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“JIM NASH. TELEPHONE call. Jim Nash.”

The hotel PA system always sounded like a voice from God on high calling me to attention before lightning struck. I made my way to the resort’s house phone and picked up. Robert George was on the other end, wanting to know if I’d be interested in a change.

It had been six months to the day since the explosion destroyed the sailboat off Ensenada on the Mexican Baja. That explosion changed my life forever, and it continued to weigh heavily on my mind. I was still in recovery mode. Maybe that’s why I accepted Robert’s offer. Either that, or I was a bastard for punishment.

Robert filled me in on the basics of the case he wanted me to look at. He left the rest up to me. That’s the way I liked it. When this latest gig ended, I’d be right back where I started, but that was all right with me. I considered the resort hotel my safe space. I needed its stability while I sorted some things out in my personal life. The sorting was going to take a long time if I knew anything.

I rented a car and headed north beneath the low cloud and light rain. I turned on the heat to a comfortable temperature and switched the windshield wipers to intermittent. It was a good feeling to put the resort in the rearview. I wouldn’t miss the cheap peddlers of drugs and women and crooked card games and the drunks and wife-beaters that liked to congregate at the place.

Sixty miles up the road, at Key Largo, I followed the sweeping left toward the mainland. The driving didn’t get any better. More low cloud, rain, wind, and poor visibility continued to make for a miserable trip. I made the Gables in another hour, but only barely.

According to Robert, his trust company was a little edgy about going public with their own investigation, given the nature of the drug business. That’s what their dead client had gotten himself into back in the late 80s. And that’s why Robert recommended me for the job and I ended up getting hired.

Marco Espinoza was a drug dealer who managed to get out of the business alive and with a minimum of fuss. He wasn’t alive any more. He’d been shot to death in his home in The Gables. Many years ago, he had set up a trust fund for his only daughter. Now that Espinoza was dead, the trust would come into play.

I suspected Robert had something to do with the trust company. Perhaps he sat on their board. I didn’t ask. What he wanted me to do wasn’t illegal. The outfit only wanted to make sure they had all the bases covered and the pink flamingos in a row before making the payout to Espinoza’s surviving daughter.

I checked into a boutique hotel on the main drag. I took time to scrape the stubble off, shower, and have a quick meal. I started in, refreshed and fed, with a short walk down the street to the local police department. I signed in and walked through the body scanner. A desk officer escorted me to the office of a Lieutenant Boyle, the detective in charge of the case.

Don Boyle was a tall, dark man with a sturdy build. If I was to get into a fight, I’d want someone built like him at my back. After introductions, he expressed some confusion over the fact that I had appeared out of nowhere with an interest in his case.

I filled him in. “The insurance company holding the policy on Mr. Espinoza wants a report on the cause of death before they make the payout. It’s no big deal. If it’s all right with you, after you’re finished, I’d like to get a copy of your report. I’ll forward my report and yours to the trust company and they’ll complete a final payout to the beneficiary.”

“Well, if they’re going to the trouble of paying for you, I have no problem with it. Right now, the case remains unsolved. It’s too soon to say when we might get a lead,” Boyle said.

I suspected Boyle was reluctant to give me the story—or any part of it. Local police departments didn’t enjoy having their toes tread upon by private dicks. I didn’t have a problem with that, though. I was a former big-city detective myself. I knew all about it.

“My being here isn’t going to be a problem for you, is it?” I asked.

Boyle shuffled some papers on his desk and pulled one out. His eyes flicked up and down the page. “I know your name from a couple of the officers down here. They worked with you up north before you resigned. You’re welcome to tag along for the investigation. It’s up to you.”

I didn’t need to be asked twice. Boyle’s invitation would save me a lot of time. It was even better than a copy of the report.

I gladly accepted Detective Boyle’s offer, and we shook hands to seal the deal.
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Boyle filled me in on what he knew about Espinoza. That the man had finally ended up in prison for his crimes. That he’d been a model prisoner the entire time. Following his release around ten years ago, he purchased a huge estate on the edge of The Gables in a gated community. Since his release, he’d been keeping quiet. Living clean. Keeping out of trouble. The local PD left him alone. He was a bother to no one.

“Until two days ago, that is,” Boyle went on. “He called in to report that someone was keeping watch on his house. We sent a unit out. He reported seeing two men keeping an eye on his place for a couple of days. The men left before the black and white showed.”

“Was he able to get a look at the pair?” I asked Boyle.

“Tall. Six feet. Dark. Wearing tan overcoats in the rain. He had no idea about them. Never saw them before. The officers spent some time driving around the area thinking they might have moved off temporarily. They came up with nothing.”

“That’s the end of it, then.”

“Well, Espinoza wasn’t the kind of guy to get all excited about a couple of men keeping an eye on his house. He could handle himself. His background made sure of that.”

“Yeah, but he was keeping his nose clean. No trouble, right?” I said.

“That’s right. His call ended up being treated like any other prowler call. We logged it, and that was that.”

“Uh-huh.”

“The house staff came on duty at their regular time the next morning. One of them brought breakfast up to the bedroom at the usual time and found him there. Dead in his bed. We got the call. Our investigation found him with two holes. Maybe from an automatic. Large caliber.”

Boyle handed over the coroner’s report. I took it for a quick look and it pretty much told the same story. Shot at close range. Powder burns on his pajamas. The lab had the slugs. “Any reports from the neighbors about loud noises? What about the staff? Do any of them stay overnight?” It was all standard stuff I knew Boyle would have looked at.

“No. Nothing. No overnight staff, either. We canvased the neighborhood. No one noticed anything unusual. No delivery vehicles. Nothing out of place with vans or trucks. Nothing.”

“What about the one who brought up breakfast? Anything unusual with her?” I wanted to know. He or she would have been the last to see him. And perhaps the one to do the shooting.

“No. Nothing unusual there. She was a long-time employee. She did say the old boy spent his days writing. Maybe he was writing his memoirs.”

“Yeah, and maybe someone who knew what he was up to didn’t like it.” That would be my first consideration, and probably Boyle’s, too.

“That’s a possibility, Nash. Someone who managed to make good on an escape from the drug business would probably have his share of enemies.

I figured the book idea sounded more plausible. “Especially when he was writing about it.”

“Espinoza flew drugs in from Central and South America. Right past the Coast Guard’s nose back in the day when it was possible. Now the same thing is being done by small submersibles. He pissed off more than a few people because of the volumes he was importing. They couldn’t match it. A lot of them went out of business or moved somewhere else because of it, believe it or not.”

“In that case, he probably still had his share of enemies,” I said. “And plenty who’d be long on memory and wouldn’t forget.”

An officer came in and handed Boyle a slip of paper. I didn’t want to wear out my welcome. “Well, thanks for sharing your information, Boyle. I appreciate it. And thanks for filling me in on Espinoza’s history in this part of the world.”

“Not a problem. If I come across anything else, I’ll let you know.” Boyle concentrated his attention on the note. “By the way—”

“Yes?”

Boyle waved the paper. “Espinoza’s daughter arrived in town about an hour ago. She was living in a city up north with her aunt. Apparently she had no idea the old man was her father until the insurance company contacted her.”

That was interesting in itself. A daughter who had no idea she was related.

“I believe she’s at the house. Christie Kent is the name she goes by.” He handed me the paper. “Take it. I’ll get another.”

I unfolded the note. Espinoza’s address was on it. “Thanks, Don. I appreciate it.”
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I returned to the hotel and enjoyed an early dinner in the overpriced boutique dining room. I climbed the stairs to my room, showered and dressed. I checked in with Boyle. There was nothing new with the case. The two suspected shooters hadn’t been located. The slugs held no clues so far.

I touched base with the insurance company and
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