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“Some games are a dance, a long waltz. While the music’s playing, you spin and keep an eye on everything, the challenges and the opportunities. If you can keep it up long enough, you hope things eventually spin your way.”

Richard Jasso

convict, entrepreneur, philosopher


Light spilled from the upturned flashlight across the young woman’s features, her expression kept solemn as her head ticked in slow increments, dreads stirring almost imperceptibly with the movement. She looked each person in the eye, locking her gaze for several heartbeats before moving on.

“I should note there’s a little preface,” she said in her soft island accent. “When we seek blessings and protections, it’s important that our hearts be pure.”

She closed her eyes for a moment. “The truth does not sleep,” she said, the island accent becoming more pronounced than ever.

“It cannot be buried.”

She shook her head with so much emphasis that dreads bounced.

“It cannot be drowned.”

No one facing the table looked comfortable then.

None of the standing onlookers forming the crowded perimeter.

“Purge yourself now as we seek benevolence and we turn to the Psalm…”


Part 1

Stars


Chapter 1



The guy wading through white beach sand made my view a surreal landscape, not of melting clocks but of odd contrasts at least. He wore a dark suit, carried a briefcase and scanned the vicinity. He looked as if he was searching for his office.

I slipped off the lounge, abandoning my smoothie, peeking around the edge of the umbrella and slipping my hand back to grip the Russian PSM under my shirttail at the small of my back. The matchbox size made it a diplomat’s handgun and ideal for a beach day in sunny Florida.

While he stared toward the back of the condo I’d been renting, I ducked low and went out toward the shoreline, using a cluster of greenery and palms and a bit of a dip in the terrain to my advantage. I wanted to get behind him before he noticed me. Maybe I’d even have the weapon leveled at his spine before he knew I was there. He didn’t seem like someone here to carry out a hit, but then, that would be a good cover.

He was clearly looking specifically for someone, but I didn’t recognize him. He seemed to be alone, not a traditional approach, but then you can never be too sure on these things. Not when you have a run-in with a businessman with Eastern European mob ties in your recent history plus a general cop’s trail of annoyed and unsatisfied customers. And in my case other cops not too happy with me either. Best case scenario, he was a reporter wanting to tell my story again.

I waded the sand myself, fighting the sink with each footstep until I was where I wanted to be, and he was leaning against the sliding glass door, shielding his gaze with one hand, still not noticing me. He was about thirty-five and sandy-haired, tall, thin to slightly gangly, and wearing glasses with no rims.

I moved a little closer, PSM ready but angled upward in my right hand. He was looking non-assassin enough that I decided there was no need for an aggravated assault charge if I didn’t have to have one. My life’s a little complicated.

“Help you with something?” I asked, raising my voice to be heard over the waves and the morning winds.

For a second, he looked like he’d just taken a bullet. Muscles tensed, and his shoulders rattled. Then he shot his arms out as his sides, holding onto the briefcase but just barely as he babbled something that included an approximation of “Mr. Reardon.”

“I’m Silas Reardon,” I said. “Unless you’re a process server.”

I lowered the weapon. He didn’t look like a process server, and he was giving me no justification for shooting him even if he was.

“I’m Edward LeMay,” he said. “I’m an attorney.”

I didn’t say anything.

He smiled and chuckled. A nervous chuckle.

He’d started a step toward me, but I hadn’t fully relaxed nor put on a welcoming expression.

“I’m here on behalf of a client,” he said. “You’re not easy to reach, and I didn’t get an answer at your door.”

“I was out.”

His tongue’s range of motion became challenged for a second, but eventually he managed to form more words, which spilled out of his mouth like the next drink after “too many.”

“Rose Cantor sent me to you. Your attorney. She thought that our firm might possibly help you, but that led to conversations. This is also about a job. For you. Which I guess is helping you too.”

I’d suspected the connection, but he’d needed to confirm it. Rose was about the only one who knew where I was who’d be likely to offer a referral. She wasn’t officially my attorney, but that’s a long story. Most of what Rose Cantor did was unofficial.

“The kind of work Rose tends to line up can be a little sketchy.”

“This is a legitimate offer. Could we possibly step into your house?”

Since he didn’t seem to have come to kill me, I gestured toward the door.

“Can I get you anything to drink?” It was breezy but getting warm.

“I’m fine.”

We stepped across the narrow patio and inside to a breakfast nook with a window facing the beach. It featured a table of white, faux bamboo and matching chairs.

“Not even coffee?”

“No, fine,” he said.

“I think it’s from Sumatra and roasted with baobab bark.”

“I just need to talk to you.”

“And it was run through the digestive system of a civet cat.”

He shook his head, only mildly flustered, so I gestured toward the chairs.

“What can I do for you, Mr. LeMay? I’m not up for a job like the last one Rose got me.”

“I’m here on behalf of our firm’s client, Andrea Carr. I have her permission to share a few details with you. You might have heard the name Gretta Carr.”

“Is she a singer or something? I was a bit out of the mainstream a few years.”

“No, she’s not a well-known personality, though her name is a bit familiar in some circles especially around here. She disappeared a few years ago just after working on a film that was shooting nearby, minor role. Conspiracy theories still get bandied about.”

“Rose probably told you I was in law enforcement a while, a detective,” I said. “You’re going to tell me Andrea and Gretta Carr are related.”

He nodded to that, still showing only mild impatience.

“Sisters. Andrea still would like to find out what happened to her sister.”

“Sounds like a task for a big firm with a lot of resources.”

“That’s been tried. Rose Cantor said you’d had some success, of a sort, working around obstacles where powerful men are involved.”

“I fumbled my way through something with some help from a few friends. Doesn’t make me an expert or a mastermind. Doesn’t really make me anxious to repeat what happened with that gig either.”

Didn’t provide much of a listing for a resume. Except for vague word-of-mouth via Rose. I asked how he knew her in the first place.

“I knew her in law school and reached out. These days she’s mostly a …”

“Special counsel,” I said.

“That is how she’s listed. Given the circumstances, Ms. Carr is ready to try something unorthodox.”

He said the last word as if it had been defecated by a civet cat.

“Would you be willing to hear Ms. Carr out?”

“Can I get a few more details? Does this involve the Trafficante crime family or anything?”

That was the closest I could think of that would resemble the shit show that had gone down in New Orleans.

“That goes a bit further back in these parts. Let me give you a brief sketch, and Ms. Carr can fill you in more if you decide to talk to her.”

He shifted a bit. The chair had a seat cushion, so I decided it wasn’t physical discomfort.

“The film her sister was working on was called Yea, A Daniel. Have you heard of it?”

“Won an Oscar a while back?”

“Nominated, as was the star, Elliot Stone.”

“Him I know. I’ve seen him on TV.”

“Almost winning an Oscar didn’t keep him that viable at the box office over time, it seems.”

“I haven’t been following his career that closely. Distracted by personal matters, don’t you know?”

“I’ve learned about these things. The bottom line is he’s back in the area and working on a follow-up to Yea, A Daniel called A Portion for Foxes. It’s based on a sequel novel.”

“Here?”

“Right. It’s a much lower budget production, kind of likely to go directly to a streaming service as the film business is going these days, but it carries some prestige because of the original’s cachet. Some of the same players in front of and behind the camera with some other A-listers showing up for smaller roles. It seems Mr. Stone needed it as a career move.”

“He plays an attorney doesn’t he?”

“A troubled, crusading attorney. Not like me.”

“You’re carefree?”

“I’m not a crusader, but our firm tries to carry out client wishes and Ms. Carr is not without assets.”

“She thinks someone who maybe knows what happened to her sister is back in town with the production?”

“Exactly.”

“Does she think the nearly-Oscar-winning actor has something to do with it?”

“She can outline what she suspects if you agree to talk to her. I haven’t asked for confidentiality from you yet, and there is currency in information. No one would like word of this turning up on Hollywood gossip sites.”

“I’d have to get a computer whiz friend of mine to help with that anyway.”

I didn’t mention that said friend, Jael, was in New Orleans. Does geographic space really matter these days?

“So, will you have a chat with Ms. Carr?”

I had a few things on my plate, personal things, but a little money coming in wouldn’t be unwelcome.

I said sure. Who wouldn’t want to hear a bit of possible dirt on a big star? Or even one trying to revive his career with a gig that was a shadow of his former greatness.

I wondered if Rose had directed this my way because powerful people might be at the heart of it, and I had experience. Or if it was because it put me to work on behalf of another lost little girl.


Chapter 2



Andrea Carr’s hotel stood on the beachfront like most of the places to stay in the little resort town where sea air swept in from the Atlantic, crisp, salty and cooling. The place had been approved by a city council against the wishes of permanent residents worried it would contribute to traffic problems on what was essentially one long stretch of beach road.

They hadn’t been wrong. We crept bumper to bumper to the parking lot. The developers had made the place a tall, white stucco because it was going to get bleached anyway. It featured stark white ironwork with accents of aquamarine because: oceanfront.

We took an elevator up to the fourth floor and walked to the end of an outside gallery where LeMay’s tap got an answer in just a few seconds, a lean woman with dark hair wearing a crisp blouse and pencil skirt.

She gave a soft hello as she recognized the lawyer and let us glance over her shoulder and spot a lean woman silhouetted against a sliding glass door that overlooked a balcony and the seascape beyond.

She was not what I’d expected in a mourning sister. She wore a pale grey business suit, or really a white and sleeveless blouse with a short, tight skirt sans a jacket that lay across the arm of a sofa in the suite’s sitting area.

We stepped in and waited for her to finish a call that seemed to involve digital strategy and something scalable and robust. She used those words and a lot of language that might have meant something to the person on the other end, but they constituted a corporate Esperanto to anyone else.

She was into her thirties, blonde hair straight and clipped to chin-length for minimal tending. Her earlobes were adorned with very basic gold beads. Her lean, toned form suggested that if she ate, hers were quick, simple meals, and she worked out a lot to relieve stress. Probably related to matters that weren’t scalable or contributory to growth and innovation. She clicked off her phone after catching us in her peripheral vision and wrapping things up.

“You’re Mr. Reardon,” she said and speared a hand my way. I resisted the urge to dodge it.

I felt a little underdressed in my loose white beach shirt and linen slacks, but I nodded and returned her grip. Most of the sand was cleaned off my hand.

“Ms. Carr, I presume.”

“I am. Andrea. Please.”

She and LeMay took bordering armchairs, so that left me to sit at one end of the sofa on a firm cushion. The dark-haired woman, who had greeted us, stepped into the vicinity with clasped hands.

“Can I get anyone coffee or tea?”

We declined, so she spun and disappeared through a doorway, headed somewhere to be robust.

“I guess Mr. LeMay has given you the basics.”

“Your sister’s missing a long time and Elliot Stone’s back in town. Before we go too far, you know about me. I’m not licensed. I don’t have an agency.”

“I was filled in. You did manage to rescue a girl from very bad circumstances.”

I hesitated.

“I promised I’d keep that confidential,” she said.

“In what was a very calculated situation, and you’re aware of my background.”

“You went to prison. You got out.”

Succinct.

“I went to cop’s prison, protective unit. I got out. It was unpleasant, just don’t think it makes me more of a tough guy than I am. Or that I’m a crusader.”

I was sure no Elliot Stone character.

“I understand.”

“What’s your line?” I asked.

“I’m a consultant. Strategic IT and security strategy for corporations. I was a vice president for a couple of companies for a number of years. I’ve done well, driven a bit to be in a position to help my mother and for my sister.”

“Your mother living now?”

“No, but she never stopped hoping. Praying something would turn up about Gretta. It probably killed her early, to be honest.”

“So you’re carrying on?”

“Trying to.”

“Okay, your sister?”

Her lips curled inward, and she nodded as a wistful look overtook her eyes.

“I’ve struggled for years just to know what happened to her, as I said. Made appeals. Hired investigators. We had the whole Facebook group thing going, all those things. We’ve done calls for information. The works. As Mr. LeMay told you, she worked on the film Yea, A Daniel, a big acting break for her. She’d done a lot of theater around here. There’s more than you might think in central Florida. She got connected with a local casting agency, and they got her attached to the production.”

Her face grew solemn. “She ultimately played Mr. Stone’s assistant. She had a big scene, taking a rum bottle away from him and demanding that he focus. He played an alcoholic attorney. She was thrilled to meet him, of course. Big star. Handsome.”

A sigh punctuated the last word.

“Why a local if it was an important scene?”

“You have more of a sense of this than you let on.”

“They make movies in New Orleans. I worked security now and then. Got to know some of the locals. A few got good gigs, but they usually liked to bring in Hollywood people for anything meaningful.”

“Well, they had someone from Hollywood. She’d been in TV movies and guest starred in a Disney show or two, and this was going to be a step up. Some scheduling conflict came up. They bumped Gretta up from a background acting gig, mostly hanging around with a couple of her friends in beachwear. She was already on the set. She was pretty. Had some style. In a pinch, they decided she could pull a bottle away from a big star and scream a couple of lines. Ultimately they gave her a couple more.”

That wistful gaze moved further toward the ocean or maybe the distant horizon. A pair of herons glided in the distance, letting the wind carry them without showing much concern about where.

“The director, Damon Hyder, was kind of struck by her and gave a thumbs up to her part, coached her for her speaking moments. After her scenes she started hanging around with people from the film.”

“Hyder, the one who’s nuts right?”

“They often call him a maverick and one of a kind, but yeah he apparently gets pretty far out there. He used to do high-dive stunts as part of lecture tours.”

“Other guys in her orbit?”

“She always had attention from guys, but yeah. Guys. Other girls. She had the potential and people started seeing that right away. Circling to hitch their wagons in some cases. All the connections seemed to precede her downfall.”

“Specific guys?”

“Well, she went on dates with a young guy on the film, Nick Gatlin.”

“Local?”

“She’d broken up with her high school boyfriend,. James Farrell. He was going to FSU. He was back occasionally. Cops looked at him pretty good, decided he didn’t do it. My investigators decided the same.”

“Okay, Gatlin.”

“He played a younger attorney. He was still up and coming at the time, as an actor. He went on to some big roles, but it seems hard for actors to maintain traction. I think he went into business for a while, formed a spiritual awareness center too, you know something Hollywood, but he’s back here for the new film and any accolades it might offer.”

“So this movie’s a bit of a lifeline for a lot of careers?”

“Sure, I’ve learned late sequels often are.”

They’d filmed some sequels in New Orleans on the cheap. That sounded right.

“But after Nick Gatlin and the local boyfriend? Stone? You suspect she connected with him somehow?”

“How much do you know about Mr. Stone?”

“I’ve seen him on television, shows, talk shows. I don’t live in a hole, these days anyway, but I don’t tend to know much about celebrities off screen.”

“He’s a star. Stars tend to get what they want.”

I had noticed that.

“Stone’s handsome and charming, always a good guy in public, more so even when he was younger. No one wants to believe he’s less than his image, but I’ve learned he has or had a reputation for charming starlets. Fans too. Groupies. The previous investigators turned up this and that but nothing specific. It’s covered well for him.

“Gretta was pretty quickly enraptured by the whole Hollywood crowd, and he would have been at the top of the pyramid. My parents and I warned her to be careful and cautious when she was around them, but she had a tendency to be trusting. Trusting and possibly star-struck.”

“She was of age for all this?”

“Nineteen. Not naïve, but like I said, trusting, not overly savvy either.”

“So did she get noticed by Stone and break Gatlin’s heart?”

“That angle’s been explored. Police questioned both of them. Detectives have wrangled with lawyers of course, but they grilled them both. Evidence never developed.”

“So why Stone? She go out on a boat with him and never return?”

“Nothing like that.”

“Hints from this circle of friends?”

“Nothing official the police ever acted on.”

“Other suspects?”

“Besides the actors or her local boyfriend? The cops had theories about random criminals crossing her path.”

“I’ve known that to happen.”

A bloody crime scene flashed back to me. Pair of elderly sisters. Had the bad luck to live a few blocks from a bus station where a guy got off, three days out of a mental health facility in Texas. We only caught him because he acted flaky in a cab after he beat them to death, and the cab driver took noticed and called a cop he knew.

“Trafficking was discussed. That’s a problem for this whole area, and any port town, I guess,” Andrea said. “They found a few random things of hers on the beach during some of the searching including an ID from the film set. The cops weren’t sure if all the items were hers. They could have been random things dropped by anyone on a beach, but we recognized then. A little makeup pouch,—you might call it a beauty bag—a compact, sunglasses. I’ve always wondered if she was trapped on a cruise ship and threw things overboard, trying to offer breadcrumbs.”

“Her purse might have just been thrown into the ocean.”

“I realize that too.”

“Some people are snatched almost randomly, but usually there’s someone with a connection, making a promise. A film role in a movie that happens to be shooting in Dubai should send up flags.”

“A movie is like a circus,” Andrea said. “A lot of people attached. I’m sure promises were being made, possibilities discussed with her. A lot’s still unknown. Investigators have ferreted out plenty, but it’s hard to determine what silences have been kept.”

“Transactions? Gone wrong?”

She drew a deep breath at that but it had to be asked.

“Casting couch? That’s one of the things we don’t know and something people don’t talk about. That wouldn’t have seemed like her. Would she have gotten so star-struck or so dazzled by the footlights? We’re talking the course of roughly a month. She was on a cloud. I told her to be careful. So did my parents. She went to dinner, drinks, parties. I know other roles for her were being discussed. I’m not naïve either, Mr. Reardon. I know what I’ve had to stave off in the business world, and with the movie business people put up with even more chasing their dreams.”

“Some of these same people, producers or whatever, are back?”

“For a lot of them it’s the most prestigious thing they worked on. If this film does well from what I hear, gets critical acclaim even though it’s not a huge moneymaker, it’s a rising tide.”

“So that’s why Elliot Stone’s here?”

“Absolutely. It’s pretty much his baby from what I understand. A showcase. It could do for him what something like Michael Keaton got out of Birdman. Not to compare them.”

“So again, why’s his name coming up? Just because of the marquee recognition to get me interested? Or is there something else?”

“My father died not long after the disappearance. It was all hard on him. Before my mother died, when she we were transitioning her to an assisted living, she took a turn, I had to move their things out of her apartment in a hurry. For a while it was like her life had exploded in my living room. Some things of Gretta’s that had stayed with her were in the mix, and I ran across a book with some photos we’d never seen tucked inside.”

“What kind of pictures?”

“Not what you’re thinking. Just a few photos, fun shots, the kind you’d tuck in the side of a mirror once upon a time. A Polaroid with a posed shot of her at a party with Stone. His arm around her, big smiles.”

“Polaroid. When was this movie shot? Nineteen seventy-five?”

“Just a few years back. We’ve learned some crew members were still using Polaroid cameras for reference on the set back then. You know to make sure furniture and props were kept in the right order from one take to the next. They just do it with phones now.”

She turned toward me, and her face was matter-of-fact. “It could have been one more random shot, a fleeting moment at a party. But again, none of the people investigators talked to ever mentioned anything that specific between them.”

“The picture made it home to a book, but she never showed you? She showed you others?”

“A few that they took for her. A few she was grabbing for professional purposes. Personal cameras and the like are frowned on film sets, and this was the mid-aughts. Cameras weren’t on everybody’s watch.”

“I’ve been meaning to look into one of those.”

“It’s hard to remember, but it wasn’t quite as easy to post everything to social media back then.”

“I never got to be friends with Tom at MySpace myself.”

“Anyway, she never showed this set of pics to us, never mentioned any special attention from Elliot Stone, makes you wonder.”

“Would she have expected disapproval if she was having a fling with him, older man?”

“She would have earned more warnings. My parents always feared for both of us and kept after her like I said. They would have been steamrolled if she’d been really excited.”

“Even if she never talked about it, a random photo…Seems like it’d be natural to have.”

“As part of the appeals after the pic turned up, we posted about the image, and a couple of zealous do-gooders shared the word, and, even as Mr. LeMay’s firm was in the process of making overtures to Mr. Stone’s people a few months back, just to ask, we began to get aggressive warnings.”

“His lawyers called?” I asked looking to LeMay.

“You’ve sensed the reason behind some of my reticence earlier.”

“I thought you were just shy,” I said.

“Our firm received aggressive warnings. Similar warnings were directed at Ms. Carr, probably because this film was coming up.”

“Stone really didn’t want any conversation about a connection with Gretta?”

“At least his people didn’t want any showing up in the media. Years after the film. Google him, you’ll find pictures from his roles, of course, occasional candid shots, his Instagram pics, but the shot with Gretta was quickly expunged.”

“You have the pic?”

She reached for a folder on an end table and slipped it over for me to open.

A fairly standard, faded, Polaroid sat on top. Stone at a table, a willowy young woman with long blonde hair was seated beside him and pushed close to him with a hand on his arm. All smiles. She looked like his date to me. He didn’t seem unhappy about the situation or the picture in the moment.

A few other photos rested below the Polaroid, candids from the film set and life in general. At the bottom of the stack sat a few 8x10 images of a woman looking a little older.

“That’s an age progressed photo. We’ve always kept looking.”

It seemed optimistic above all else.

“The firm that did those is supposed to be one of the best.”

A few wrinkles, a little sun damage. It looked a bit artificial, though it had been nicely put together.

“When was she last seen?”

“A friend of hers saw her last as far as anyone knows. They had a bit of tiff after one of the wrap parties. There were several parties as the production wound down. I think the girl, Sara Halsey, thought Gretta was leaving her behind.”

“Was she ever a suspect?”

“She was questioned along with Gretta’s boyfriend. They looked at his car, but nothing turned up, none of Gretta’s DNA in the trunk anyway.”

“Do we know who was at that party?”

“There are a few names. Some of them are here in town again.”

“Stone?”

“He put in a visit to a couple of parties Gretta was at. The picture was possibly taken at one of those.”

I closed the folder and placed it on the sofa beside me.

“I don’t have a lot of experience dealing with film people as an investigator,” I said. “I’ve been around locations when they filmed in New Orleans.”

“We were told you don’t intimidate easily.”

And a light came on. “That’s why you don’t have a big firm on this?”

“I mentioned the pushback. A lot of money can get thrown around,” she said. “And muscle.”

“Does Stone have a history of hiring ex-Mossad agents or anything?”

“Nothing that extreme,” LeMay said. “His attorneys have just pushed back enough to be a bother.”

“I suppose I could be bothered too,” I said. “I haven’t waded into a custody battle, but I’m working to be a part of my daughter’s life. That’s kind of a moving target. It’s why I’m in Florida. They start digging, they may find sketchy things about me.”

“Sketchy might weigh in your favor,” LeMay said. “Worry them a little.”

“Other hand, I don’t know that I can get anyone to talk to me that your previous investigators haven’t. I don’t know that a conventional approach is going to do any good.”

LeMay pressed his palms together and gestured my way, something he might do to a witness in court. “Rose said you might come up with something different. That’s why we’re approaching you.”

“Sniff around a bit. See what you turn up,” Andrea said. “I’m willing to pay for your time. We have nothing now. And this is an opportunity I don’t want to miss.”

“Well, in general, this is just too glamorous to turn down. I can sniff around. Can we discuss fees on that?”


Chapter 3



Jael, my computer person, responded to my FaceTime call on the third ring sound.

The expression was just slightly less surly than our first encounter a while back, when the expectation had been that an ex-cop wouldn’t be particularly accepting of gender neutrality or Asian lineage for that matter.

“You haven’t sailed off the edge yet?”

Jael’s way of saying hello, expression solemn. Default mode. The hair was clipped shorter than I remembered, and a piercing had been added at the end of one eyebrow.

“I’m on the coast, not at sea.”

I was on the sidewalk in front of tourist traps near the local pier, in fact. I tilted the phone to let a little of the Atlantic show.

An index finger slipped into the frame to flick back a comma of black hair. “Seas are rising.”

“It’s on my list of concerns. I need you to dig up info on Elliot Stone at the moment, though.”

“The movie star?”

“Yea, a star,” I said.

“I thought you were trying to get close to your daughter.”

“Multitasking. I developed an outside interest.”

“I’ve heard prison does that to people.”

“Not that kind of interest.”

“Not judging. What do you need to know?”

“NDAs, payoffs. Also anything you can dig up on his new gig A Portion for Foxes.”

“That a movie?”

“Yea, a movie,” I said.

I got a quizzical look.

“Sequel to Yea, A Daniel. They’re making it here. It’s a biblical phrase too, from a Psalm.”

Jael Googled quickly.

“‘Those that seek my soul, to destroy it, Shall go into the lower parts of the earth. They shall fall by the sword: They shall be a portion for foxes.’ Catchy. Almost sounds non-binary.”

“How do you like that? Can you find details on the producers and players on the film version, that sort of thing?”

“I can find whatever they put in the due diligence,” I suppose. “I bet there’s an IMDB link.”

“Yeah, do that. There have been some amateur sleuths working on it social media too. Wouldn’t hurt to tap into anything they’ve got.”

“On it.”

“All else going okay?”

“Staying busy, and I met someone.”

“Nice person?”

“Was that sarcasm?”

“No.”

“Seems nice. How goes the outreach to your kid?”

“Not great. Sandra doesn’t want me seeing her, and I’m a little worried Sandra’s stability may be waning.”

“You said she broke it off with that guy Finn you were worried about.”

“Yeah she kinda saw the light on him not long after I caught up with them, but she’s vacated the rent house she was living in. New place isn’t quite as nice. She gets down a little, the guy has a way of slithering back into her life.”

“Bummer.”

“That’s exactly how I’ve been characterizing it.”

“Good luck. With that, and with whatever you’re up to with Stone.”

That a love interest had been mentioned indicated a touch of progress in our relationship. Jael wasn’t usually open about that sort of thing. Maybe I’d earned some trust.

“Thanks. Good luck with the love interest.”

“Thanks.”

I clicked off and found I was facing the Atlantic. I stood for a while watching the waves roll and crash into shore, a repetitive loop that didn’t seem to have a lot of impact.


Chapter 4



Since I’d probably be tied up with Andrea Carr’s assignment for a while, I drove inland a bit to the complex I’d mentioned in the conversation with Jael, the place where my ex-wife Sandra was subletting.

It was, as I’d mentioned, a step down from the little ranch style that had belonged to the mom of a friend she’d made while working as a waitress at an oceanfront club. That spot had offered a suburban experience with sidewalks, sunlight streaming through picture windows and a green lawn and assorted shrubbery maintained by a service.

Sandra’s flight to Florida had been driven in part by escaping Finn’s problems and in part from wanting to escape and shield Juli from my notoriety as the cop who’d gotten his partner killed in a vigilante action.

I’d actually gone along as my partner’s backup on his move to muscle a guy he felt had disrespected him. We’d walked in on something bigger. My partner had wound up dead, and I’d wound up shooting a gunman in the process and going to jail for all of it. My release had been maneuvered on a legal technicality on the part of my attorney.

When the legal team had finally decided it was all right or me to travel since it looked like the prosecutor had little stomach for further prosecution, I’d come here to seek Sandra and Juli. I’d earned a little money by then in a bit of a brutal operation and I was biding my time a bit.

When I’d caught up to them, Sandra had still opted to keep me away from Juli for the reasons she’d always had and for fear I’d make a move to win Juli away or snatch her and run for that matter.

An abduction followed by flight to Canada or wherever you go in those circumstances had crossed my mind since a custody fight, even a shared custody fight, looked ominous and unlikely to go in my favor.

On a few visits to the neighborhood, I’d chatted with people as they came to politely inquire about the guy who struck them as sketchy. To many, Sandra had been the blonde girl who lived on one corner with a little girl and guy who also struck them as sketchy.

We don’t get to know neighbors well these days. Since Sandra and Finn had been house sitting a rental, they had not been part of the clan of homeowners with those shared, bonding concerns about street paving and property values if an apartment complex or nuclear power plant went up nearby. They had probably not been invited to HOA meetings and had been missed out on calls for community picnics.

Just biking with other kids had earned Juli invites to Easter Egg hunts and occasional birthday parties, however. Word of that bit of normalcy had paused some of my concerns
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