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ONE

October. 2019

Lilly Doyle answered a knock at her door and was momentarily taken aback.

‘Hi.’

‘Hello,’ she replied, a little standoffish to cover up her awkwardness. Which was ridiculous; she was thirty-four, sophisticated, and self-assured. But he was… different; that was for sure. A man who would stand out in a crowd. Interesting rather than handsome. Built like a bus with olive skin and extra-long dark hair. Standing on the verandah with his legs astride, posture perfect from a powerful core, he wore a tan biker jacket over a white collarless shirt that was tucked into belted black moleskins. All details captured from a fleeting once-over. Now her eyes were darting everywhere but there, trying to regain her composure.

‘I’m looking for Danny James.’ Sam Cade was also looking at a very good-looking woman, which was not surprising; he had to rein himself in if she was who he thought she might be. But the flare in her eyes when she opened the door had thrown him a bit. He knew that look; at the risk of coming across as conceited, he had seen it a few times before.

‘He doesn’t live here anymore.’ Lilly used to get that occasionally when she first moved in, though not for a long time, and he was the first American, or maybe Canadian? The accent was indeterminable so far. In and of itself, that was neither here nor there; the city had turned into a melting pot lately; there were all sorts from everywhere. But she didn’t get the feeling of an import from him. It wasn’t business-related either; she could tell. There was a familiarity in the way he spoke, in his whole demeanour, really. So how would he know Danny?

‘You wouldn’t know where I could find him?’ Sam watched her face change again. It had  almost run the gamut of expressions in the short time he had been standing there. That one was  curiosity, which was understandable, so he explained, ‘We served together in Afghanistan a  few years back, he gave me this address and told me to look him up if I was ever down this way.’

‘Oh, right,’ Lilly smiled, nodding slowly as the penny dropped. That had totally slipped her mind, possibly because she had been living overseas when Danny had gone off to war.

‘He gave me a cell number, too, but it doesn’t seem to be correct. I may have made a typing error.’ Sam had been extracting the phone, then let it slide back into his shirt pocket when she smiled again and shook her head.

‘I wouldn’t know it if I saw it. He is a name on my contact list, like everyone else, you know.’

Sam nodded, ‘Sure.’

Lilly knew he knew that; and trying to show her his mobile had been a token gesture. He probably thought she didn’t trust him, which would have been a reasonable assumption, considering her ornery attitude so far. He couldn’t know it was a defence mechanism, so if she had made him feel uncomfortable, that would be impolite and unacceptable. ‘If there was any mix-up,’ she nudged a pair of lifted brows at the pocket containing his phone. ‘It would have been Danny’s fault, for sure. He probably gave you the wrong number. Not on purpose, of course. Or it may have been the right number just a couple of phones ago. Who would know? Could be one of those, or something just as…slack. He is a hopeless case with things like that.’

Sam laughed along, though he didn’t know if her accusation was right or wrong. He didn’t particularly care; he was trying to work out what the story was there. He was sure he had known a few minutes ago. Danny didn’t live there anymore. Ergo, the relationship had ended, and the couple had gone their separate ways. But her mien just then didn’t fit with an ex, not even an amiable one. What should have been an irritating fault for anyone who had to live with it sounded more like an amusing foible the way she had put it. In his experience, in those situations, that invariably went the other way. And from what he had seen of her so far, she wasn’t backward in coming forward, so passive aggression was out of the question. ‘You seem to know him well?’ 

She nodded. ‘He is my brother-in-law.’

‘Right,’ Sam drawled. Well, that explained everything. And anyone in his position could have arrived at the wrong conclusion. ‘I thought you looked familiar.’ Though it was mainly the emerald eyes and auburn hair that had stuck in his mind, those two striking features aside, he couldn’t have picked the other one out in a lineup. He remembered her as attractive, but there had to be a difference because the face in front of him now was captivating. The rest of her was pretty neat too, tall and lean in a sweater and jeans, with a pair of blue fluffy puppies on her feet.

‘Sorry?’ she frowned.

‘Danny used to flash the photo of his fiancée around to all of us, as he would.’

‘Oh!’ Lilly laughed. ‘Yes, that’s my sister, Eva.’ 

He was going to say beauty must run in the family, but she seemed dubious of him already and might have construed it as sleazy. Especially when he was staring at her slightly parted lips. She had a super-sexy gap in her two front teeth. ‘I should have introduced myself, Sam,’ he smiled, leaning in with a hand held out, watching her gaze drop to look at it before she took it.      

‘Lilly,’ she said, bending forward a little to reach him.

‘It’s very nice to meet you, Lilly.’ 

‘Likewise,’ she smiled, then ducked back inside for cover as raindrops prickled her face. He shoved both fists into his jacket pockets, hunching against a gust sweeping in from behind. The storm that had been brewing for most of the day was about to hit with a vengeance. Their conversation wasn’t over, and it would be rude to leave him out there in the weather. ‘You had better come in before you get blown away.’ She stepped aside and pulled the door open wide.

‘Thank you,’ Sam said. 

Lilly had to back up to the wall as his massive frame nearly filled the doorway. On level ground, he stood a head above her, and she was tall for a woman. Bustling past, he left a waft of spice. Oh, good lawd, he smelled nice.    

Sam scanned the hall while she closed the door. Inside was as immaculate as outside, so far. Ivory walls stood in stark contrast to a dark oak varnished trim, the same stain as the rustic floorboards flanking a mocha carpet runner and a nice, ornate wooden arch about halfway down, an original feature of the rambling old weatherboard villa, he guessed.  

‘This way,’ Lilly said, as if there could be another. 

Sam followed along at a suitable distance. When she pushed open the first door on the right, he was hit with a blast of heat. It was the living room with an open wood fire. An overstuffed, rust-coloured, three-piece lounge suite formed a horseshoe around the hearth and faced a huge TV on the wall above the mantelpiece. A glass and brass coffee table sat in front of the couch, with a miniature version at the side of each armchair. The remaining furniture was mostly wooden, including a spectacular walnut grandfather clock on the other side of the room, which appeared from where he stood to be around his height. 

‘I’ll get you Danny’s phone number…and the new address, of course,’ Lilly chuckled, rounding the couch to her chair.

‘Appreciate that.’ Sam did, though the information was readily available. So, if that was the case, and that was also her reason for inviting him in, such as that invitation was, why had he accepted? Force of habit, most likely. She was a beautiful woman, and he was a hound dog,  according to his reputation. If that were true, he hadn’t thought it through. Even if she were  available. and agreeable, she was Danny’s sister-in-law; there was no way he would be going there, as much as he would really like to. He watched from where he had stopped inside the door. When she picked up her phone from the side table, a full mug of something remained. It was easy to guess what the contents were; the aroma had permeated the atmosphere. ‘Sorry for the interruption; your coffee will get cold.’ 

Lilly ceased swiping her phone screen and glanced at the mug, then around at him. ‘Oh no, that’s okay; it was much too hot anyway.’ Now that he had brought it up, it had kind of put her on the spot. ‘There’s almost a full pot; can I offer you a cup?’

‘That wasn’t a hint.’ 

‘I didn’t think it was,’ Lilly said, but she wasn’t so sure; that raffish grin and the glint in his eyes suggested otherwise. She put her mobile back down on the table since he wasn’t ready yet. It was a handy excuse to turn away before the flush burning up from her chest and neck arrived as a blush on her face.  

‘If it’s not too much trouble, that would be very nice. Thank you.’ And there he was, at it again, taking advantage of any excuse to stay a little while longer.

‘No trouble at all. Have a seat,’ she nudged her head at the chair on that side and asked over her shoulder, heading out, ‘How do you take it?’

‘White with one, please.’

‘I won’t be a minute.’ Lilly hurried off down the hall to the kitchen, wondering what was wrong with her, she was a blithering idiot around him sometimes. In her own defence, he was unsettling. Outrageously sexy. He had to be because she was picky, extremely picky indeed. Everyone who knew her knew that, and evidenced by the fact that she had been on her own for most of her grown-up life. Not for a lack of interest. Despite her recalcitrant disposition, she was intelligent, sensible, and not hard to look at, even if she said so herself. Not for a lack of giving them a reasonable crack, either, contrary to popular belief. Two of them had been real relationships. The first was in high school, so he was a boyfriend in the literal sense. The other one was an actuary she met while working in London. The gap between them was expansive, and combined, they accounted for only four or five of those previously stated adult years. Both were great in their own way, but they didn’t last because there was no spark on her part. There was no spark with the guy in the living room either; it was a tug in her stomach, deep in her core, that had just about snatched her breath. She was sure she had never reacted to a man like that before. Maybe it was her getting older. Perhaps she was lonely and hadn’t realised. Maybe she needed to get out more. Her sister Eva thought so. Only the other day, she had said, “You can’t expect to sit at home and wait for Mr. Right to knock on your door.” Lilly had to laugh at that remark now. As it turned out, maybe she could. If she believed in the concept of Mr. Right, which she didn’t. But even if it were true, it wouldn't have done her any good on this occasion. Judging by their conversation, he was only passing through. She poured his coffee, added milk and sugar, and headed back up to the living room. He was perched on the edge of his chair, leaning forward with his forearms on his knees, unsure whether to make himself at home or wait for her, it seemed. As she entered, he turned and returned her smile. ‘Here you go,’ she said, placing his mug on a coaster on the side table.

 ‘Thank you,’ Sam replied.

 Lilly dropped into her own chair and crossed her legs. Other than planting her feet on the floor with her knees bent and rammed together, there was nothing else to be done with them. Before he arrived, they had been up on the seat beside her, but that seemed too familiar in the presence of a stranger. Her eyes came up as he took a tentative sip of his coffee. After he had swallowed and set his mug back on the side table, she asked, ‘What brings you to Australia?’ 

‘Work,’ he said, sitting back in his chair.

‘What do you do if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘No, not at all. I’m a private investigator.’ He had intended to tell her, if she waited for him to shift into a more comfortable position, which he did as quickly as possible, and went on. ‘An army buddy back in the States hired me to track down his missing daughter. She was working her way around the world, backpacking, I suppose you would say. Her travels ended here, I’m afraid. They found her dead in Victoria.’

‘What happened?’ Lilly grimaced.

‘She was murdered.’ 

‘Oh, my God. That’s horrible.’

 Sam nodded, thinking that was an appropriate adjective. He had seen combat as a soldier, gang war as a street cop, and some grisly killings as an LAPD detective. With only a handful of extreme exceptions, Zoe’s head injuries were right up there with the worst of them. Having watched the young woman grow from a child may have coloured that observation. The official cause of death was TBI (traumatic brain injury). It sounded clean and clinical on paper, but her skull had resembled a jigsaw puzzle. In situ, she was a blackened head on a contorted body that was folded up front down in a roadside culvert. Victoria Police homicide detectives were good enough to give him access to the autopsy and dump site photos. As of two days ago, the primary crime scene was unknown.

‘Do the police know who did it?’

‘No,’ Sam shook his head. ‘But it’s early in the investigation.’

‘Oh. So, you’ll be helping them out?’

Sam had to grin at that. ‘No. Not officially. Law enforcement takes a very dim view of  outsiders sticking their noses into their investigations.’ 

‘Really? They should be grateful for any help they can get. Their crime-solving rate is pretty ordinary from what I have seen,’ Lilly smiled, then went on. ‘So, you thought if you were that close, you would pop down here and catch up with Danny?’

‘I would have caught up with him anyway, no matter where I was in the country, but it turns out the case brought me here, practically to his doorstep. Weird.’

‘That is weird. But if it happened in Victoria, what brought you here, to Tasmania, to Danny’s doorstep?’

‘It’s not accurate to say his doorstep; it’s the nearest big city.’ 

‘Guess you mean Launceston,’ Lilly offered.

‘That’s it. Zoe had been living and working there for the past five months, which was still the case at the time of her death. And it was the last place her parents had contact with her. I don’t know what she was doing in Melbourne. The police don’t know either or didn’t as of Wednesday. There are a lot of unanswered questions, so the best place for me to start is at the beginning.’

‘Oh, wow,’ Lilly scowled. ‘Backpacking has got a bad reputation in this country. I suppose you’ve heard. Although travelling of any kind, anywhere, can be a dangerous endeavour if you don’t know what you’re doing, and most young people don’t. To them, it’s an adventure, but they’re sitting ducks for the psychos out there. I did it myself back in the day. In retrospect, more than once, I think I might have been lucky to escape disaster.’

‘I think luck is what it comes down to in the main,’ he said.

Lilly nodded. 

‘Do you work?’ Sam asked. ‘I wasn’t sure if anyone would be here.’ It was about four- thirty on a Friday afternoon, still within business hours.

‘Yes, I’m a paramedic.’

‘Ah, shift worker.’ 

‘Yes, but I’m currently on two weeks of my annual leave.’

‘You get plenty of that down here, don’t you? Not so much where I come from. And don’t get me started on your free healthcare.’

If she didn’t know he was American by now, either of those remarks would have given it away. ‘I know, it’s all pretty bad in the States, but healthcare is not as free as it’s cracked up to be down here, either. It used to be good, but governments from both sides of the aisle have eroded it over the years. Oh gawd, don’t get me started on politics.’

 ‘Heard that,’ he grinned back. ‘I’m a bit surprised about the weather. It’s not what I was expecting this late in the year…down here.’

‘The southeast corner has a different climate from most of the rest of the country, spring can still be nippy, though I have to say this is more like winter today. I can only apologise.’

‘No need, it’s not your fault,’ he grinned. Then gazed around. ‘This is a beautiful house.’ 

‘Thank you.’

‘Big, too,’ his brows shot up. ‘Do you live here on your own?’ 

‘Yes, it is, and yes, I do. Danny and Eva owned it before me, which would have been why you had the address. I’ve always loved it. When they decided to put it on the market, I grabbed it. It’s a family home and a lot of work for one person, and it’s starting to get on top of me, but I’ll soldier on until I’m done. Don’t know how long that will be,’ she laughed.

‘Right,’ Sam smiled. ‘How long have you lived here?’

‘Almost two years.’

‘Most people trade up; it’ll be interesting to see what they’re calling home now.’

‘The house is about the same size as this, but a different design, and modern, not my cup of tea at all.’

‘Heard that, too,’ he nodded and grinned. ‘Can’t beat the older buildings for character and durability.’

‘My sentiments exactly. A man after my own heart. I hope we’re not a dying breed.’

‘I don’t think so. There are plenty of nice old houses around, and well maintained like this one, so they must be aiming to keep them as is.’ He emptied his mug and set it on the side table. ‘That was very nice, thank you.’

‘You’re welcome,’ she said. A pause ensued. Both of them seemed to be thinking the same thing. There was no reason for him to stay and nothing of any significance to say. The situation could turn awkward in a hurry. ‘I’ll give you that address now, if you’re ready?’ She reached around and picked up her phone. When she turned back again his head was down, so she took the opportunity for a furtive perv. Watching his fingers working the screen of his own phone sent her mind into dirty mode, imagining what they could do, what they had done, no doubt. Then realised there was something seriously wrong with her. While she was wondering what that might be, his eyes came up and caught her staring. She cleared her throat, woke up her phone and recited the ten-digit number. When he looked up again and smiled, she gave him the address. ‘Thirty-three…Melton Drive.’

‘Thank you.’ He typed it in and did a search. ‘That’s only five minutes from here.’

She nodded. ‘Danny should be home by now. If not, he shouldn't be too far away. He is a plumber these days, in case you didn’t know.’

 ‘No, I didn’t. We haven’t been in touch since we left Afghanistan. You know how it is; life  gets in the way. Living on opposite sides of the globe doesn’t help,’ he grinned. ‘We hit it off  straight away. It’ll be good to see him again.’ 

‘That’s nice. He is easy enough to like. He’ll be happy to see you too, I’m sure. As well as surprised…and don’t worry, I won’t ruin it.’

Sam smiled, sliding his phone back into his shirt pocket as he rose to his feet. ‘Again, it was very nice to meet you, Lilly,’ he meant it.

‘Same here.’ She pushed herself up on the arms of the chair and straightened out her jumper.

‘Maybe I’ll see you again before I leave,’ Sam said, leading the way out.

‘If you’re around for a while, I’m sure you will,’ she replied from behind. When he opened the door, it was gloomier than before. She hadn’t noticed the time on her phone, but it couldn’t be much after five o’clock, which was actually four. Six months of daylight saving time had begun almost two weeks ago. Seemed later than that. The sky was dark, portending an almighty downpour, and soon. 

‘The weather hasn’t improved,’ Sam frowned around.

‘No. According to the Bureau of Meteorology, it’s here to stay for a couple of days, I’m sorry to say,’ Lilly said.

‘Can’t be helped.’ Sam turned before stepping off the verandah. ‘Bye, Lilly.’

‘Bye,’ she smiled, but it felt wobbly at the sides; there was an unfathomable squint in his ebony eyes. He did things for her that she didn’t like or liked too much; that was the problem. Well, it wasn’t a problem anymore; he was gone now, almost. She peered through the slightly cracked door as he made his way up the path to the gate. That was the first time she had seen him walk from a distance. He had a long, smooth stride that was almost a glide and the swagger of a man who was content with himself. On anyone else, she would have considered that vain; therefore, off-putting, but not on him, which was interesting. His vehicle was a shiny black SUV, parked at the kerb, under her nature strip tree. When he reached the driver’s side, he opened the door and stood there for a glance back over the roof before disappearing inside.

She closed her front door and went back to the living room to sit by the fire like a spinster. Well, that was another thing that was interesting; her life had been fine before. 

 
 




TWO

Lilly was sitting in her armchair, watching episode eight of The Unknown War on the smart TV. When her mobile vibrated beside her, she had a fair idea who it was going be but checked the name just the same. ‘Hello.’

‘Hear you met Sam?’ Eva snickered. ‘He’s dishy, isn’t he?’

‘Yes, I met him,’ Lilly clarified. She agreed with the following question, but would never admit it, of course. That wasn’t her style; she was reserved. Not cold or detached, and not frigid, as some people seemed to think. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be married?’ 

‘Doesn’t mean I’m not allowed to look. I’ve seen pictures of him before; when they were over there in Afghanistan, he had that military buzz cut then, well they all did, didn’t they? Probably not all of them…but anyway. I didn’t recognise him with his long hair. Danny didn’t either at first, if the look on his face was anything to go by. I was watching through the kitchen window when he drove in. Sam must have pulled up out front or he was parked there already. When Danny got out of the Ute, he frowned back up the drive with a “what the hell” glare in his eyes. I wondered what was going on. By the time I got outside, they had each other in a bear hug up by the mailbox. Although Danny might have recognised him and was in a state of shock. Sam was probably the last person he was expecting to drop by today. They’re as happy as Larry to catch up again; it’s nice to see. We all sat around the table and had a drink. They were laughing about things they used to get up to over there in Afghanistan. They call it Afghan, but I’ve heard that before, too. I didn’t see anything funny about the stories they were telling; maybe you had to be there. Danny must have seen I was bored and decided to take it out to his man cave. Which brings me to the reason I rang. Sam is staying for dinner, of course; would you come around and join us, please? If you’re here, they might talk about something other than that war. And if they don’t, I’ll have someone to talk to.’ 

That would be a hard no for Lilly. She wouldn’t be going there in that situation no matter  who the man was, but especially him. For many reasons. First, it was tantamount to a date, and  a setup one at that. Even worse, he would probably think it was her that arranged it. Her tone of  voice was categorical, ‘I don’t think so. Ask one of your friends.’ 

‘Well, I could, but I’m asking you because you’re a familiar face. We were having a natter  while Danny had a shower. He told me he met you, and you took him in and gave him a cup o’ Joe. He said you were very nice.’

Lilly was feeling all warm and fuzzy until she thought about it. What else was he going to say when he was talking to her sister? She had not been very pleasant to begin with, though they ended up all right, so maybe he thought she was nice. Omigod, why did she even care?

‘Danny suggested we go out to dinner. I thought Sam would rather stay in. He has been on the road for over a week; we all know how much of a drag that can be. Working his butt off too, by the sounds of it. He is a private investigator; how cool is that? And he is down here on a case. I don’t know what it is; he didn’t get around to telling me about it. Danny returned and interrupted us. But I got the impression he may still have a way to go, so… give him a few home comforts while he is here among friends. I don’t know if he knows anyone else in this country? He knows Danny, so I suppose he would know some of the other vets, too. Did he tell you? You were probably talking to him for longer than I was.’

‘No, oddly enough, that subject didn’t come up,’ Lilly scoffed. ‘Why would he tell me if he knew other vets, or anyone else for that matter?’ She had never known a motor mouth like Eva. In that respect and pretty much every other, the pair were like chalk and cheese. But just because they were different didn’t mean they didn’t get along. In their own peculiar way, they were the best of friends. Their other sister Sophie was the youngest of the trio, though her personality sat somewhere in the middle, and at least when talking to her you could get a word in edgewise.

‘I don’t know he may have. Anyway, what do you say Lil’?’ 

‘I’ve already said. I don’t want to. I told you, ask one of your friends.’

‘It’s Friday night, single people go out,’ Eva was having a dig at her homebody sister. Then realised that wasn’t a wise move when asking for a favour, so changed her tune. ‘Most of them, you know what I mean. And I haven’t got time to be ringing around.’

‘Invite a couple, if they’re easier to find.’ 

‘That would be kind of defeating the purpose.’

‘Oh yeah, and what purpose is that?’ Lilly was starting to smell a rat. Maybe it was meant as a hookup. It wouldn’t be the first one. Though, at least the other guy was a local, so there was potential for more than a one-night stand. Which was supposedly the whole idea of the exercise, wasn’t it? But Eva wasn’t known for thinking anything through.  

‘I told you; I want someone to talk to. If I invite a couple, and they started talking about the  war again, the other guy would most likely join in with them. They’re all the same, men, I mean.  I suppose I could talk to the wife or whatever…but it’s an odd number…I don’t want Sam to  feel like a fifth wheel…know what I mean?’

Lilly could hear her sister scowling, and could understand where she was coming from, for once, ‘Yes, I guess.’ And after that guileless fifth wheel comment, she was fairly sure there was no clandestine matchmaking happening, either. Not even Eva would be silly enough to throw herself under the bus. ‘You should have gone out, as Danny suggested; it’s not too late.’

‘No, I’m not doing that. I’ve already said I’m making dinner. I want Sam to have a home cooked meal, in a house with friends. And I don’t know why you would think that would make any difference. It would probably be worse. If they started, I wouldn’t be able to escape. There would be nowhere for me to go.’ Eva was getting frustrated.

‘I don’t know, Eva. Surely you could put up with their stories long enough to eat dinner. Then go and watch TV or something and leave them to it.’ 

‘I can’t do that; it would be impolite. Besides, I wanted to make it a nice night for Sam. It’s the weekend, that’s what people do…it works out even better for you, you don’t have to go to work tomorrow. You know, it wouldn’t hurt you to do this one favour for me; I do things for you all the time, as you well know.’ Eva was not the type of person to do anything because she wanted something in return, but she knew her sister was a sucker for a guilt trip. Although, she had never been sure if it was guilt, or if Lilly didn’t like to be indebted to anyone or didn’t want anyone to have anything over her. Whichever it was, it had worked in the past, and she should have thought about using it sooner.

Oh great! Lilly sneered, rolling her eyes to the sky. There was enough truth to that last statement to make it hard to disregard. 

Eva had braced herself for a smack down. No answer, yet, that was promising. She didn’t enjoy twisting her sister’s arm, but there would be nobody else available at that time of the evening. And it wouldn’t hurt her to come. Actually, it would do her the world of good. What else would she be doing? Sitting at home with her head in a book or watching some boring documentary on her smart TV. Eva waited a few seconds longer, then dared a nudge in one of those pathetic pleading voices, ‘If you make it soon, you could give me a hand with dinner.’ 

Lilly couldn’t come up with a valid reason to decline. It was too late in the conversation to  be suddenly feeling ill; that should have been her first excuse and would have been if she’d had any idea where this was going. She jumped up out of her chair and stood in front of the fire, frowning around the room as she growled, ‘Bloody hell, Eva, you’re a pain in the arse, I hope  you realise that?’      

Eva took the absence of a no as a yes, especially combined with the pissed off attitude and  everything else considered. She let a smug smile spread across her face but made sure it didn’t reach her voice when she said, ‘Thank you Lil’.’

Lilly knew she had been conned. Eva wasn’t the sharpest knife in the block, but when it  came to manipulation, she was right up there with Machiavelli. 

‘I don’t know what to make. I don’t know what he would like to eat.’ 

Lilly’s top lip curled in a confounded grimace. ‘I don’t suppose you would, unless it came up in the conversation, which I highly doubt. What do you typically feed your dinner guests?’ 

   ‘Americans don’t eat the same as us… well, not exactly the same; their food combinations are a little different, I’ve noticed,’ Eva said. Then added, ‘Actually…he is Native American, interesting, isn’t it? Did you know that?’

‘No, oddly enough, he didn’t mention that either,’ Lilly scoffed again. That question was more inane than the earlier one. In a half hour conversation between two complete strangers, how on earth would the subject of ethnicity crop up? For the life of her, she couldn’t imagine. But pondering the revelation now, she could definitely see that. Of course, he could have been any number of nationalities, so….  

 Eva was about to return fire but thought better of it; her sister was yet to arrive, and she was not above changing her mind. ‘Anyway, back to the dinner menu; any suggestions?’

‘Why don’t you make what you intended to make before he arrived and ask him if he is okay with that? If you don’t do something about it soon, it will be too late; you’ll have to eat out, or order in.’

Eva was giving that last suggestion some consideration until she remembered the whole idea was to make the man a home cooked meal. ‘What about you? Is seafood still allowed, or are you hardcore vegan now?’

‘See? Right there is an excellent reason for me not to come; it only adds to an already stressful situation for you.’ Lilly had that problem every time she was invited to eat at the homes of family and friends. Most of them were carnivores; worse than that, their entire cuisine was centred around non-living animals. Restaurants were fine; she could order whatever she liked without putting anyone out, and the choices had grown lately, which was great.

‘It’s not stressful, I only asked. Whatever I decide to do, I’ll make it something that you can eat, too.’

‘Don’t worry about me. Do whatever you want; I’ll eat around it, somehow.’

‘Have you got any idea how long you will be?’ Eva asked hesitantly. She knew better than  to put too much pressure on her. Lilly had a touchy temperament, to put it mildly. But apart from that and a few other minor defects, her big sister was the best.

   ‘I’ve got a couple of things to attend to…have a shower and throw something on…I don’t  know, an hour or so, I suppose.’

Eva grinned and shook her head at her sister’s lackadaisical language. Throw something on.  Even if that were true, she would still come out looking like a million bucks. ‘Okay, I’ll see you  then. And thanks again, Lil’, you’re a lifesaver.’

‘Whatever. And just so we’re clear, you’re not welcome.’





THREE

‘So, what’s with the hair, are you going back to your roots, or just “on trend” as the youngsters are saying these days? The man bun is catching on; I can see one of them on you,’ Danny laughed.

They were in the shed at the rear of the garage with the gas fire cranked to the max.

Sam laughed too. ‘Don’t really know. I can, so I did; I suppose. It’s the first time I have been in a job where I can look the way I want since I enlisted in the army, way back when. I went straight into the LAPD after I got out.’

‘That was your plan,’ Danny said. ‘How did you end up a private eye?’

Sam huffed a grunt. ‘It was one of those situations, you know? Never rains but it pours. I was a detective and finally assigned to RHD. That’s Robbery Homicide Division, where I wanted to be, I thought, at the time. Then out of the blue, I got a call from Jimmy Strange, remember him?’ Another one of their Afghanistan war comrades from the States, in a different unit than Sam.

‘Oh yeah, helluva man.’

‘Yep. He started his own agency and asked if I would be interested in coming on board. He didn’t have to ask twice; I couldn’t get out of the force fast enough. Thought I was stuck there for the rest of my working days. I had already invested six years, and I was too damn old and jaded to be starting again.’

‘Most of us are well and truly over all that regimented shit. That worked out well for you I’m glad. Hard to believe it’s been eight years since we were in Afghan.’

Sam nodded. ‘I was thinking the same thing on the way here. Time flies.’

‘Speaking of; how’s your boy? He’d be a teenager now?’

‘Fifteen last month and growing up in more ways than one. At the rate he is going, he’ll be looking down on me soon. He probably can already, I haven’t seen him for a few months. His mother remarried again, and the family moved to Texas.’ 

‘Again?’ Danny had to grin at that. ‘I hope this one is not like the last. Was he the last, or  have there been more in between?’

‘No, there have only been the two. Only.…’ Sam rolled his eyes. ‘Counting me, that’s   three, and she’s only in her mid-thirties.’

‘That’s not a bad effort. She wouldn’t have any trouble getting them, though; she was a bit of a honey if I remember correctly.’ Which Danny did.

‘When did you see her?’ Obviously, Sam meant in photo form.

‘Liam sent you a picture of them on holiday in Hawaii.’

‘Oh, right,’ Sam nodded. ‘That was taken after she finished with number two, probably why Liam looked so happy; he didn’t get on with that jerk at all.’

‘I remember you saying he was going through a pretty tough time. And you were stuck over there and couldn’t help.’

‘I was pissed off with Jessica, that was our first real fight.’

Danny squinted at Sam. ‘Some of the guys over there, me included, used to wonder about your relationship. She used to contact you a lot for someone who had moved on. Who left who? I’ll bet it was you.’ 

‘No, as a matter of fact,’ Sam grinned. ‘It was neither of us. Or both of us. It just happened. It was always going to happen; we were doomed from the get-go. We were too young for one thing, and I was too…working class for another. At least for her, or rather the lifestyle she was accustomed to. Her family is vastly wealthy. I had no intentions of accepting anything from them under any circumstances. If we were going to make it, we were going to make it on our own. Jessica was all in at the beginning, and credit where it’s due; she gave it her best shot; she lasted longer than I expected. But she didn’t have the life experience, and it eventually wore her down. That wasn’t a problem with the second husband he was cashed up, and one of them. Who turned out to be an asshole, as we know.’     

 ‘What about the latest one?’

 ‘He’s an auto mechanic, an average Joe like me,’ Sam grinned. ‘His name is Randy; he’s an okay dude. Liam likes him too.’

‘Good,’ Danny nodded.

‘Yeah. They’ve got a two-year-old daughter. Liam has taken to the big brother role better than anyone expected. He dotes on that little girl; not surprising, she’s pretty cute.’

‘That’s great. You’re sounding a bit clucky as they say, old buddy. You haven’t given him any more siblings, have you?’ 

‘Nah,’ Sam laughed in response to the clucky comment. ‘And no, I haven’t given him any  more, I’m pretty sure I won’t bother. I wouldn’t have had him if I wasn’t young and stupid. Of  course, I wouldn’t part with him now, but you know what I mean… kids change your life. It put  an end to my law degree; who knows where I would be?’

‘Yeah, you’re the same age as me, so you were what…about twenty when he was born, that’s young.’

‘Hmm,’ Sam nodded.

‘But I wouldn’t worry about the law degree; you’re probably making more money doing what you’re doing. You lot charge like wounded bulls, don’t you?’ Danny grinned.

Sam huffed a laugh, ‘Not as much as you. Hell, you must be rolling in it.’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Neither am I, but you look like you’re doing all right. Didn’t see any kid’s things lying around?’

‘No, there’s no hurry; we’ve only been married four years. Guess that’s a while,’ Danny shrugged. ‘We both want a couple eventually…but we’re not going to dwell on it. If it happens, it happens. You got a woman at home?’

‘Nah, not one,’ Sam laughed again.

‘No, a string of em’ no doubt. Same as always. Don’t see you changing, my man. Lucky bastard,’ Danny grinned some more and took a swig of his beer.

‘You never know. I wouldn’t rule out settling down if the right woman came along. What’s with your sister-in-law?’ Sam hadn’t meant to string those two sentences together. Danny hadn’t noticed, so maybe he was being paranoid.                  

‘What can I say? She’s different.’

‘Yes, she is,’ Sam knew they were not on the same page there. 

‘Don’t take it personally; she is the same with everyone. Well, not everyone. Damned if I know what it is.’

Sam had an idea what he meant, but asked anyway, ’The same in what way?’

‘Depends on who you’re talking to; I’ve heard her called all sorts of names. Unfriendly, unsociable, mean, one bloke called her a block of ice, probably because he couldn’t get into her pants. The next-door neighbour calls her an uppity bitch, not in front of Eva though, or she would have a go at her. Cassie, that’s the neighbour,’ Danny nudged his head to the right, ‘reckons she’s frigid too, but that’s coming




































































