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Chapter One

 


Rachel

“What’ll you have, hon?”

Rachel Desoumas startled at the question,
too busy staring out the diner window to notice the waitress
standing beside her.

“The bacon cheeseburger and a glass of iced
tea, please,” Rachel replied.

She should’ve waited for her lunch companion
to arrive, but her growling stomach had other ideas and she was way
past hangry.

Rachel checked her phone again and there
were no new messages, save one from her brother, Ryker.

Ryker: Are you sure you want to go
through with this?

Rachel: Yes

Ryker: Send me an update

Rachel: Will do

Rachel glanced out the picture window again
and stared at the beautiful coastline of San Francisco. She was
still getting adjusted to living back in the U.S. after her tenure
in Australia. It was challenging to uproot your life and start over
again. It was a pattern she repeated every five years or so and it
was starting to wear. At thirty-nine, she was content with her life
for the most part, especially her successful career as a
linguistics professor. But there were times she longed for more. It
would be nice to have someone to come home to. A partner, a
family.

Pushing her romantic daydreams aside, she
focused on the here and now. Rachel was a realist, first and
foremost.

She glanced at her phone again and the
picture of the man she was meeting. Ethan Blackwell—former FBI
agent, acclaimed investigator, and best-selling author. Before she
had a chance to zoom in on his picture, a deep voice echoed in her
ear.

“Rachel?”

She turned toward the voice in question, and
the first thing she noticed was the man’s smile. Big and beautiful,
it made the crinkles at the corners of his dark brown eyes deepen.
He had thick salt and pepper hair, matching scruff, and a nose that
was slightly crooked, maybe broken at one point. This was a man you
would notice once and never forget.

“It’s nice to finally meet you in person,
Ethan.”

“You as well,” Ethan said as he sat in the
seat across from her. “I hope you don’t mind meeting here. It’s one
of my favorite restaurants in the area. I like to take a long walk
on the beach when I’m done stuffing in the greasy goodness.”

“It’s perfect. I hope you don’t mind that I
ordered already. I chugged down some coffee this morning, but I’m
in dire need of real food. And if I don’t eat every couple of
hours, look out.”

“I understand,” Ethan chuckled as he
motioned for the waitress. “Can I have a bacon cheeseburger and
iced tea please?” he asked.

“Same as your wife, coming right up,” The
waitress replied and sauntered off before either of them could
correct her.

Ethan was too busy to notice, placing his
phone on the table in front of him and removing his black
windbreaker. He wore a plain grey t-shirt that stretched tight over
his broad chest and biceps. Rachel quickly glanced up again.

“I wanted to start this meeting off by
reiterating what I stated in our email exchange,” Ethan said. “I’m
still a consultant with the FBI and I have contacts with local and
state police so that may prove helpful as we conduct our search.
But I can’t guarantee results. Unfortunately, your father’s
disappearance is a very cold case.”

“Anything is better than the lack of
information I have now,” she replied. “The investigator my mom
hired decades ago came up with nothing.”

Ethan nodded. “To be fair, he didn’t have
much to start from. According to the letter your dad left
thirty-four years ago, he walked out of his own free will. There’s
no missing person’s report or any police investigation on Walter F.
Hoffman. Your father’s investigation is going to prove difficult
given all that. The only thing I can tell is you is to be patient
and realistic. The chances of us uncovering evidence of his
whereabouts are not in our favor. Are you still sure you want to go
through with this?” he asked as he raked a hand through his
hair.

“Of course. That’s why I submitted my DNA to
the genealogy site months ago. Meeting my cousin on my dad’s side
was interesting, of course, but it didn’t give me any more clues as
to his whereabouts. I’m hoping your help will dig up something. And
searching for answers is better than doing nothing.”

“I’ll remind you of that as we move ahead,”
Ethan said with a serious expression and Rachel nodded in
reply.

Their food arrived and they paused to enjoy
their lunch.

“I looked over the documentation you sent
me,” Ethan murmured in between bites of his burger. “I think the
best way to start is with your father’s work history. I searched
his last known employer and they’re still a major accounting firm
in New York.”

Rachel shook her head. “But he left in 1989.
Chances are anyone who worked there at that time is retired, or
left the company, or deceased.”

Ethan took a long sip of his iced tea and
nodded. “That’s true, but we have to start somewhere. I’m going to
do some digging and see what types of clients they dealt with
around that time. Then we need to search for colleagues who might
have worked with your father. Because this isn’t an official
investigation, we can’t ask for employee records, so the best we
can do is research and talk to people who knew him. I received the
P.I.’s case notes but I still need to review them in greater detail
and devise my list of questions for him. I suggest we take the next
available flight.”

“We’re going to New York?”

“Yes. I need to interview your mother, and
anyone else that knew your father. I’ll also speak to the
investigator your mom hired—he’s on Staten Island. Some of this
could be done virtually, but I like to see the faces of the people
I’m questioning in person.”

“Are you a human lie detector?” Rachel
asked.

“Not quite,” Ethan smiled and wiped his
mouth with his napkin. “But people have tells, and the best way to
read them is face to face. You’re in communications, right? You
understand.”

Rachel nodded in return. “I guess we both
study human behavior, one way or the other.”

Ethan glanced at his phone. “I’ve had a look
at your DNA profile and the genealogy search you completed, and I
interviewed your cousin. She had information about your father’s
side of the family, but I’m not sure how useful that is. However,
your DNA may prove critical if we uncover a lead. But again…”

Rachel finished her burger and nodded her
head. “I know. I told you at the beginning of all this that what I
needed was answers, closure. Even if I don’t get that, at least I
know that I tried.”

“You also have to face several
possibilities. He could be missing. He could be deceased. He could
also be…” Ethan paused and grimaced.

“He could be alive all this time, but living
another life with another family?”

Ethan nodded. “I’m not trying to be cruel,
but that could be the reality you’re faced with.”

A flash of irritation jolted her, and she
met Ethan’s intense gaze with her own.

“I’m aware of that, Ethan. I’ve had years to
think this over and I still want the truth. One thing you need to
know about me is I’m stubborn as hell. Once I’ve made my mind up,
that’s it. Now, are you going to help me with this investigation or
not?” Rachel’s tone hardened and she braced herself for his
reaction.

One way or the other, she was going to
continue her search.

Ethan calmly sat back and smiled, his face
transforming. Then, just as quick as it came, it was gone. What a
shame. She’d confess to just about anything to see that grin
again.

“I’m ready when you are.”


Chapter Two

 


Ethan

Keeping an expressionless face while
interviewing subjects was harder than most people realized. Ethan’s
experience doing just that finally paid off. And good thing, too,
because Rachel Desoumas was so much more interesting in person than
on paper.

Of course, he’d done his research and looked
through her social media, but they didn’t come close to capturing
her energy in person. Long, midnight hair that surrounded an
angular face, a wide smile, and big blue eyes. Beautiful, haunted
eyes that were filled with a sadness that he knew all too well.
He’d gotten a pretty good sense of her personality in their email
exchanges, but witnessing her tenacity and vulnerability in person
touched something deep inside him that was rarely affected anymore.
He reminded himself that she was a client.

Focus on the case.

Ethan didn’t lie to her. The odds of them
figuring out where her father was or what had happened to him were
not good at this point. Thirty-four years ago, people could
disappear without a trace—few people had cell phones, DNA testing
was experimental at best, and there were no internet or email
trails since the world wide web wasn’t active until 1993.

It had been years since Ethan had worked an
investigation, but he figured a missing person was a good place to
start. The research he did for his books was stimulating, but there
was nothing like being involved in a real case to get his
adrenaline flowing and his analytic mind in gear. After his meeting
with Rachel, he’d taken a long walk on the beach while she returned
home to pack. The time alone was beneficial, the lulling sound of
the lapping waves on the shoreline helping him to focus as he
strategized about next steps.

Ethan was on his way home when his phone
rang. Incoming call: Lara.

His ex-wife stayed in touch with him
regularly, if only to brag about how wonderful her life was now
which always made him feel like crap. Despite being divorced for
seven years and happily remarried, Lara was still bitter about
their marriage and the falling out. Ethan tried to remain calm and
take her vitriol without returning fire, but it was getting more
and more difficult to be her punching bag. They didn’t have any
children so there was nothing to discuss anymore. She’d moved on
with someone else so why wasn’t that enough for her?

“Hi Lara, how are you?” he answered on
speaker as he waited in traffic.

The one thing he hated about living in
California was the constant gridlock.

“I’m fine. Sloan gifted me with a vacation
at a luxury resort in Mexico next week. I just wanted to call and
let you know we’ll be out of town for seven days. In case you need
to reach me.”

“You could’ve texted me given that there’s
practically no chance I’d need to get in touch with you. About
anything.”

Lara’s need to brag about her vacation and
her husband, however, was paramount and a text simply would not
do.

“Surely by now you’re over that stupid
phobia?”

“It’s not a phobia, Lara, it’s a preference.
I was on the phone for my job for too many hours and for too many
years. I’ve asked you to text first if there’s nothing urgent.”

“Whatever. Listen, Sloan and I are buying a
new house so when we come back from Mexico, I’ll be busy for a
while until we find our new place.”

“Best of luck in your property hunt. If
there’s nothing else, I have to pack for a trip of my own.”

“Going away with another model? Or is it an
actress this time? I can’t keep track of them all.”

“Don’t be nasty, Lara. And this is a case
I’m taking on, a missing persons investigation.”

“Of course, it is. Once an FBI man, always
an FBI man. Ciao.”

Ah, blessed silence. The quickest way to get
Lara off the phone was to mention his previous work—or in this
case, his current investigation. The rest of the drive was slow,
but uneventful, and he arrived home a half hour later.

After his first book became a bestseller,
he’d splurged on a two-level home near the ocean. It was a bit
modern for his taste, but all the windows facing the water were the
main attraction. He’d hired a decorator to warm up the interior and
now it was home to him and his tabby cat, Watson.

His phone pinged as he entered the house and
he glanced down, fearing the message was Lara again. Wes
Stewart. Phew.

Ethan had met the fellow author at a
writer’s conference in San Francisco over a year ago and they’d
become quick friends. Ethan had ideated a co-writing project, but
Wes was still busy writing books with his husband Ryker, who
happened to be Rachel’s brother.

Wes: I hear you’re headed to the east
coast with my sister-in-law. You have time to meet?

Ethan: Well, my client comes first but if
time allows, dinner would be great.

Wes: The day after tomorrow? I want you
to meet Ryker.

Ethan: I can’t wait

Ethan walked up the stairs to the second
level and into the main suite. He pulled his carry-on case from the
walk-in closet and started to pack. It was springtime in New York,
so he’d need jeans, sweaters, and a jacket for sure. Then he piled
in his shoes, toiletries and organized his briefcase with his
laptop, chargers, and every other electronic device he could fit
in. Headphones! He didn’t want to forget those, especially if he
wanted to do some work while en route.

Ping.

Rachel: Flight booked for 9:30 AM
tomorrow. Details attached. See you at the airport at 8.

Ethan: Thanks

Feeling restless, he decided to hit the
treadmill for a half hour run. After the workout, he fed Watson,
texted his neighbor to arrange for cat sitting and then set up his
out-of-office notification. Searching his New York law enforcement
contacts, he sent out several text messages and emails.

Now came the hard part—waiting for
responses. Some things never got easier.

****

The next day Ethan arrived early at the
airport. He checked into the first-class lounge and helped himself
to a coffee and a breakfast wrap. After he scarfed down his meal,
he got busy replying to text messages until the yummy scent of
vanilla wafted over him, snagging his attention. He looked up to
find the source of his distraction. Rachel was standing beside him
in dark jeans and a plaid Burberry trench coat, a carry-on suitcase
by her feet.

“That’s the largest cup of coffee I’ve ever
seen,” he remarked as he pointed to the coffee cup she was holding.
It was three times the size of her hand.

“One thing you should be warned about, if I
don’t have coffee in the morning, I’m a total rager.”

“Rager?”

“Angry as fuck. It’s nothing personal. It
could be my mother and I’d still snarl at her if I don’t have
caffeine. And carbs.”

Ethan burst out laughing until he noticed
the stares of other nearby travelers and quickly schooled
himself.

“Duly noted. And I worked in law enforcement
for many years, so trust me, I know all about the need for
caffeine.”

“Lots of sleepless nights?” Rachel asked as
she took the seat beside him.

She sipped her coffee and Ethan’s gaze
caught on her full lips, the bright red lipstick drawing his eyes
like a magnet.

What had she asked him again? Oh yeah,
sleepless nights…

“Yes. Too many to count. When you’re working
a case, you feel the weight of the world on your shoulders. Lots of
stress.”

Ethan shuddered when he thought about the
restless days and nights, often weeks and months of pressure that
involved working a case.

“I can’t imagine. In my job, the only stress
is about competing for tenure. Not life and death, mind you, but
you wouldn’t know that by talking to my colleagues. You have no
idea how ruthless some academics are,” Rachel replied and shook her
head.

“Sounds interesting. Maybe I could set my
next book on a college campus.”

“Only if the investigation is solved by a
feisty linguistics professor with a penchant for solving puzzles,”
Rachel quipped.

She took another sip of coffee, then licked
her lips and Ethan shifted in his seat again.

He shook his head. “No way. Then you’ll
demand half my royalties.”

“Twenty-five percent. I’m not greedy.”

She smiled and the sight made his breath
catch. Ethan was about to reply when their flight was announced.
Good thing, too, because their banter was verging on flirting. His
timing, as usual, was shit.

“Flight 634 to New York is now boarding
first class passengers. Please report to gate A2.”

“That’s us,” Rachel said as she stood up and
grabbed the handle on her luggage.

“Rachel,” Ethan murmured as she turned to
him. “I’m going to ask one last time, are you sure you want to go
through with this?”

“I’ve been waiting for thirty years. What do
you think?”


Chapter Three

 


Rachel

Rachel was strapped into her seat, but she
was itching to get up and move around. Or rather, to get away from
Ethan.

Unfortunately, the flight attendants started
serving breakfast and there was no way she was going to miss out on
an additional cup of coffee and a pastry she desperately
needed.

Ethan sat beside her, reading a book, cool
and calm while she was irritated as hell. She appreciated Ethan’s
concern, but she was a grown-ass woman and didn’t need coddling. If
he asked her that question about being ready for this investigation
one more time, she was going to tell him to take his book and…

“…what would you like?” the flight attendant
standing nearby spoke and Rachel blinked, looking up and shaking
her head.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

“I said that we have coffee, juice, water,
and tea. Which would you like?”

“Coffee, please, one cream, two sugars.
Thanks.”

Rachel gratefully accepted the steaming cup
of java and took a long sip, letting the warmth seep into her body.
Air conditioning on planes was always too cold for her liking.

“You really do need your coffee. You seem
distracted. Are you all right?” Ethan asked.

Rachel turned her head to unleash her
annoyance at his question but stopped short when she saw the
genuine concern in his dark gaze.

“I’m fine, Ethan. I appreciate your concern,
but I’m strong enough to handle whatever comes my way,” she paused.
“Tell me, if you were dealing with my brother, would you be asking
him the same question over and over?”

A flash of surprise and a hint of annoyance
swirled in his eyes, but he quickly recovered.

“Yes, I would. This is your father we’re
talking about. We may find nothing, or we may find out stuff that’s
upsetting. I’ve seen a lot of cases where family members wanted the
truth but had a hard time dealing with it.”

She placed a hand on his forearm and felt
the heat of his skin. How was he so warm in this freezing plane?
She stifled the urge to lean closer and absorb his warmth.

“You’re very kind to be worried, but I can
handle it. Now, what’s our schedule?” she asked as they were
offered plates of breakfast pastries, assorted cheese, and
fruit.

“A visit with your mom this afternoon. Then
we have a meeting with the PI tomorrow morning. After that, we’ll
head over to Harrison, June and Rodwell, the firm where your father
worked. It’s a private company and the CEO has been around for
thirty-five years. There’s a chance he may remember Walter, but
it’s a large company so don’t get your hopes up. After that,
hopefully a meeting or two with my FBI and other law enforcement
contacts and dinner with Wes and Ryker.”

“Ryker doesn’t want to talk about the
search. He’s still uncomfortable with the whole idea. He was only
six months old when my father left so he only saw how it affected
our mother as we grew up.”

“I understand. Wes invited me so I assume
dinner is a social thing. I won’t mention your dad’s case.”

Rachel flushed and took a bite of her
cranberry muffin. “Okay. That sounds good.”

“Excellent. I hope you don’t mind, but I’m
going to read over the case notes that the PI, Alfred Long, sent
me,” Ethan murmured as he grabbed his laptop case and pulled out a
set of headphones.

“I have a book I’ve been meaning to read,”
she replied and finished her muffin.

Three hours into the flight and she was
halfway through her book, so engrossed in the tale she didn’t
realize that they were starting to serve lunch. Hot hand towels
were handed out as a refresher along with water. Despite the
availability of wine, Rachel declined any alcohol to keep a clear
head.

Ethan removed his headphones and rested them
around his neck. “The case notes are quite detailed. In the
summary, Alfred suggests that Walter left of his own volition. He
reviewed your parents’ finances at the time. There was nothing to
suggest any trouble, no gambling debts or otherwise, but he also
noted that there weren’t any major withdrawals shortly before or
after Walter left. I find that odd. If he did leave of his own free
will, how far could he have gotten without any significant cash at
that time? And there was no activity on his credit card after he
left either.” Ethan paused. “And if he wanted to leave your mom,
why didn’t he do it formally, and request a divorce? The original
interviews suggest that Walter doted on your mother and you and
your brother. So why the sudden disappearance and no word to his
children for years? It doesn’t make sense.”

“I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks
that way. So, what’s next?”

Ethan’s brown eyes locked onto hers. “We
have more digging to do. According to these notes, a neighbor of
yours remembered seeing Walter leave the apartment on Wednesday,
September 26th around 11:30 PM. That was the last time
he was seen. He was carrying a suitcase, so your neighbor assumed
he was leaving on a business trip. But according to your mom, he
didn’t travel for work.”

Rachel leaned in. “Dad packs a suitcase and
takes off while we’re asleep. The only thing we have left is a note
that tells us he had to leave and not to search for him. Either he
had a breakdown and couldn’t cope. Or something terrified him
enough to leave everything he loved behind.”

Ethan nodded. “I’m leaning towards the
latter. There was no mention of any history of mental illness in
the case file that might explain his sudden behavior.”

“That
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