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​Mexico Gamble

I recognized little Lily running the length of the wharf to greet the fancy yacht approaching the wharf. I was too busy concentrating on working the throttles to sound the horn to greet the girl. Faithful dog Zelda was keeping up with her as she ran.

“Give me fenders,” I called to Kara, and she dropped them.

Lily recognized me at the controls and waved. She said something to the dog and Zelda barked. She knew I was too busy to return the greeting. I think even Lily recognized the yacht was beyond any boat I could ever captain competently.

Girl and dog halted partway down the wharf.

Lily did a double take and turned as though to run back to shore. She screamed. “Auntie Kara!” She turned around again and ran back to her mother as she too came out to greet the yacht.

Lily changed her mind again, halted, and trotted back to the yacht bumping against the wharf. Zelda looked to be confused by it all, but she ended up chasing Lily, finally.

I tapped the horn, finally, and Lily grinned and waved frantically.

“Aunt Kara. Aunt Kara. What are you doing here?” Lily called.

Jim’s eyes widened. “What? So you are Erica’s sister. I thought it was another load of—”

Kara looked away, across the horizon. “Yeah. No. I wanted to tell you again. You weren’t paying attention. I figured the less you knew about family, the better for all of us.”

“Kara—”

She didn’t give me a chance to finish. “What happens at sea stays at sea.”

It was like she could read my mind. “Thanks. I’ll remember that.”

“No problemo, Jimbo. Do I look presentable?”

“That’s part of the trouble on this barge. The entire crew looked presentable. In case you didn’t notice, that’s been a problem for me.”

“Yeah, I noticed right off,” Kara admitted. She grinned.

I shook my head at my own stupidity.

“Get your rear end off of my boat, Miss Smartass.” I cut the engines and turned off the bilges. Kara tied off and scooped Lily into her arms.

“Where’s your mother, dear? I need to have a word.”

“Where have you been? How come you’re with Uncle Jim?” Lily wanted to know.

“It’s a long story, Lily. Oh. There she is.”

Kara set Lily back on the wharf and took her hand to lead her to Erica, her sister.
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Despite bullet holes and shattered fiberglass, I figured the yacht was sure to be a welcome addition to the charter company’s small fleet. It was the least I could do, given that I was a draw on finances as Allie and Hank tried to get the business up and operating in the black. I know when Hank hooked onto it to claim salvage rights, he was grinning all the way home.

Hank had stuffed a lot of the company up his nose, but a back-to-back stint in rehab put him on the right track. So did his sister, Allie. She decked him with one punch when she realized the extent of his addiction. That’s probably what drove him into rehab exile. He didn’t want to be forced to take another wallop.

Given the yacht’s registration was off the books, it would probably stay tied up until Hank and Allie could figure out a way to get it on their books.

Still, I wasn’t looking forward to climbing onto the dock. Already I knew I’d be subjected to a dozen questions. Not to mention the skeptical looks from just about every woman in my life. Both Allie and Erica wouldn’t cut me any slack. I knew for a fact. Perhaps even Lily would join in, although I was pretty sure she’d be on my side thanks to my faithful dog Zelda’s face licks and Lily’s welcoming arms.

It would be up to Kara to parry most of the questions. Judging by the way she was engaging with her sister I didn’t hold out much hope that she’d keep her mouth shut. In other words, those two women were tight.

I busied myself with dropping another fender and checking the tie-downs and making sure the boat wouldn’t float away with the tide. Finally, I could no longer avoid the obvious. I made my way to the office.

“Allie, what do you think of the fresh addition to your fleet?” I asked.

She switched from a cheerful, glad-to-see-you grin to a stern look as she placed her hands on her hips. “What, you didn’t patch her up to try to convince me the operation was a piece of cake?”

“Well—”

“Yeah, well. How about that? Now give me a hug, you beach bum. Hank and Erica and I have been taking up your slack. Even Lily is helping out. Zelda, not so much, but we keep her around for the entertainment factor. It’s time you went back to work.”

“Umm, about that—” I started to say.

She shook her head. “Nope. Not gonna work this time. Get your ass to the upstairs office.”

“Allie, there’s something you need to know.”

Kara appeared at my side like a shadow. “Did you tell her about Dell?”

I breathed a sigh of relief at the distraction I knew would shock Allie. Hell, it even shocked me when it happened.

“Dell? What about him?” Allie asked.

“He didn’t make it out of Mexico.”

A look crossed Allie’s face the likes of which I’d never before seen. It occurred to me that she had a thing for Dell before I showed up.

She halted in her tracks. “He didn’t make it? What happened?”

Kara looked to Allie and then back to me. “We think there was an informant. A sniper took him out and killed my partner. If Jim wasn’t there, it would have been a lot worse.”

The crap was in the fan. Allie wasn’t going to take this lying down, especially now that she knew how dangerous the operation had been.

“Jim—”

“Don’t be hard on him, Allie. He did everything he could, and then some. More than that, I can’t say. And neither can he.” Kara looked at me. Case closed, as far as she was concerned.

I silently thanked her. What happens in Mexico stays in Mexico. She had to know by the look on my face I was relieved.

“So then, it’s over? No more going into Mexico?” Allie wanted to know.

Kara dived into that one, too. “Well, besides losing one of our team, we had to let another swim to shore in Mexican waters. She’s wandering around Bagdad Beach on the Mexico side looking for the traitor.”

I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. “We think it’s Steve.”

“Steve? Our Steve?” Allie was incredulous.

“That would be the one.”

Kara dived in for the second time, exactly what I was afraid of. “I have to check in. We might need the boat again for a quick trip. Do you think it would be all right?”

I shook my head. Once in the fold, I knew I’d never be free until someone far up the chain said so. I didn’t doubt that even my liaison with Lindy would be used until they had all they could get out of me.

“Go make your calls. We’ll get some Chinese and talk it over while you’re gone.”

Allie wasn’t happy with the turn of events. She was grinning, and she was bearing it, but I was going to be in a boatload of trouble.

And that was no pun.
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The food was finished. The inane conversation was over and done with. I couldn’t avoid facing the music any longer, especially when Allie was asking the questions.

“So you’re certain the informer was Steve? How did they find out?”

“Phone record intel. They ran some metadata searches. Did some background checks.”

“Why wouldn’t they have told us about it?”

“Need to know, so they say. We didn’t need to know to accomplish what we set out to do.”

“Yeah, right. You know how that turned out, don’t you?”

I pushed back from the table. “Come on, Allie. We need to talk.”

Kara spoke up before I could spirit the woman away. “Jim, we’ll be heading out first thing in the morning. I’ll check the boat over and fuel and oil her if that’s all right.”

Dammit. Here we go again. Never a day’s rest and relaxation. It was going to cost. “Don’t forget to pay for it. And there’s docking fees to go with it. A couple of grand plus the fuel cost should cover it.”
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