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        “Every life is a march from innocence, through temptation, to virtue or vice.”

        ~Lyman Abbott

      

      

      

      Blue is an amazing and underrated color. Dust and water droplets scatter and diffuse light, making the blackness of the sky take on a vibrant hue. Three of my favorite colors of dress shirts are shades of cyan. Some people have eyes blue enough to have stolen the color from precious gems. At the current moment, my favorite shade was the perfect and endless blue of the Pacific Ocean in Hawaii.

      Gloria Reading and I had been here on vacation over two weeks. My last case resulted in the suspension of my PI license for thirty days. It was only fair—I assaulted the bastard, but in my defense, he murdered my sister thirteen years prior. The fact I hadn’t emptied the magazine into his body didn’t merit much consideration from the panel deciding my fate. I chose to get away from the emotion of the whole thing and take my beautiful girlfriend to the loveliest place on earth.

      I lay on the beach, having applied enough sunscreen for two normal people. Early December in Baltimore is cold, sometimes rainy and snowy. In Hawaii, we enjoyed perfect beach weather. I lay on a chaise longue with a book, letting the sunscreen soak into my skin before I ventured into the water. Gloria, who wore a bathing suit which hugged her curves better than it absorbed water, swam in the pearlescent waves. Our resort featured a private beach and lagoon. It had pools, too, but why bother with a pool when the ocean is right there? Gloria and I swam laps every day we’d been to the beach.

      A few minutes later, I decided the sunblock soaked in as much as it was going to, and I joined Gloria to race out to a manmade barrier reef. Gloria’s athleticism usually manifested itself in tennis, but she was also a good swimmer. I, however, happen to be a great swimmer, and I beat her to the barrier. We then moved to a rock formation to our right about 200 yards away. As we got closer, the ocean got darker, shallower, and colder. Jagged stones made walking on the bottom painful, so we swam slowly up to a section of beach before exploring the formation.

      We didn’t have shoes, but we did have a powerful desire to climb, and we each harbored enough competitive fire to want to get there first. The slipperiness of the stone made it slow going, and we paused to give each other a hand now and again. Nothing like a little friendly cooperation among lovers in the middle of a competition. After a few minutes, we got over the rocks and found a virgin tract of beach. Here, we could swim past the man-made barrier if we chose. Instead, we lay on the warm sand, each of us breathing heavier than normal from our expedition.

      Gloria kissed me and then rested her head on my chest. “I could get used to being here.”

      “Me, too,” I said, “but I think it would make my job harder.”

      “How?”

      “Well, I’d be more interested in going to the beach than working for one.”

      “I can see that.”

      “And I’d have to compete with Dog the bounty hunter. I don’t think his show is still on, but a lot of people know him. Too much of a headstart.”

      Gloria humored me with a polite chuckle and kissed me again. “Yes, but his show was terrible.”

      “You watched it?”

      “I had an ex who was into it. The relationship didn’t last long.”

      “How could it?” I said.
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        * * *

      

      Later in the day, we took our rental car and drove to Waikiki. I’d made a reservation at Duke’s. Originally, I tried to get a table the same night I called, and the fellow who answered the phone retained his composure enough so he didn’t laugh at me. Duke’s took reservations days in advance, he told me, so I conformed to custom. We headed to Waikiki early, both because of traffic and because Gloria wanted to shop. I parked in a garage, Gloria headed for stores from which she needed absolutely nothing, and I walked into Honolulu Coffee Company.

      One steaming cup of java in hand, I sat at a small table and scrolled through emails on my phone. Before we left the mainland, I had sent all of my business calls to my office phone. My cell remained refreshingly quiet. Even my parents only bothered us once so far. The fact I’d used their timeshare weeks—which would’ve only languished in their account, but still—to take Gloria to Hawaii tugged at my underdeveloped sense of guilt and compelled me to talk to them. I offered to take home souvenirs and my mother reacted as if I’d promised to bring scurvy back to Maryland.

      I checked my messages to see how things were faring. Part of running a free detective service is being in the good graces of the press. My last real case before jetting to Hawaii involved locating the missing daughter of a wealthy Baltimore magnate. She had disappeared at eighteen, been a prostitute for five years, and I remain convinced her father knew where she was the whole time. Their interesting family dynamics aside, the case provided me a nice jolt of publicity which I promptly squandered by going on vacation for four weeks. Oh, well. We can’t time everything perfectly.

      A few of my messages were interview requests from local media outlets. Even on vacation, I managed to find time to talk to the reporters, usually while Gloria pampered herself in the spa. The rest had been from a persistent woman who wanted me to know her niece was a troubled lass, and would I be able to help rescue the girl from a life of who-knows-what? I probably would, but the troubled lasses of Baltimore would need to wait for me to fly back home. The unnamed woman left two more messages. I deleted them both. If her niece still needed help in a week and a half, we could talk. I finished my coffee. Gloria came into the shop carrying two bags full of clothes and shoes.

      “You’re going to have a dozen checked bags at the airport,” I said.

      She shrugged and smiled. “Clothes and shoes are the best reasons to check a lot of bags.”

      “Are you ready for dinner, Imelda Marcos?”

      “All this shopping has given me an appetite.”

      “Good. Let’s go eat too much.”

      “It’ll give us an excuse to work the calories off later,” Gloria breathed into my ear.

      I loved this woman.
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        * * *

      

      After a terrific and filling meal at Duke’s, we drove back to the resort, valeted the car, and entered through the sliding glass front doors. A few police officers walked away from a middle-aged woman who shook her head and wiped her eyes. She sagged into a chair in the lobby. Gloria squeezed my hand when we saw the drama play out. We approached the woman. “Is everything OK?” I said.

      The woman shook her head anew. “It’s my husband,” she said. “He’s missing, and the police won’t do anything!” This led to a new round of tears. Gloria fetched a box of tissues from the concierge desk and handed one to the woman, who accepted it with a grateful nod.

      “Why won’t they help?” Gloria said.

      “They say he hasn’t been missing long enough.”

      “How long has it been?” I asked.

      “Since earlier today. I know something is wrong. I don’t know if he’s in trouble, but I know my husband. He would never disappear without a call or a text.”

      “I hate to ask, but . . . “

      “Is our marriage OK?” The woman flashed a rueful smile. “Sort of. We’re here to rediscover the magic and all that. Our counselor’s idea.”

      Gloria stood beside me again and gave my hand another squeeze. I stared at her while large eyes pleaded with me. “Ma’am, will you excuse us?” I said as Gloria and I took a few steps back.

      “This is right up your alley,” she said in hushed tones.

      “I thought we were on vacation.”

      “You heard her, C.T. She knows something is wrong.”

      “No, she suspects something is wrong. Because she and the hubby are in counseling, she’s assuming the worst.”

      “What if she’s right?” I didn’t answer. “You could help her. You could find her husband. Hell, you might even save their marriage.”

      “Now you’re ascribing powers to me I don’t possess,” I said.

      “You know you could step in when the police won’t.”

      I pondered it for a moment. “I’m sure I could.”

      “You probably wouldn’t even have to work very hard.”

      “True.”

      “Have you missed doing your job?” said Gloria.

      I shrugged. “A little. I never thought I would, especially on vacation.”

      Gloria smiled at me. “Then you know what you should do.”

      I took a deep breath and smiled in spite of myself. “You’re lucky I love you.” I went back to the woman, who sat in the chair and stared at the floor. “Ma’am? I’m on vacation, but back in Maryland, I’m a private investigator.”

      She looked up quickly enough to strain her neck. “Do you think you can find my Francis?”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Do you need to know much about him?”

      “A little information wouldn’t hurt.”

      She spent about five minutes telling me about her husband. She smiled when she mentioned his (or their) successes and winced at any mention of troubled times. This was a woman who still loved her spouse. When she finished, I went to the concierge desk, grabbed a pen, and tore off the top sheet of a memo pad.

      “Write his full name, date of birth, and cell phone number on here,” I said.

      “What do you need that for?” she said as she handed the filled-out paper back to me.

      I smiled at her. “Let me worry about the details.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Joanie Baker had given Gloria her cell phone number and gotten mine in return. She operated under the assumption Gloria was my secretary. I found this much more amusing than Gloria did. When we got back to our suite, I pulled out my laptop and turned it on for only the third time since we arrived in Hawaii.

      “Here you go, boss,” she said.

      “Does your being my secretary prevent me from sexually harassing you?”

      “I certainly hope not.”

      I logged in and began anonymizing my traffic right away. Long ago, I wrote scripts to do this for me. I updated them as the Internet landscape changed, but the scripts worked every bit as well today as they did when I first wrote them. Armed with Francis Daniel Baker’s information, I could access any record of his I needed. First, I wanted to know what he looked like so I would recognize him when I found him. Facebook proved to be a swing and a miss, but I found his profile on LinkedIn. Joanie told me Francis recently turned fifty-two. He looked a decade older. Loose skin hung from his slender face. I got the impression it was fuller up until recently. The suit he wore in his picture looked at least one size too big. The profile identified Francis—from Columbus, Ohio—as a senior manager in a large sales conglomerate I’d never heard of.

      The combination of Francis’ full name plus his date of birth made finding his Social Security number an exercise in simplicity. Armed with it, I gained access to his bank records in a matter of moments. Francis and Joanie did well for themselves, though their credit card history showed a bunch of frivolous charges. They’d struggled to get by for a while before making out much better starting about three years ago. Francis’ LinkedIn profile told me he earned a promotion around the same time.

      I pored over the Bakers’ money situation for a few minutes. To my untrained eye, they looked like a middle-aged couple of good means. I’d hoped to find evidence Francis skimmed money from somewhere but saw nothing of the sort anywhere. He made four ATM withdrawals of three hundred dollars each earlier today—after Joanie said he disappeared. I punched up those ATM locations on a map. Did a criminal force him to withdraw over a thousand dollars? If so, I doubted I would find either the criminal or Francis, who may not have survived the encounter. I worked on locating his cell phone.

      Cellular towers make finding people easy, and the phone companies make breaking into their towers easier than it should be. The Bakers’ financials told me who provided their service, and a couple minutes later, I obtained Francis’ current location as well as his movements for the last few hours. His phone hadn’t moved from its current spot in Waikiki for about two hours. Before, Francis moved around the area after departing Ko Olina. I jotted down the address where his phone reported its location. “I may have found him,” I said to Gloria.

      “Already?” She looked up from her paperback.

      “We’ll see.” I grabbed the rental car keys off the dresser and kissed her. “I’ll be back.”

      “What if he’s in trouble?”

      “Then I’ll get him out of it.”

      “You don’t have your gun.”

      “If someone else has one, I’ll borrow theirs.” I gave her a smile I hoped conveyed confidence. The results were mixed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Waikiki Beach is a tourist trap. It’s a strikingly beautiful one in spots, but it’s earned its status nonetheless. Visitors from America, Japan, and the rest of the world crowded the streets and sidewalks and spilled out of the densely-packed shops and restaurants. Like most cities, Waikiki has its more upscale areas and its neighborhoods best avoided by civilized folks. Francis Baker’s phone reported a location somewhere in between. I’d hoped to avoid the seedy part of the city. Despite my confident parting declaration to Gloria, I didn’t relish the idea of walking into a potential gunfight unarmed. I still hoped to avoid it as I zeroed in on the prodigal husband.

      I walked the block a few times, looked in every restaurant and shop at least thrice, and never saw him. The timing of my popping into the various places eliminated the possibility I had missed him in the bathroom. I checked my phone again. His location beaconed out as the restaurant and bar I currently occupied. I walked the entirety of the inside again—sans the ladies’ room and other areas which would raise suspicion—and saw no signs of Francis. When I was about to leave, a door near me opened. I happened to glance at it, saw a set of stairs going down and heard enough noise to indicate a congregation of several people. I slipped through the door before it closed and went below.

      The stairs ended at another door, this one locked. I knocked. A panel slid back and a set of eyes looked out at me. “Who are you?” said a deep male voice.

      I didn’t know the password, so I took out my badge and pressed it right to the opening. I took it away quickly. Letting the fellow on the other side of the door see I was not a police officer and traveled some seven thousand miles out of my jurisdiction struck me as a lousy idea. The guy on the other side grunted and slid the window shut. I heard two heavy locks disengage. The door swung into the room.

      Cigar smoke was the first thing I noticed. I frowned and coughed as I entered the room. While I might enjoy an occasional cigar—especially with a nice glass of port—I did not relish walking into a basement of people smoking them. Casinos at least piped in fresh air. The room featured six large poker tables packed with players. Dealers shuffled up and dealt, and men the size of offensive linemen patrolled the room. “Someone refer you?” the guy who opened the door said. He looked like he could play on the line for the Ravens, and maybe even do a better job than some of the gents who currently toiled there.

      “Yeah,” I said, “he’s at the far table.”

      “You want a seat . . . you gotta wait. And you gotta pay a higher seating fee.”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t like cops much.”

      “Me, either.” He gave me a funny look. “Can I go say hi to my friend at least?”

      The large man waved me off. I made my way across the smoky room. Rock music blended into the background noise. A girl emerged from another door carrying a tray of drinks. Her skirt was short enough to allow everyone a peek at the bottom of her panties. She slinked across the floor, dropped off a drink, and collected both a tip and a pat on the ass. She didn’t seem to mind either. I made my way over to Francis’ table. He sat to the left of the dealer with an above average stack of chips. I stood across from him as the dealer shuffled, got his attention, and gave the universal “go over there and talk to me” head jerk.

      I met him past the end of the table. “Who the hell are you?” he said.

      “Your wife is concerned about you,” I said.

      “So? What’s it to you?”

      “She called the police. They couldn’t help her because you haven’t been gone long enough. She was crying. I offered to help.”

      “How’d you find me?”

      “I’m really good at what I do.”

      “Sir?” the dealer called to us. The other players at the table all turned and stared at Francis and me.

      “Fold me this hand,” Francis said. He turned back to me. “So you found me. Good job. Now what?”

      “Your wife is worried. I think she’d like you to go back to the hotel.”

      “I’m doing pretty well here.”

      “Cash game?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Your stack size could be from buying in big. Say with . . . twelve hundred dollars. If you were on a good streak, you wouldn’t have folded your hand so quickly.”

      Francis stared at me. “How the hell do you know how much money I came here with?”

      “Like I said, I’m really good at what I do.”

      “Yeah? Why don’t you do it somewhere else?” Francis snapped his fingers at the guy who let me into the room. “Get this asshole outta here, will you?” He dismissed me and returned to his seat.

      “Let’s go,” the big guy said.

      I’d done what I said I would do: I found Francis Baker. If he wanted to toss his wife aside for a poker game, I doubted an impassioned speech from me would sway him. I nodded at the lineman. “Is he really your friend?” he said.

      “Maybe I don’t know him as well as I thought,” I said.

      “I figured.” The guy moved behind me and shoved me in the back. I staggered forward a couple of steps, stopped, and gathered myself. The room quieted. I turned around.

      “Seriously?” I said. “I was about to leave.”

      “Not fast enough, pig.” The lineman moved toward me. He threw a strong right. I stepped inside his reach, deflected the punch with my left forearm, and drove my right elbow into my large attacker’s face. His eyes closed, and he stepped back. I did it again. This time I heard the satisfying crunch of his nose snapping. Blood poured over his mouth and chin. My large friend’s compatriot noticed our scrum and moved toward us. I needed to wrap this up.

      While my assailant struggled to see past the stars in his eyes, I gave him a strong right to the solar plexus and a chop on the side of the neck. Then I put one leg behind him, punched him in the stomach, and shoved him backward. He toppled over my leg and hit the cheap carpeting hard. Just in time for his friend to step close. “You might want to think twice about this,” I said.

      The straight left he threw at me expressed the sum of his thoughts. This guy was a little smaller and quicker than the first but not as strong. I blocked his first two punches, then sidestepped the third enough to put him in a wristlock. Like most people do, he struggled against it. I applied more pressure. “Your wrist bones can’t take much more,” I said. “Stop struggling. I’ll walk out of here in peace with my friend over there if you do. Understand?”

      The large man nodded. “Yeah, sure,” he said past a wince.

      I let him go. To his credit, his machismo didn’t compel him to attack me again. I left with Francis Baker in tow a couple minutes later. The games already resumed.
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        * * *

      

      “You had no right taking me outta there,” Francis protested from the passenger’s seat.

      “I didn’t force you to come with me,” I said.

      “You didn’t? You beat the heck out of those two guys⁠—”

      “Technically, I only put the second guy in a wristlock.”

      “Whatever,” he muttered. “What was I supposed to do then?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t care either way. Your wife was worried. I told her I would find you. I found you. She could have come and collected you herself for all I care.”

      “She probably would have, too.”

      I got back onto the highway headed toward Ko Olina. While I understood the reason Hawaii had interstate highways, the signs still amused me. “I don’t mean to pry, but what were you doing there, anyway?”

      Francis stared out the window a few seconds before he answered. “I like playing poker. Hard to find a legal game. And I wanted to win money to buy Joanie a nice bracelet.”

      “You don’t seem to be hurting for money.”

      “Big difference between investments and cash on hand. It’s also a lot more fun to win the money than hand someone a fucking credit card. I figured I could turn my twelve hundred into at least three grand.”

      It would be an impressive profit, but possible in a no-limit cash game. Presuming Francis possessed the skill, of course. “Sounds like some serious winning.”

      “It woulda been.”

      We made it back to Ko Olina quickly. Gloria sat with Joanie in the lobby when Francis and I walked through the doors. She smiled and came to greet me. Joanie remained seated and scowled at her husband. I pulled Gloria toward the elevator as Francis grabbed a seat beside his wife. “I think we’ll want to give them some space,” I said as we got on the elevator.

      “Where was he?”

      “An illegal poker game.”

      “How’d you get him to come along?”

      I smiled. “Don’t you know my powers of persuasion by now?”

      “That’s why I’m asking.”

      “Fair. I flashed my badge to get in. Then⁠—”

      “You brought your badge?”

      The elevator dinged, and the doors parted. Gloria and I walked down the hallway to our suite. “Force of habit,” I said. “The place had two guards. They probably played football at Aloha Stadium. There . . .  might have been an altercation.”

      Gloria shook her head as I opened the door, and we walked into the suite.

      “So what happened?”

      “Francis came with me. We didn’t really disrupt the games much, but I still think I’m banned from the poker room for . . . probably forever.”

      “Did you have any interest in playing poker out here?”

      “Thankfully not.”

      Gloria walked up to me and pressed her body against me. “Did you have any other more immediate plans?”

      “Lots more vacation sex?”

      “I like those plans,” Gloria breathed onto my neck.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I checked my messages. Once again, the persistent lady with the disturbed niece left me a long and rambling voicemail. I felt tempted to call her back and spout a string of uncharitable words. A year or two ago, I may have done it. Instead, I deleted the voicemail. She would end up leaving a bunch more anyway. I couldn’t help her from Hawaii, so she’d need to wait for me to get home. By now, she probably stalked my office waiting for my return.

      Gloria went shopping. I got my fill of it the previous day, so I stayed back in the suite. If our homebound flight ran low on fuel, the pilot could dump Gloria’s luggage and enjoy a significant weight reduction. After running about four miles on the mean streets of Ko Olina, I showered and took breakfast at the resort’s restaurant. Thirty minutes later, I was on the beach. After fifteen more minutes, I swam laps out to the breaker and back. Once I completed a dozen, I relaxed in the chaise longue again and watched with interest as girls in bikinis arrived. The life of a detective is rarely dull.

      After a half-hour of lying out in the futile hopes of overcoming my European ancestry enough to tan, I went back inside. When I walked into the suite, Gloria had returned. A large box, wrapped with a bow, sat on the bed. Gloria herself lay next to the box, in a teddy perfectly highlighting every curve. She gave me a come-hither grin. “Did you think I’d forget your thirtieth birthday?”

      “I held out hope,” I said.

      “You’re an old man now.”

      “I’m in my prime.”

      Gloria put the box on the floor, reclined on the bed, and crooked her finger at me. “Show me.”

      So I did.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

        

      

    

    
      After we finished lunch, my parents called. I got treated to my mother sniffing and tsking over the fact I dared celebrate my thirtieth birthday in Hawaii. Relations with my parents acquired an air of frostiness since the whole flap over my sister’s death turning out to be a murder. We agreed to meet for dinner after I returned to the mainland. They would take me someplace fancy and expensive, which wouldn’t melt all the frost, but it would help.

      A little while later, my cousin Rich called. He worked as a detective with the Baltimore Police Department, and his rise through the ranks of the BPD coincided with my career as a private investigator. I don’t normally believe correlation means causation, but Rich—though he would be loath to admit it—saw his career greatly aided by mine. In balance, he’d shown me a lot about what it means to be a detective, something I would never admit to him. We got along most of the time, but we were still a distant kind of close. “Hello, favorite cousin,” I said.

      “You’re damning with faint praise, considering the competition,” said Rich.

      “But it’s praise nonetheless.”

      “Happy birthday. How does it feel to be thirty?”

      “About the same as it felt to be twenty-nine,” I said, “except the dread caught up to me.”

      Rich chuckled. He’d be turning thirty-seven in a few months. “You’ll get used to it.”

      Gloria took away our glasses and busied herself in the kitchen. “Honestly,” I said in a hushed voice, “I’m not sure how to feel about it. I know it’s just a number, but it’s a pretty significant one.”

      “Where did you think you’d be at thirty?”

      “I don’t know. Traveling the world. Having fun. Not working.”

      “Well, you’re on vacation in Hawaii. I think you’ve come pretty close.”

      “You know what I mean,” I said.

      “I do. I remember how you were back then. It’s much better to have you around like you are now.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah,” Rich said. “You’ve grown up a lot. You’re still careless and reckless, but you’ve matured since you’ve been working . . . and since you’ve been with Gloria.”

      “Wow.” I paused. “I guess I never expected to hear something like this from you.”

      “Don’t get used to it. You won’t hear anything like it again until you’re forty.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “You having fun out there?” he said.

      “Pretty hard not to. We still have another week-plus. You should fly out and join us.”

      “Some of us actually have to work.”

      “Take vacation,” I suggested.

      “I’m actually working on something now. Otherwise, I probably would.”

      I didn’t really want to talk shop with Rich—a feeling I was confident he shared—so I changed the subject. “What did you do for your thirtieth?”

      “Hmm.” Rich paused as if in thought. “Went drinking. I had been with the BPD a year or so by then. Some of my fellow cops took me out.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      “It was a hell of a lot better than my twenty-fifth. I spent it in Afghanistan.”

      “Despite the bad rep Baltimore has, I’m sure it’s much better than Afghanistan.”

      “It is,” Rich said, his voice acquiring the faraway tone of distraction. “Look, I need to go. We can do dinner when you get back. I won’t take you to a place as nice as your parents will. Hope you don’t mind.”

      “As long as we sit down and order from a menu, wherever will be fine.”

      “All right. Have fun out there. Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks, Rich.” As he always does, Rich hung up on me without saying goodbye. On rare occasions, I got to turn the tables on him and hang up on him first. Today would not be one of those days. Maybe my reflexes were already slowing down in my dotage.

      After I talked to Rich, Gloria insisted I open the large box next to her on the bed. Inside, I found a carry-on sized suitcase. It went well with the rest of my luggage, and—true to form for Gloria—sported a designer label. I doubted Ralph Lauren had much input on the design of the carry-on bearing his name. “Open it,” she said as I inspected the suitcase. I unzipped it and looked inside. Gloria packed it with sweaters and shirts. “I figured you could use a wardrobe refresh this winter,” she said with a smile. The garments were as designer as their container. I tried everything on. The garments fit like someone stitched them just for me. Gloria was a shopping ninja when it came to clothes.

      “I guess I have a few older things to donate now,” I said.

      “Get rid of those young man’s clothes in your closet,” Gloria said with a wink.

      “I’ll remember this when you turn thirty.”

      “I still have almost two years.”

      I thought about it. Gloria and I knew each other going on two years. For a while, ours was a relationship of convenience. Neither wanted a commitment, but both wanted to have fun. Eventually, she confessed she loved me. I couldn’t blame her. I told her I loved her, too, and we’ve been an official couple ever since. Would we still be together in another two years? Would she expect a ring if we were?

      Were these the kinds of thoughts men harbored once they hit thirty?

      “You OK?” Gloria said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Just getting used to being thirty.”
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        * * *

      

      The remainder of our time in Hawaii passed without any incidents worth mentioning. We came back on another nonstop flight to the mainland at Dulles Airport outside of DC. Nonstop flights between Baltimore and Honolulu were impossible to find. We each watched a couple of movies on the journey before napping the rest of the way. When we landed, it was about noon local time. We collected our luggage, retrieved my Audi from long-term parking, and stuffed it with more bags than we brought upon departure. I almost needed an SUV just for Gloria’s stuff.

      My plan for the day was to stay awake until a normal bedtime. Gloria napped in the middle of the afternoon. To fight off the temptation of resting beside her, I decided to run around Federal Hill Park. I hadn’t seen the familiar sights in a month. As much as I love running in Baltimore, the backgrounds in Waikiki and Ko Olina proved much more scenic. If I lived in Hawaii, I would be a marathoner.

      When I got back, Gloria was awake and watching a sappy movie on TV. I couldn’t tell if she looked sad from the film or tired from having to adjust to eastern time again. I took a shower, then came down and looked in the fridge. Before we left, I pitched most of my perishable items. My grocery situation is normally lacking, and today’s was the worst it’s ever been. I still owned a pantry, however, so I made some whole wheat pasta with sauce. The sauce would be boring without any meat or sausage in it, but at least it was lunch. Gloria joined me, and we chatted about being home.

      After our meal, my phone rang. I looked at the number. It was the same one which plagued me in Hawaii. There is something to be said for persistence. In reality, there are many things to be said for it, and not all of them were kind. I spun a few of the more uncharitable ones through my head as I answered. “Hello?” I said, summoning my professionalism from its long retreat.

      “You’re a hard man to get a hold of,” the woman on the other end said.

      “I was on vacation as my voicemail told you about a hundred times.” So much for professionalism. Sometimes, I wondered how I kept the clients I found.

      “I wouldn’t keep calling if it weren’t important.”

      “Of course not.”

      “Can we meet at your office?”

      I frowned. I didn’t expect to dive back into work so soon. A day or two adjusting to being on my normal time zone would have been nice. Sensing my ambivalence, the woman continued. “I think any more delays would be bad for my niece.”

      At least a month passed. Her niece was probably dead. My professionalism reared its head again when I decided not to share this fact with her. In this age of easy information, she must know it already. “All right,” I said. “I’ll be there in a half-hour.”

      “Thanks,” she said and hung up.

      “I’m going back to work,” I said to Gloria.

      “Already?”

      “Better than getting fifty more calls from this woman.”

      She nodded. “True. She certainly left enough messages while we were gone.”

      “I might as well hear what she has to say.” I grabbed my keys and threw a jacket on. I looked at the two guns in shoulder holsters on my coat rack. My license would be valid again by now. I could carry a gun and not get in trouble for it. Did I need one to meet an annoyingly persistent woman at my office? I didn’t know where the case would lead if I chose to accept it. I took off my coat and slipped the 9MM in its shoulder holster around my body. On a colder day, wearing a heavier coat, I would have gone for the .45. I hoped I wouldn’t need either.
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        * * *

      

      It is my custom to be late. I routinely feel I have plenty of time even when I don’t, and I’ve always felt being prompt is overrated. The drive from my house in Federal Hill to my office in Canton was short, made longer only by traffic lights along the way. I sat in my office in the CareFirst building ten minutes early. I wondered if turning thirty would give me a new perspective on time and timeliness.

      I hoped not.

      Eight minutes later, I heard the elevator down the hall ding. Footsteps tracked along the corridor toward my office. I saw a woman walk through the outer door, then right through the inner door. If I were a more conventional detective, I would have a secretary and a waiting area. I had the room for both and the use for neither.

      The woman was white and looked to be about forty, with blond hair graying at the temples and at the top of her head. She was slender without looking unhealthy. Her face would make people take a few years off her age. She sat in my guest chair without waiting to be invited.

      “Welcome back,” she said. Enough sarcasm dripped from her voice to stain the carpet.

      “Thank you,” I said, not taking the bait. “I needed some time away.” I figured adding in my suspension would not help me land a client.

      “I’m Madeline . . . Madeline Eager.”

      I offered my hand, and after a moment of indecision, Madeline shook it. “Nice to meet you, Madeline.” I hoped I sounded sincere.

      “Do you want to hear about my niece?”

      “It’s why we’re here.”

      “She’s a good kid. That’s the first thing. She doesn’t deserve what’s happened to her.”

      “Why don’t you tell me about it?”

      “I don’t know. Not all of it, at least. Her mother—my sister—is a mess. We’ve tried to get her cleaned up, but it never lasts for long.”

      “Drugs?”

      Madeline nodded. “She just can’t stay clean.”

      “What’s your sister’s name?”

      “Karla. Karla Parsons. She was married at one point.”

      “Husband left her because of the drugs?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And I suppose she hasn’t been the best parent?”

      “I love my sister,” Madeline said, “but she’s a terrible parent. Libby would get money for things, and Madeline would use it to buy drugs. Libby would get nice gifts for Christmas or her birthday and same thing. The poor kid.” She paused and shook her head. “It’s tough to admit, but I’ve basically given up on my sister. I spent a lot to send her to rehab. It didn’t work. I can’t afford it again.”

      “Grandparents?”

      “Our parents died a few years ago. Karla’s ex’s parents don’t want to have anything to do with her. They live out west somewhere.”

      I nodded. “Tell me about Libby.”

      “She’s fifteen. She’s a good kid. I think she blocks my sister out most of the time and tries to live her life, you know? That’s a lot for a kid to have to do.”

      “And you’re worried she’s missing?”

      “I usually hear from her every few days. Sometimes she stays with me when Karla gets to be too much.” Madeline’s voice cracked. I pushed a box of tissues toward her. She took one and held it in her hand. “I think I’ve done more to raise that girl the last couple years than Karla has. Libby stayed with me while her mom was in rehab a few months ago. I’ve barely seen her since. Only heard from her a few times. That stopped about six weeks ago.”

      “What do you think
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