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  Chapter 1


One of the things I liked about living on a boat was the yard work it required. It was a good life while it lasted, being on that boat. But I left it behind, trading my old life on the water for one in suburbia, coincidentally in the same house where I was raised. 
I’d quickly become just like every other homeowner in the neighborhood, taking out the trash every Tuesday morning, or pushing a mower in the hot sun at least once a week. 
Even if I hadn’t lived on a boat for all those years, lawn upkeep was never something I’d put high on my list of priorities. I never understood the obsession with having a perfect lawn.
There was a guy who lived down the street, fifth house on the right, who seemed to be out working on his lawn just about every day. Any time I’d drive by, he’d be out there, mowing or trimming. or sometimes down on his hands and knees as if studying each blade to ensure it was of the finest quality in the neighborhood. The thing I found funny was he had a wife and kids, but I felt if he had to make a choice between spending time with them or the lawn? He’d take the lawn.
And don’t get me started on the leaf blowers…
It’d been a few months since Alex and I officially moved into the house together. As I’d mentioned, it was the house I grew up in, which honestly felt more than just a little strange once the deal was done. I wouldn’t say I regretted the move; it seemed to make sense when we first approached the owners who bought it from my parents. And it didn’t hurt that it’d been completely remodeled, which meant it wasn’t like I was walking into my old bedroom where I slept for eighteen years, or the same dining room where we’d eaten hundreds of meals as a family.
It would take some getting used to.
But, the truth was, waking up next to Alex every morning was far from a bad life.
I walked behind the mower, pushing it from one end of the lawn to the other. It was a monotonous process I dreaded. My mind wandered. But I felt I needed to do my share around the house. 
I won’t lie; Alex put up a good chunk of her own money to buy the house. Most of it came from the proceeds she got after selling her house in Arlington before she took a detective job in North Carolina.
It’s not as if I didn’t contribute at all. But I wasn’t exactly rolling in dough. If someone wanted to become rich, getting into the PI business wasn’t the best path. 
Of course, I knew I could take Walsh Investigations to another level as a business, if I wanted to. But the next level would mean hiring employees. I wasn’t sure that was something I’d be up for.
I’d managed a small staff when I was the security director for the Jacksonville Sharks baseball team, along with Alex who, at the time, was technically my assistant. But half of my time was spent as a babysitter for the rest of the staff—Alex aside—and I knew it wasn’t my thing. 
I had a hard enough time taking care of myself.
The good news was, Alex was back in my life, and we made a pretty good team, in more ways than one.
We were a soon-to-be-married couple living in a nice house in Fernandina Beach, Florida, no more than a couple of miles from the ocean.
Alex laughed when I told her I’d mow the lawn myself. She felt my time could be put to better use, and wanted to hire a professional. But I insisted we didn’t need to spend more money. Not until Walsh Investigations was more profitable. 
I wasn’t sure that would ever happen.
I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my arm, looking around at the half-cut lawn. I wanted to quit, even though the lawn wasn’t huge. It still took me forever. 
Back and forth.
I was tempted to do something to the mower, so when Alex got home and saw the half-mowed lawn I could tell her the thing broke.
That’s a trick I used as a kid a couple of times, so I could head to the beach with my friends when I was supposed to be mowing the grass. 
But my dad was a pretty laid-back guy. And half the time I’d get home from my summertime excursion and the lawn would be cut. 
Dad wouldn’t say a word about it.
That’s just how he was. 
I still remember the day I knocked a baseball through the front picture window, crying because I was sure I’d be in trouble. But Dad got home from work, stepped out of his car, and the first thing he asked me was if it was fair or foul.
Alex pulled in the driveway in her yellow Jeep. I turned off the mower and heard Raz barking from inside the house. 
He was excited. His favorite person was home.
Alex climbed down from her Jeep and walked around to the passenger side. She reached in for two bags of groceries and carried one in each arm up the walkway to the house, keys dangling from her fingers.
“You want some help?” I said, trying to take the bags from her before she answered. 
She pulled them back from me. “You’re all sweaty.” She sniffed and crinkled her nose before continuing to the house. She glanced at the unfinished lawn. “Can’t we just hire someone?”
I said, “Yeah, if you want to spend a hundred bucks a week we can.”
Alex headed up the brick steps and didn’t respond, trying to reach for the doorknob while balancing one of the bags on her raised thigh.
I stepped past her, opened the door, and took both bags from her grasp before she could object.
The cool, air-conditioned air felt good inside. Raz was seated on the hardwood, tail wagging, eyes directed up to Alex waiting for her to pet him. She crouched down and rubbed his face, the two acting like they hadn’t seen each other in weeks.
I placed the bags on the counter in the kitchen and turned as Alex walked through the doorway. I said, “Maybe we should go out, get something to eat.”
Alex laughed. “Go finish the lawn. I’ll make lunch.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Alex had a drink in her hand when I walked back into the house after finally finishing the lawn. She was standing over her laptop on the counter, and turned to me. “Your lawn mowing days are over. I just scheduled a guy to come out, starting next week. Now you can focus on the business, instead of procrastinating.”
“Procrastinating? You really think I’m…” I held up my phone. “It’s been three weeks since this phone’s rung. And I’m pretty sure the last call was someone with the wrong number.”
I placed the phone on the table, but as soon as I did it vibrated. I picked it up and saw my friend Billy Wu’s face on the screen.
I answered as if it was the old days, when you didn’t know who was calling. “Hello?”
“Henry?” he said. “Where are you?”
“Where am I?” I said, sensing something was wrong. Usually when someone starts a call with a question and not a greeting, there’s a good chance something’s wrong.
“I’m at the house,” I said. “What’s wrong?” 
“You need to get over here,” he said.
“Over where?”
“The restaurant.” Billy’s voice got somewhat hushed. “There’s someone here looking for you.”
“Does this person have a name?”
Billy paused on the other end before answering, his voice a whisper. “Brock.”
I glanced at Alex standing in front of the fridge with the door open, her back to me. I turned and went outside where I could have some privacy. 
The smell of the fresh-cut grass hit me as soon as I stepped out. 
“Brock?” I said. “Brock Mason?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before. But he’s had a few. I’m about to cut him off.”
I hadn’t heard the name Brock Mason in at least ten, maybe even fifteen years. 
“He say what he wants?”
“I didn’t ask. He said he’d gone upstairs to your office, then came down asking for you. I thought I’d check with you first, before I gave him your number.”
“I appreciate that,” I said.
Billy paused on the other end. “If I had to guess, he’s in some kind of trouble.”
“Based on what?” I said, even though Billy was as perceptive as anyone I’d ever met, and usually could successfully read just about any situation.
“He asked how long you’ve been a PI, but I didn’t give him any details. I didn’t tell him we were friends or anything either, just that you rent the office space from me.”
Man, if there was an old friend I didn’t think I needed to see again, it was Brock Mason. 
Back after I’d left Rhode Island, wandering around Florida trying to find my new path, I ended up hitting the sauce pretty hard and hanging around with some real losers. Not that they were all bad people, but I couldn’t think of a different way to describe them. I’m sure plenty of people described me the same way at the time. 
I know I did.
But, if, at the time, I wanted to find trouble, I was hanging with the right crowd to get me there. That crowd included Brock Mason.
“You want me to give him your number?” Billy said.
I had to think about it. It wasn’t like he couldn’t find it on his own. But, Brock wasn’t exactly what you’d consider resourceful. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he still didn’t own a cell phone, or know how to use a computer. And not just because he was older than me by a few years. He didn’t like authority. Or the government. He certainly didn’t trust technology.
But that was a long time ago. And, thinking back, maybe his beliefs weren’t as crazy as they seemed at the time.
“Tell him to stay where he is,” I said, looking at my watch. Billy’s Place, and my office upstairs from it, wasn’t exactly nearby. Since we’d moved out to Fernandina Beach, the drive was close to forty minutes.  “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”






  
  Chapter 2


I knew it was foolish, but on the ride to Billy’s Place I wasn’t exactly straight with Alex about what Brock Mason was really all about. All I told her was that I knew him from the past. 
I left it at that.
But Alex might’ve started thinking about it when we walked into the restaurant and Brock jumped from the bar when he saw me. He wrapped me up in a bear hug so tight I could barely breathe, then went as far as slapping a kiss on my cheek, leaving a stain of wet saliva and booze on my face.
I could smell the whiskey on his breath, on top of whatever cheap cologne I imagined him buying from the counter at 7-Eleven.
Brock had aged, his longish hair more gray than blond now. He was still a good-looking man, with a few extra pounds on him since the last time I saw him. 
I glanced back at Alex watching us, an unsure smile on her face.
“So, how you been, buddy?” he said, looking me over. “You look good. Aged a bit, but…”
It was clear Brock had already had a few drinks, with the way he had those red, puffy eyes and the familiar sleepy look he’d get after putting back a few.
I introduced Alex and Brock to each other, and the way he looked her over, I thought she was going to reach out and crack him, if I didn’t do it first.
“She’s my fiancée,” I said, making it clear with the tone in my voice he’d need to show some respect.
“Your fiancée?” He held his gaze on me, with a slight grin as if he didn’t believe it, then reached for a glass from the bar and raised it. “Congratulations,” he said, throwing his head back and finishing whatever was in the glass. “Looks like you hit the jackpot.” He turned and waved for the bartender, Chloe, watching us from behind the bar. Brock held up his empty glass. “Can we get a round over here, sweetheart?”
Chloe gave me a look, knowing I hadn’t had a drink in almost a year, and I wasn’t about to start just because Brock Mason was in town.
I said to Brock, “Thanks, but not right now.”
“You don’t want a drink?” He snorted out a laugh, shaking his head, looking at Alex with his thumb pointed my way. “Hank? Turning down a drink? I guess you got that leash nice and tight on him there, honey?”
Alex didn’t respond, only forming a smirk I could tell she wanted to hold back, but couldn’t. She had to’ve been wondering who this guy was, and why I didn’t give her more of a heads-up on the ride over. 
When Brock and I hung out, it was at a low point of my life. There were some dark times after I lost or—on paper—resigned from my job with the Rhode Island State Police. I wasn’t even much of a drinker when I was younger. But when I moved back to Florida alone, out of work with nowhere else to go, I met a friend named Jack Daniels. 
And we played hard.
That’s when I met Brock Mason. I’m not even sure how or where. It was a bar. That’s the only part I remember.
Brock said, “So, shall we sit?” He looked around at the empty tables. “This place always this dead?”
“It’s the middle of the day,” I said, coming off a little defensive, considering the restaurant was owned by my good friend.
Billy was a real friend. Always there for me when I needed one. Along with Alex, there weren’t many other people in life I’d depended on as much as them. 
But Brock? It was hard to say what kind of friend he was, or if I’d even consider him one at all. He was more of a drinking buddy, back in the day. Seeing him again brought back memories, as fuzzy as they were, I’d hoped to leave in the past.
Brock grabbed the drink Chloe had put on the bar for him, took a sip and walked past the empty stools to a table on the other side of the bar, away from everything else, where the lighting was dim. “Let’s sit down,” he said, walking ahead of me and Alex.
I said, “So, Brock. Can I ask what this is all about?”
He stopped with that dumb look on his face, like I was the one who’d asked a stupid question. He threw his arm around my shoulder. “Can’t I just come out to Jax to see an old buddy?”
I rolled my eyes. 
I was no fool.
Alex sat first and took the stool nearest the wall, and before I could sit, Brock nudged me out of the way and sat on the stool next to her.
She had a look on her face like she wasn’t sure if she should laugh or get up and move. But she stayed where she was, and I sat across from them.
Brock sipped his drink and slapped the glass down on the table. “You sure you don’t want a drink?” he said. “Come on, Hank. For old time’s sake, huh?”
I thought about how nobody else ever called me Hank. And he knew I didn’t like it. But the one time I told him not to call me that, all it did was make him say it more, from that point forward.
Alex looked at me and smiled when he said it.
“Maybe later,” I said, knowing he’d have a field day if I told him I’d given up the drinking.
Chloe, not only the bartender, but also the manager of Billy’s Place, came around from behind the bar and asked me and Alex if we wanted anything. 
We ordered iced tea, and when Chloe carried them to the table, she put a glass of water in front of Brock. It wasn’t as if water would sober him up, but she seemed to be hinting he’d had enough.
Brock looked up at her, like he was confused about what it was. But he took a sip and seemed satisfied with the hydration. “Thanks, sweetheart.”
Chloe put on her best smile, clearly forced. “You’re welcome.” I could tell by the look on her face as she turned to walk away, she’d had enough of Brock. 
Alex said, “So, Brock, Henry tells me you used to live around here?”
He nodded. “I’m in Miami now. But who knows what’s next. It used to be a cheap place to live and have a good time, but those days are long gone.”
“You’re not coming back up here, are you?” I said.
“You make it sound like I’m not welcome,” Brock said, a crooked grin on his face.
“Didn’t intend it that way. Just asking,” I said.
Brock looked at his curled fingers, bit a nail and spit a piece of it on the floor. 
I watched Alex’s eyes widen in disgust.
“I’m thinking maybe I’ll take off for a while,” Brock said. “I don’t know. Maybe hit the West Coast. Even thought about New England once or twice, but I don’t think I’d like the cold. Just got some business I gotta take care of down there, then we’ll see what’s next.”
“What kind of business?” I said.
Brock shrugged, pushing his water aside. He grabbed the glass with the booze in it, looking at me over the rim as he raised it to his lips. He said, “Just business.”
He hadn’t said much of anything about why he was there, and I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe it was because of Alex. 
Brock said, “So, how long’ve you two lovebirds been together?” 
Neither one of us answered.
“Brock,” I said, “Why don’t you just tell me what you’re doing here?”
His goofy smile dropped from his face and he looked into his glass. “I need to find someone,” he said. “And I ain’t having much luck by myself. I thought maybe, you know, I’d see if I could get some help.”
“Some help?” I said. “I assume you mean, help from me?”
Brock smiled, but didn’t say anything else. 
I gave Alex a quick glance, and could tell by the look on her face she wasn’t interested in this particular prospective client.
“What’s it about?” she said.
I was surprised she’d asked. 
“What’s it about?” Brock said. He sipped what was left in his glass and held the ice cube in his mouth, chewing it for a couple of moments without a response.
“Just someone I’m looking for. A friend.”
“A friend?” I said. “She’s missing?”
Brock seemed to hesitate, then nodded. He didn’t get into any specifics.
“Why not call the cops?” I said. “That’s what you do, when someone is missing.”
Brock shook his head. “Nah, it’s not like that.”
“Like what?” Alex said. 
He cleared his throat, turning the empty glass in his big hand, eyes down. He said to Alex, “You mind if me and Hank here have a talk? Nothing personal, but…”
“Anything you need to say to me, you can say to Alex,” I said.
But Alex gave me a look, like she felt like she was better off not being a part of the conversation. She stood up from the table. “I’ll be upstairs.” She continued out the door without another word.
“I didn’t mean to offend her,” Brock said.
I took a deep breath and nodded. “It’s fine,’ I said. “Just tell me what’s up.”
Brock shifted in her seat, leaning closer to me over the table. “I heard you were some kind of private investigator, but wasn’t sure you’d—”
“Let’s cut the small talk,” I said. “If you didn’t call the cops about this so-called friend of yours, then I’m going to assume this isn’t some kind of life-or-death situation. What is she, just another girlfriend trying to get away from you?”
Brock laughed. “Something like that,” he said. His expression turned serious. “I gotta find her. What more do you need to know?”
“Plenty,” I said. “I’m not going to jump into something like this, just because you show up here asking. If you can’t give me the details, then—”
“Her name’s Jillian. Jillian Rogers.”
“She lives her in Jax?” I said.
“Well, not exactly. But I hear she’s up here.”
“You hear?” I said. “What’s that mean? You hear.”
“She’s someone I… You’re right about the girlfriend part. I mean, not exactly, but…”
I was starting to lose patience. “Jesus, Brock. Will you just tell me what the deal is? If you want my help, you’re going to have to be straight with me. I know that’s not always easy for you, but that’s the way it’s going to be.”
“Whoa,” he said. “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not the same old Brock, you know. People can change.”
I said, “If you think you’re going to walk in here and try to get me wrapped up in one of your schemes…”
“There’s no scheme, Hank. I’m serious. She’s just someone I gotta find. The truth is, she might not even be up here anymore. But if you can at least help me figure that part out, then I’m good. I’ll get out of here. She could be back in Miami, for all I know.”
“Is that where she’s from?” I said.
Again, he nodded.
By that point I was tempted to get up and walk away. 
I said, “If you think I’m going to Miami…”
Brock waved his hand. “No, no. I’m not asking you to. But I don’t know where she is. If I did, I wouldn’t be here asking for your help. And, listen, Hank. I’m not asking for any favors. Whatever your rate. I’m good for it. You know that.”
I knew what it meant when someone said they were good for something. It usually meant they weren’t, and I’d be lucky if I ever got whatever it was they were good for.
That was Brock. The only thing he was good for was empty promises.
“Here’s the deal,” I said, leaning forward with my elbows on the table. “I’m not doing a thing without the details. If you can’t be straight with me, then I’m sorry. I can’t help.”
“You don’t trust me?” he said.
I almost laughed, shaking my head. “No.”
Brock didn’t appear to like my answer.
“All I’m asking is for her location,” he said. “I’m sure you have ways of finding someone, right? You don’t have to do anything else.”
“You make it sound easy,” I said. “You think I’m just going to walk up to my office, get on the computer and find the answer?”
Brock shrugged. “I don’t know. Why not?”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “But you don’t tell me the reason you’re looking for this woman, I’m not going to be able to help you. It’s just how things have to work. Okay?”
He waited, his gaze somewhere else now, across the restaurant.
After a moment he looked back at me, leaning forward, voice hushed. “She could be in some kind of trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?” I said.
Brock remained silent. “Come on, Hank. The details aren’t going to make a difference, are they?”
With that, I was done. 
I stood up from the table. “I think I understand why you won’t call the cops. You’re involved in something shady. What a surprise. And you think I’m going to get involved in whatever it is you’ve got yourself wrapped up in?” I shook my head and turned from the table. “Great seeing you, Brock.”
“Hank, wait,” he said, following after me.
I tossed a couple of bills on the bar for Chloe as I walked by, enough to hopefully cover whatever Brock had put back and the two iced teas Alex and I didn’t touch. I said to her, “Tell Billy I’ll be upstairs.”
Chloe was wiping out a glass, nodding with a serious look on her face. She knew something was off.
Brock followed me outside, the hot sun blasting me in the face as we stepped onto the slate landing outside the front door. I slipped my sunglasses on and turned to him standing behind me. “I’m sorry,” I said. 
But he grabbed me by the arm before I started to walk away, squeezing it more than I liked.
I yanked free from his grasp. “Don’t,” I said. “I’m serious.”
Brock put both hands up and took a step back. “I’m sorry,” he said. 
I had played Brock’s games before. There was a reason we’d lost touch. It wasn’t by accident.
“You’re worried about her? Then call the police,” I said, walking away from him. I continued around the building and stopped before I got the exterior stairs to the second level. I expected he would’ve followed. But he didn’t. 
I was at the top of the stairs when I heard a loud engine roar, then rev-up like some kind of muscle car on the racetrack. Sure enough, a few seconds later a black Dodge Charger, one of those newer models, squealed its tires and took off across the parking lot.
My first thought was Brock had been drinking, and I didn’t like the idea he’d gotten behind the wheel. On the other hand, I wasn’t sure if it was even him, the way the windows were tinted, making it hard to see inside. 
I watched the Charger skid out of the lot and onto Virginia Street, the car’s rear end fishtailing as the engine growled. The vehicle took off like a rocket, heading northeast toward Buffalo Avenue.
I walked back down the stairs and to the front of the building. Looking around, it appeared Brock was gone.






  
  Chapter 3


Alex was at her desk when I walked into the office, looking up at me from her laptop as I closed the door. She said, “How come you left out the part about your friend being an ex-con?” 
“An ex-con?” I said, acting like I was surprised.
She said, “Are you going to tell me you didn’t know he did three years in Union Correctional?” 
I shook my head. “I would have told you if I did,” I said. “What’d he do?”
She held her gaze for a moment, eyes narrowed as if she didn’t believe me, then looked back at the screen. “He was charged with wire fraud, something about a nonprofit down in Miami that was supposed to help ex-prisoners find work after their release. It doesn’t appear it was legit.”
“Is he the only one convicted?” I said.
“The organization’s CFO, a man named Vincent Giotti, was sentenced to seven years. Brock got five. He’s been out two years.”
I walked over and stood behind Alex in her chair, my eyes on the computer screen. “What made you do this?” I said.
“Do what?”
“Look up Brock’s background?” 
She gave a slight shrug. “I figured if you’re going to help an old friend, I should at least know what we’re getting into.”
“He’s just someone from my past,” I said. “From days I’d just as soon forget.”
She turned in her chair, eyes on me. “So you don’t want to know what else I found?”
I nodded, waiting.
Alex picked up a pad from the desk and leaned back in her chair, looking over whatever she’d written on the top sheet. “It looks like he was working for this place, Canzano Waste Management, back in Miami when he was convicted.”
I said, “What about it?” 
“The company’s owned by this guy from New York. His name’s Ray Canzano.”
“Uh-oh,” I said. “Another Italian from New York in Miami. That usually means trouble.” I walked to the window and looked out at the St. Johns River, the sunlight glistening on the surface. I could feel the warmth of the sun through the glass. “So, what’s Canzano got to do with anything?”
“Well, he was working there when he was convicted. The article I found isn’t clear. Canzano didn’t get in any kind of trouble, from what I can see.”
I looked outside, thinking about Brock, and if there was something more to what he wanted. There usually was.
Alex walked up behind me. “So, did he tell you what it’s about?” 
“He’s looking for a woman, name’s Jillian Rogers. But he wouldn’t tell me why, or what he had to do with her. So I told him I couldn’t help.”
“You did?” she said. “Why?” 
I turned to Alex. “Why what?”
“Why’d you tell him you won’t help him?” 
I had to think about it, and wondered if I needed to give Brock the stiff-arm the way I did. “I was probably a bit harder on Brock than I needed to be, but he likes to play games. That’s how he rolls.”
“How he rolls?” she said, with a crooked smile. “Since when did you start saying that?” 
“I’m just saying… He’s not someone I’d trust to be straight with me,” I said. “I can’t imagine it’s worth the trouble, whatever he wants with this woman.”
Alex paused, like she was thinking. “Is he still down there?”
“At Billy’s?” I shook my head. “I think he left. I saw a car leave I assumed was his. But I didn’t see him behind the wheel, so…”
“And you let him drive? How many drinks did he have?”
I knew I’d screwed up letting him drive, and Alex was going to make sure I knew it.
“I gave him my card, told him to call me if he decides to talk. I started up the stairs and when I looked back, he was gone. I didn’t think he’d take off like he did.”
Alex just shook her head, clearly disapproving.
I continued, “He seemed all right. Not many people can handle booze the way Brock can.”
Alex rolled her eyes. She wasn’t impressed, and I felt like a fool for even saying it, like I’d reverted back to being the same idiot
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