ripple sliced.”

      Lele affected a bad southern drawl. “Why, honey child, ripple is the only way to eat beets. Same for pickled eggs and hogs’ feet.”

      Nash took the fork full of dripping egg, strawberries, and waffles from her mouth. “I call bullshit on the hogs’ feet.”

      Mina snickered. “Mother is Taiwanese. Not mainland. But I won’t speak to Dad’s Irish side. He has some strange fetishes as to his potatoes.”

      Lele rocked her head back and forth as she chewed and swallowed. She took up her coffee mug. “Baked, with butter, sour cream, chives, and bacon bits?”

      Mina watched out of the side of her slit eyes. “You forgot the pineapple bits and raisins.”

      The nurse spit the coffee back into her mug. She was getting used to Mina’s timing for zingers. “You lie.”

      Mina pulled her phone across the table and pushed the number before Lele could stop her.

      The voice sang through the speaker. “Mina-pie. We were just talking about you. How are you doing?”

      Mina cringed at the old nickname. “Ready for a half day of mahjong. Or five hundred bucks. Whichever comes first.”

      The woman’s laugh was more like an evil chortle. “Only half large? You must be taking the nurse with you and don’t want to embarrass her.”

      Mina smirked at the nurse. “Does your granddaughter go to work with my wife?”

      The woman’s voice lowered. “Okay, your father is in the bathroom. He is shaving to go to work. So then we can talk. How are you really?”

      Lele leaned over. “It’s Thursday, Mrs. Lee. Mahjong on the forty-seventh. But she has a two o’clock appointment. So, she’s on a tight leash today. But her vitals are back to an acceptable range, so a little outing and slitting some throats should prove a healthy endeavor.”

      The woman’s voice mussed as she sipped her morning tea. “Well, we trust you with the health of our treasure.”

      Lele watched Mina’s face as an evil smile tugged at the blonde’s cheek. “I was going to make baked potatoes to go with the goulash tonight… Do I need to slice the raisins? Or can they go on whole?”

      “Soak them for an hour or two in some brandy. Drain and then sauté them with the crushed pineapple. When the pineapple turns golden brown, the raisins will become mush. Her father likes me to fold it all into sour cream. I bitch and moan, but he’s right. It is better that way.”

      “Sauté them together. Thanks. I never would have thought of that.”

      Mina’s self-satisfied smile almost exposed her teeth. “Mom, we need to go. Nash and Powder are out the door to work, and I have a senator to harpoon before mahjong.”

      “Play nice, children. Win but play nice.” The metallic clink severed the connection to Maryland.

      Nash grabbed her plate and mug as she stood. Lele had stopped trying to tell her to leave the dishes. The marine would never change. Nash looked at Powder in her seat. “You’re not dressed. We’re going down to Quantico, so if you wear your tactical vest, I’ll take you out in Hogan’s Alley, and we can shoot some tin.”

      The dog turned into a gray blur.

      Lele snickered. “Dinner is at eight. Don’t be late.”

      Nash shook her head. “I only need to drop off some paperwork. But hunting around the shooting range is always fun for her. Besides, I hear they’re considering putting on a shooting seminar for WIFLE.” She skewed her lips and rolled her eyes. “Who knows? It might be fun to do some classes or lectures.”

      Mina leaned back. “Invite the NYPD down. They just had a shooting that was right up your old alley.”

      Shooting wasn’t on her wife’s usual topics of news or information. “Which alley?”

      Mina fluttered her eyelids erratically as she recalled the information. “The shot was about twelve blocks or more.”

      Nash’s forehead furrowed as Powder sat back in her chair with the tactical vest unbuckled. Nash leaned over and snapped the buckles. “Even with New York’s short blocks, it qualifies as a sniper shot. Do you remember who got killed?”

      Mina scrunched her eyes. “An older lady in an SUV. She was somebody’s wife or something. They attached her husband’s name, photo, and short bio, so I guess it’s important.”

      Nash bounced her eyes and shrugged her face. “I’ll call up there this morning. Interesting. A hit in New York is common…”

      “But a long shot?”

      Nash nodded at Lele. “Anywhere, it’s extremely unusual.” She kissed Mina’s bald head. “Mahjong, huh?”

      Mina nodded. “One of the junior representative’s wife seems to have a gambling and day-drinking problem. I also want to find out if she has a pillow-talk problem.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As Nash rolled the Challenger up the on-ramp, she thought about whom to call in the city. She defaulted to the FBI office instead of the police.

      “Federal Bureau of…”

      Nash cut the voice off. Anymore, she never knew if it was a person or just another computer. “Max Snelling, please.”

      Either way, the mechanical snick was efficient.

      “It’s early. This better be important.”

      “Fuck you, flyboy. I need details.”

      The grumpy fell into a laugh of cheer. “Hey! How’s my favorite jarhead?”

      Nash smiled as she checked the three mirrors, Powder, and the dials. “Basking in the glory of being the best. I’m taking the daughter down to run her through Hogan’s Alley and see if we can cut your record in half.”

      “Never going to happen, Nash. Not because you’re a woman or anything, but you’re just not aerodynamic enough.”

      She laughed. “If I want bald, I’ll rub my wife’s head.”

      “Ouch. Can I ask?”

      She watched the black car behind her until it signaled and took the off-ramp. Nash recalled the man’s love for ancient classical books and stories. She thought about Prometheus and his eternal torment for his transgression of bringing fire to humans. “You know, new liver, same old eagle.”

      The old partner rumbled. “Yeah, I liked Mary Shelly’s take on Prometheus instead. What can I do for you, rookie?”

      Nash and Max met when they were teamed together for a wild kidnapping case. She was determined to prove herself in the field rather than settling for a desk or teaching job at Quantico or Langley. Her night terrors had calmed, so she felt the need for action and the field. “I heard someone took a long shot in your neck of the woods.”

      He cleared his throat. “And your interest… was…?”

      She returned to the center lane and checked all the mirrors and gauges. “Just curious. Nothing really, but I’m thinking about maybe teaching a class or two on unusual shootings for the WIFLE seminar. A one-mile shot qualifies as unusual. Especially New York.”

      “Two-thirds of a mile. But did you say there’s a seminar on waffles?”

      Nash rolled her eyes and remembered how old-school and flip-phone the man was twelve years before. “Ass. Wiffle. It stands for Women in Federal Law Enforcement. The people who really pull their weight around here.”

      His voice rumbled as he ignored the lesson about females. “I just pulled the shot file up. Fifteen blocks. So, three-quarters of a mile. Evelynne Marie Rogers. Wife of General Walter Rogers, retired. I’ll be damned.”

      “What, Max?”

      “That fucker was on the Veterans’ Administration board when they kept telling us there was no such thing as PTSD, and it was just all in our head. I couldn’t fly anymore, but it was my fault.”

      Nash glanced over at Powder. “Why? What does it say about him being on the benefits board?”

      “Nah. There isn’t anything about his service here—or, in his case, a disservice. I just recognized the name from the review board. I kind of have a memory for the people who stabbed me in the back for my service.”

      “Most of us vets do. What else does it say about the shot?”

      “Nothing. They never found the slug. Through the front windshield, through-and-through of her head, and blew out the back window of a Lexus SUV.”

      Nash frowned. “That’s a lot of kinetic energy. Any description of hole sizes?”

      “Small. Not a fifty-caliber. A half inch in the forehead and a baby’s fist out the back.”

      “Does the report postulate any ideas?”

      “Not really. It’s just too small for a Barrett and too big for an AR-15. Maybe someone using an old M-1 or a 30-06?” His snort was soft static through the car’s speakers. “No wonder you were interested.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Who whacks a sweet seventy-six-year-old broad during the day in Gramercy Park?”

      Nash eyed the truck, pushing to pass her on the left. “Random?”

      “Nope. Says they found the nest. Set up on the fourth floor of a reconstruction site. It looked like they had been there for a few days.”

      “Getting up the courage to drop a whack? Maybe?”

      “Nope. They found partially burned surveillance photos of the woman and her car. It was beyond doubt a hit job.” He grumped. “Better them than me.”

      “Why?”

      “When they hit the wall, they just bury it under a shit-stack of other new stuff. I’ve got fourteen months left.”

      “Then what?”

      “Remember that island off Panama?”

      “It was tempting twelve years ago.”

      “I have a one-bedroom house at the back of some property. I’ve been renting out the front house for the last five years. The place will have paid for itself in five more months. I also have my eye on a small booze shack on the beach.”

      “Sounds like I’ll need to come visit, Max.”

      “Bring the wife and kid, Nash. Some fish is always running down there.”

      Nash chuckled. “I don’t fish.”

      “Neither do I. I’ll let the cook catch it at the market. I only do the eating.”

      Nash smiled. Same old Max. “Good to talk, Max. Keep me posted if anything develops on the hit.”

      “I’ll let the Leos know to put you in the loop.”
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      The sun wasn’t above the hills yet. The chill put a smile on the younger man’s face as he stepped into the boat the older man held against the dock. “I remember the first time you woke me in the dark and whispered not to wake Mom. I think I was only five or six then.”

      The permanently bloodshot eyes studied the younger, middle-aged man. The older man’s long-billed hat would protect his eyes against more sun later in the day. His weight loss necessitated he layer a couple of sweaters under the jacket and coat. “You were four. It was the summer before my Okinawa transfer.” He watched the son settle into the back of the boat, but his mind watched the small child step into the prow. “I knew it would be at least a year before we could fish on Mohonk again. Your mother was never comfortable living abroad.”

      The son smiled. “Should we go fish the point again today?” His hand thumbed the switch and turned the control, and the silent electric trolling motor moved the boat away from the dock. “I brought some juicy, fat night crawlers. The store in town let me choose the bucket.”

      The older man chuckled as he pulled the overcoat tighter about him. “Not like the time you bought those hotshot worms down in White Plains? Boy, did that guy see you coming.”

      The snort was soft. “I checked the bucket. They were fat and juicy. I just never paid attention to him switching the bucket on me.”

      The old man looked across the glass-smooth lake to the shelf-formed gray stone wall. “I always warned you about watching your six when wearing a uniform or anything showing navy. Many people are nice to your face. But down deep, they hate the military and will cheat you any way they can.”

      The younger man clinched his lips and looked back at the small trail in the water. A duck landing would cause more waves. Thoughts of his father’s opinions over the years flopped about in his head. Growing up a Navy brat was one thing. But it was only a problem when they lived on a base.

      The foreign soil wasn’t the problem. He had picked up Italian and Japanese in between getting kicked out for being more manly. Then came the ass-kicking by students for being an officer’s brat. Mostly, his youth was waiting until he didn’t have to follow his father and his career. His mother waited only a little longer. She told her husband to take as long of a foreign posting as he wanted, but she wasn’t coming. The divorce came a few years and two bases later.

      Norman took a page from his mother’s playbook when he told the old man, who had just made rear admiral, that he wasn’t joining the Navy. Not just the Navy, but any service. Nor would he work for any company that built weapons or contracted with the military. He soon found his alternatives as an engineer were limited. He didn’t mail the first letter for two years with no phone. His father’s response had been only a single question. Of all the reservations in the United States who could use an intelligent math teacher, why did he take a job in Canada?

      A flight of seven geese cut a V-shape overhead. As they quietly traveled south down the small lake, the early sun reached across and glowed on their eastern side. Norman smiled. The small trolling motor was wide open and was still only a third as fast as the birds. It didn’t matter; he wasn’t in a hurry. Peace had finally settled in the Lantrip family.

      Margaret Louise Lantrip Davidson lived to see her first husband, Admiral David Westinghouse Lantrip, finish his Naval career. The career had driven them apart and estranged their son. Four short weeks later, both male Lantrips laid her to rest for the last time. She hadn’t even enjoyed her second marriage for an entire year before her husband passed. Life had always treated Margaret hard. But in the end, she had reunited the father and son.

      They hadn’t laid aside their differences. They just never brought them up. As Norman shared with his longtime friend, if you never talk about regrets, do you have any?

      Norman throttled back as he turned the boat west toward the cliffs. The small outcropping he had thought was a massive point as a kid now looked like less than a landing. But some shelves were below the surface where the larger trout like to hide. They had tried flies the year he came back from Canada. Norman had borrowed a fly rod. Worms had saved the day.

      The two settled in as they communed with their rods, reels, and tackle boxes. The small white bucket of worms sat between them. Norman chuckled as his father tied the hook onto the leader and stuck it in his mouth. As a child, he had thought of the ritual as something silly, like blessing the worm or tying two knots instead of only one.

      Norman finally got the truth on the pier near the senior Lantrip’s home. On the admiral’s seventy-eighth birthday, they went fishing. Both needed the quiet and watching the ocean. One to think about cancer stealing his mother. The other only wanted the quiet of watching the water and being with the son he wished he had learned to have decades before.

      As they prepared to make the last casting of the day, Norman stopped his father with his hand halfway into his mouth with the hook. “You already soaked the hook.”

      The admiral bristled for a moment at being stopped. “What are you going on about?”

      “You always tie the hook onto the leader and then soak it in your mouth spit.”

      The man looked around the pier
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