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WHEN ROBERT GEORGE called to ask if I’d take a trip into Mexico to search for a missing teenager, I had to tell him I’d think about it. An hour later, I called him back and said yes, but that was before he told me I’d be heading to Ensenada. It turned out Ensenada was the missing teenage girl’s last known location.

Two years ago, I had wasted a lot of my life in Ensenada, eating my heart out over my bad luck. I took to drink and the devil, my old standbys when things went to hell in a handbasket with the women in my life. From what I could remember, the drinking had kept me on a more or less even keel.

At least, that’s what I had convinced myself at the time. I stumbled around like a drunken fool on a mission dedicated to getting ever more drunk. If that was even possible back then.

What else was a man supposed to do when his dream yacht had been blown to smithereens with his pregnant wife on board? Maybe there were men stronger than me, but that was their problem. Despite every effort I spent searching, there was a slim to none chance I would have ever found the body.

I never gave up the search. When César, the panga owner I hired, got fed up with me, he let me take the boat out on my own. I didn’t even have to leave a deposit. I only had to return the boat fueled and oiled and ready to go the next day. He was happy. I ended up paying him more than what he would have made on a daily fishing charter.

It was worth it for my piece of mind.

It was worth every long, sunny, hot and windy day just to be out on the water. It took me only a few days of despair before I realized I was on a wild goose chase. I began giving up the search earlier and earlier in the day to beat a hasty retreat to a bar.

I knew too that the longer I dragged out the search, the less likely I’d get a meaningful result. What was left of the body would have drifted far away, driven by currents and the wind once it surfaced. Even so, I checked the shoreline, north and south, multiple times.

By then, beginning to run low on cash, I surrendered the rental car and began walking. I could spend more time in the bar, and not be worried about the consequences, such as they were in Mexico.

It took a couple or three months before I realized I should probably sober up and get a life. By then, I had less than two grand in my pocket for walking-around money. It was leftovers from the wad of cash Kara’s sister, Erica had brought me.

Allie. She was the one that sent the money. She talked Erica into delivering it, because she knew I’d never accept it from her.

At the end of it all, when I finally called it quits in despair and frustration, I called Erica to give her a report. She took me at my word, difficult as I knew it would be for her. She thanked me. That was the last time she had anything to do with me.

It was done.

I made one last call to my old friend, Robert George. I had saved him from a murder rap with a bit of good fortune and a video camera during a murder investigation. His gratitude included offering me a long-deserved vaycay at his small resort hotel island off the coast of Florida.

Back then, I’d accepted, briefly, and then gave it up. Sober now, I begged for another chance. He took pity on me. He had heard how my adventure with my new and pregnant wife had ended. He was happy to offer me the resort’s security job, since he knew my capabilities. I was desperate for a change. I was happy to accept.

From a big city detective with an almost good record, to being a house dick in a resort hotel. That was me, all right.

How the mighty fell.

I wasn’t so happy, but what the hell, they say a change is as good as a rest. I took all of them—whoever they were—up on it. I sobered up long enough to shave off the beard and slap down the cash for a bus ticket north to the border in Tj. I walked across with only my ID and a passport and what was left of the wad of cash.

By the time I cabbed it to the airport in San Diego, I had a new suit, half a dozen ties, fresh underwear, new socks, and a bag to carry all of my worldly belongings. The TSA must have been happy, too. They waved me through with barely a glance and a hands-up walking through the metal detector.

The walking-around money I had in my pocket was just about done by the time I showed up at the island resort on the Caravan charter from the mainland.

It had been a long time coming, but I was finally somewhere I needed to be. Now all I had to do was find some relief from Kara and the explosion that followed me everywhere. All I wanted was closure. How difficult could it be?

Yet here I was, into it again, back in Ensenada, through no fault of my own. I was searching for a wayward teenager.

I hoped the search for the girl went better than my search for the missing Kara had gone.
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I walked across the border into Tj. Immediately, the character of the place surrounded me. Hawkers, bars, taco joints, military patrols by masked Federales, the smells, the dust, the sticky heat, the atmosphere. All of it contributed to an immediate change in my demeanor. It was as though I was transported into a drug-fueled nightmare of people and circumstance.

And I was just happy to be there.

I needed a vehicle. I hailed a cab and allowed the driver to lead me to a renta de autos. He dropped me off and I pushed open the door. A cowbell clanked. A young woman behind the counter nonchalantly cast an uninterested gaze in my direction. I must have looked like I didn’t deserve her attention. She went back to reading her book. I managed a quick look at the cover before she put it down with a sigh. No Way Out. I’d heard of it. Something about a biker and dancers and drugs.

I asked for the worst vehicle she had. The girl looked at me like I was crazy. Her attitude changed when she must have realized she had a live one. She led me outside to the ugliest car I’d ever seen. Dented. Rusted. Broken headlights. You name it, this thing had it all going on.

Reliable, she called it.

Probably, I admitted. It would fit in with all the other cars on the road at night with no lights.

“Exactly, señor.” She explained it had to be reliable, otherwise it wouldn’t still be on the lot in such a manner of disrepair. I raised an eyebrow in her direction, now that she was out from behind the counter. I took her in all at once. The woman wasn’t a disappointment to look at.

She smiled, and I saw her perfect white teeth for the first time. Brown eyes and dark hair and that perfect smile took over, and I was forced to agree. The car was definitely on its last legs.

Her legs, on the other hand, were fairly new and most definitely shapely in the short, filmy skirt that barely kept them covered to mid-thigh. When it fluttered in the warmth of the slight breeze, it didn’t help my ability to say no.

The woman’s English was almost better than mine. I took a chance and asked if she might like to have a part-time job as a translator for a week. “Just so you know. We’ll be looking for a missing underage teenager. Her name is Keely. She’s been gone for a week. The Federales think she was spotted in Ensenada. The girl is familiar with the city. She traveled there with her parents a number of times to the desert races.

She looked me up and down and sideways. She took the time to make sure I signed the paperwork for the beater before saying Si. Satisfied, she searched frantically through the keys, as though afraid I might leave before taking the car—and her—with me.

“Are you coming with me or not?”

Her eyes narrowed. She gave me another long look. I couldn’t blame her. Whatever test she had me take, I must have passed with flying colors.

“I’m not riding in that piece of shit you rented,” she informed me.

She hurriedly wrote out a note.

I tried to read it over her shoulder, but she twisted out of the way and blocked my view. I went back to checking out her long, shapely legs.

She finished writing the note. Checked the keys on the board behind the desk and grabbed a set. Taped a note to the door before locking it behind her. She herded me to a brand-new four-door mini. She tossed a sheaf of papers and a map onto the back seat.

Over the roof, I glanced at her with a questioning look. “Upgrade,” she insisted. “I’ll be driving.”

“Won’t you need some luggage?”

She ignored me and slipped across the seat to twist into the driver’s side. Through the side window, she revealed the rest of her gorgeous thighs in the process. From now on, no would never be a word in my vocabulary.

She almost left without me in her haste to get away. “Get in. Get in. I have to stop to pick up some clothes. Do you have enough cash, or do I have to take you to a banco?”

She didn’t wait for an answer. The minute I hurried to sit down she took off like a contestant in the Baja 500. She wheeled us down streets and back alleys in her
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