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Chapter One
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The first rays of morning sunlight had found their way through the broken blinds hurriedly half pulled across the slider door of the glorified office I also called home. I refused to open my eyes. With the shiner that had formed across my right orbital lobe, coupled with the fact the thawed bag of carrots had done nothing to remedy the situation, that would be a chore unto itself.

I had no clue how I had managed to find my way back to my reliable, orange rusted couch. I knew it had been a few hours since I had stumbled through the door, but not much else. Blasted hangover. 

Down to my wife beater, the old standard white sleeveless number, my once athletic and toned figure had been replaced by a dad bod brought on by years of regret with a significant list of exes including a trio of wives. 

Slowly, I lifted my left eye. The hazy blur of my khaki pants, my Hawaiian shirt, and flip flops unceremoniously flung to the corner of the room were framed by a dust covered entertainment center with a fifty-inch widescreen I had only turned on a handful of times in the nine weeks I called this place home. The only picture frame of a better time and place, lay flipped down with a trail of glass sprayed along the tiled floor.

It hurt to move. Really none of this should have played out this way. Come on now, it was supposed to be an easy five grand with a simple background check and a follow up. My gawd, it was just another check to tie me over, until things looked up again.

But then again what was ever easy? Coughing three times, I dry heaved what was the last of my Hennessey and Coke. The familiar lingering aftertaste of prunes and dark chocolate made me want to lick my lips and drink whatever remained in my kitchen cabinets. 

The empty Hennessey bottle leaned against the edge of the custom-made mahogany coffee table that my pops and I had made by hand, twenty-two years earlier. I might have stayed on the couch and pretended the day hadn’t start yet, but the damn birds chirped with delight, squawking away, as though their nightly stories were tales of legend. I couldn’t make out a clear thing, but the old timers who did their daily watches, with lawn chairs and binoculars in tow, couldn’t censor their mouthy excerpts, nor did the open slider do much to quell their volume.

A soft breeze rushed across the room. 

“Ugh. Shut up,” I half said to myself.

I forced myself to sit. With my hobbit feet firmly on the cold tile, I felt more grounded although my head hurt like a mother. I might have paid more attention to the spinning headache and that only my left eye was open, but my crotch was soaked. Fortunately, it was only the leakage of bag of carrots. 

“Are you kidding me?” I took the partially torn makeshift ice pack and flung it over the couch and side wall into the kitchen sink. 

I kicked off my boxers.

Slowly, I stood. I didn’t know what was more annoying, the old men with their binoculars doing their cursory spying of this apartment complex, or the sound of my fat SOB of a neighbor hacking up a lung while living his best life through his first game of some shooter piercing through the thin walls. It was a contest to see who was louder.

Another cough tore through my tender ribs. I rubbed them gingerly as I stepped away from the peep show I was providing and towards the five-step hallway which led to my bathroom and bachelor pad’s sleeping quarters. 

“What happened last night? I didn’t get my money, did I?”

I tried to remember, but it was a moot point with each step I took. This wasn’t about being forty-two either, no longer in a twenty-something body. Even at that age, my eye and ribs, would have been equally delicate. 

“Again, why did this happen?” A belch escaped and with it the vile aftertaste of my alcoholic binge.

I bumped into the bookshelf in the center of the hallway almost taking out the framed picture of my basic training class; ninety men from all walks of life, one of the last all male divisions at Great Mistakes, a memorial more than a treasured memento. 

How many of us were left?

Another question, for another day. I stumbled into the bedroom to the sight of my maroon sheets in a heap on the floor. The comforter, a white afghan, and four pillows were in a similar state. All that remained on the queen size bed was a plush duvet with her and that luscious mane. 

“You, are what happened.”

Blurry or not, I couldn’t unsee the twenty-nine-year-old airline stewardess and the undeniable curves that only an idiot or a man with better virtues would have turned away. With strawberry blonde locks, Elena Mosley hadn’t married for love, clear from the torn condom wrapper on my nightstand. 

She didn’t care who she was with, but her husband sure did. 

Now it all became clear. My memory flipped a switch. Elena was the reason for this potential hospital visit.

I made the mistake of accepting the assignment, like I held some moral compass. Come on man, I moonlight as a security guard at a private school across the bay. It’s not like my life is cupcakes and gumdrops at present. I wanted an easy paycheck, to buy myself more time while I figured out a bonified plan to put my life back together. 

It should have just been an easy background lookup with some pictures, but I couldn’t leave enough alone. 

She didn’t stir. I didn’t expect her to. She had more to drink than I did. An empty fifth of Bacardi was draped on the pillows. Considering the state of my ribs, that took more than just a little alcohol to pull off, but my ribs and eye told another story unless I was too drunk to let that get in the way of an easy score. 

What an amateur blunder. Note to self, one should never sleep with a client’s wife. He wanted to know if she was cheating. Yes, it appears that way, doesn’t it?

How did it all go down again? That’s what I wanted to remember. 

Elena moaned from the comfort of the bed.

“Is it time for round three?” Her voice was soft and rhythmic. Her long tan toned legs and her curly hair, drew me closer. 

I wanted to join her, but my body hurt — everything hurt with each step. The entire scene spun and then everything went dark. 

*
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“WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU doing with my wife?” Tim, the bald headed, suspender wearing, good old boy husband was as shocked as I was to cross paths at the Rusty Star.

A hole in the wall bar, the Rusty Star was a dive institution, four blocks from the docks and the Manatee River in downtown Bradenton. From the street she looked like nothing special, and after the last tropical storm hit, what outside furnishings the place did have was long gone, save the bright florescent red star on the lone frosted windowpane. 

Outdoor seating was nonexistent at this point. A graveyard of flipped over deck boards and decrepit tables bathed in the light of detached country styled white lights that every millennial hung off their back porch for a summer evening. 

On that December day, it should have been an off the wall place and a safe one at that to meetup. A biker bar at its best, most of the time it served the locals who actually worked for a living, and those snowbirds who were looking for a bit of excitement if you get my drift. I didn’t expect to run into this semiretired dentist. 

“First of all, nothing is going on,” I stumbled over my words. I had two Miller Lites in my hand and was en route to a corner table across from the dart boards. I tried to conceal the fact this wasn’t my first round of drinks, nor my second, but I knew my breath reeked of beer.

“Why two?”

“You’re really asking me? Why do you think? There’s nothing more frustrating than finishing one and not having a chaser.”

“So, get a pitcher.”

“F’ no. Bottles are colder. And have you had the draft here? It’s absolute shit. It’s like they take a piss it in before it’s served.”

Undeterred, Tim looked me over as though I was some piece of meat and then back to his wife who even in the distance was clearly in hottie mode. She clearly didn’t know he was here. With her head turned to the corner, she was still easy to pick out as the finest specimen in this establishment. She wore her stewardess uniform, a tight black, red, and white striped knee length skirt with a matching sleeveless top that put her chest on display. Her strawberry blonde hair draped across her shoulders and even in the poorly lit ambiance, she looked like a million bucks. 

“Do you think I’m stupid? I can see her over there. How long have you been sleeping with her?”

Not even looking in our direction, on a phone with one of her other suitors, she was busy in conversation. I half-hoped she would disappear out the backdoor, but the fact we came together put a damper on that immediate departure.

“Me?” I pointed at myself. “Never.” I shook my head. “You want one of these?”

He grimaced, looked down at his suede shoes and stirred his head in disgust. 

“First of all, I’m a professional Dr. Denton, so to assume I’m sleeping with her is an asshole thing to presume. I am working this case the best way I know how. I have my own ways of getting information.”

“Meeting her at the Rusty Star? I thought you only did computer work.”

“No that’s not it. How else can I get the real picture? Running a background check, anyone can do that. That schlep at the bar with the Red Sox hat can do that.”

Tim looked over at the packed stools and then back to me.

“I’m thorough, that’s why you hired me, remember?”

He nodded. 

“So, what do you have on my wife?”

“I am meeting her here, per the dating site I found her on. How else did you expect me to track her and catch her in the act?”

“I’m listening.” He took one of the Miller Lites from me and took a long swig. His lazy eye went commando and twitched with each passing moment, while his good one focused on my every word. 

“You wanted to know if she was seeing other people. I can assure you she has been.”

“Do you know how many? Is she sleeping with them?”

I shrugged. “It’s too early to know that information. As for how many men she’s seeing or have seen, I’m still in the middle of figuring that tidbit out. She does have an active dating profile. You decide for yourself what that means.”

“Do you have any photos of her messing around or is this all you got? I’m paying you a lot of money.” He took another long swig. 

I wanted to look back and send her a signal to get the F’ out of here before this got any messier. This was quickly turning sour. He didn’t need to know we had already met up on a couple occasions.

“Come on Ted, I’ve only been on this for about ten days. You aren’t my only case and I have another full-time job.”

“Cry me a river. You came recommended and I expected immediate results.” 

“Immediate, huh? Then go ask her yourself. You married her so talk to her.”

“You’re not the only one in this line of work.”

“Is that a threat? No shit. I’m not the only one, especially when you take into account the number of retired military and police in Florida. You hired multiple people to track your wife, didn’t you? Talk about insecure.”

“Don’t you start with me, you and your tattered reputation. I never would have hired you had I known.”

“What? Did your new PI give you that bit of information? Let me guess, is it Poindexter over there?” 

I pointed at the bar with my beer. I zeroed in on the hat. The bastard didn’t even have to turn around for me to ID him in this place. I knew the asshole only in passing. He was very out of place with his Boston Red Sox baseball cap flipped backwards and his denim shorts with his penny loafers. 

Rookie mistake coming to a Yankee stronghold with that cover. And really? Penny loafers? This wasn’t that type of bar, and denim in general was a no-no even for the bikers that showed up in this place.

“You might want to tell him to lose the hat or he’s going to get his ass handed to him when the local biker gang gets here. That old Brooklyn crew hate that shit.”

“Leave him out of it. He’s a good guy.”

“Someone you looked up in the yellow pages, or did you use AOL?”

He rolled his eyes. 

“Answer this for me, Timbo,” I lost all sense of formalities, “did you only give him a retainer too? More? Less?”

I wanted to know simply for pride’s sake. Not like any of this banter truly mattered, but I figured the longer I spoke with Tim, the longer it gave Elena to get a clue and disappear.

He laughed and rubbed his awkwardly bulging gut. 

“A few thousand more and he got you driving her here. He’s only been on the case for two days. Are you going to be straight with me or not?”

I gave him the finger, no longer giving two hoots about anything this dentist had to say. I threw back the beer and took a long sip, trying to bite my tongue from saying anything else that was going to escalate the situation.

“I’m going over there to talk to my wife.”

“Before you do that.” I put my hand on his chest and gave a quick look back to Elena who was still consumed by her phone call. She looked like she was about to get up and head to the bathroom. 

Tim looked down at my hand and then back at my dilated pupils.

“You want the truth?”

“I certainly paid for it.”

“She’s been with you for three years, probably excruciating long ones save the financial stability you provide.”

“Hey, I’m great in other areas, let me tell you.” 

“Newsflash buddy, you are a fucking whale. That’s what you are to her. Come on now, you are fifty-six years old, look at yourself. Would you really want to roll around in the sack with someone of your stature? Do you really think she’s not going to mess around? She’s been getting side dick since you were dating. She’s on an affair website and three other dating apps. Tell me why else you think she’s kept working as a stewardess? You certainly got enough money that she doesn’t have to work.” 

“How dare you!” He lowered his Miller Lite and glared at me with his good eye. 

I looked away to check on his PI. Before I could even put my hands up, fatty took his bottle and cold cocked me in the right eye. Had I been taller, he would have missed my socket, but not today.

I managed to grab his arm, but the end of the bottle had done its damage.

“You fucking twit!” I staggered back. 

Clutching my eye with my free hand, I rolled back and kneed him in the groin. He heaved over. 

His buddy, the Red Sox PI, swung around from his stool and leapt out onto the hardwood floor. He was at Tim’s side within two seconds. 

“Enough! You stay where you are interloper.” My eye throbbed, but from what I could tell there was no blood. 

Tim clutched his groin as I flicked his forehead. He fell to the floor. 

“You’re not getting the rest of your money,” he cried out.

“Clearly, asshole. You weren’t going to pay me anyway.” 

Poindexter pulled out a detachable nightstick. 

“Seriously? Put it way before someone really gets hurt.” I wasn’t kidding, this nub was a good foot shorter than me. It was like getting into a fight with a scrawny hall monitor. In hindsight, I should have taken him more seriously. 

I hoped that Elena hadn’t seen what had just happened. Like a moth to a flame, once the call ended, she saw her husband on the floor and me standing over him.

“Russell!” She cried out as she fought through the ever-growing group of onlookers.

“I just want to get out of here. You stay where you are.” I pointed with the empty at Poindexter.

“He assaulted me. I’ll pay you double,” Tim cried from the floor like the sorry slob he was. 

“I assaulted you?” I couldn’t believe the gall. Either it was the alcohol, or it was just reckless abandon, I gave him a good kick to the groin for good measure. 

His PI didn’t hesitate to dive in with his nightstick. I felt the first blows to my ribs before I could even change my direction and brace for the impact. 

Another two whacks and I was livid. 

“Stop!” Elena had finally broken through. 

The last thing I remembered was my bottle meeting the side of Poindexter’s head and throwing his nightstick across the room. Several men joined in the fray. Then everything went red.
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Chapter Two
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My black Mustang roared away from the Tampa International Airport terminal. Elena had given me a series of passionate kisses, but I knew after our lips broke their grip and she turned for the revolving doors, I would never see her or her heavenly legs again. She cost me four grand, and a good bottle of Hennessey, among other things. 

Was it worth it? That remained to be seen. Our dalliance had started the day after I had found her on the Mile High dating app. I suppose ten days together was better than none. There was no way there was potential for turning into anything serious, and that had less to do with her and everything to do with me. Before she even made it through the terminal entrance I blocked and deleted her contact information.

I would have done the same with her husband, but I suspected I would hear from him again. Money talks, right? 

Our future business dealings aside, after everything settled and she returned home to her daddy, he would do whatever he could to keep her happy. Whether that was upping her spending allowance, letting her go on more solo vacations, whatever she wanted. He wasn’t going to let her go. What else did he have going for him? 

Call that jaded but this sort of thing happens everywhere. He has too much money on his hands and clearly time. Why he didn’t just look the other way and remain happy that he could call her his wife was beyond me. You can’t date or marry up without some sort of arrangement. Men like him don’t end up in long term relationships with women like her, unless they agree on terms.

That’s the reality of the situation. Then again, I knew she wouldn’t hang around for me either, so there was no point in trying. I had been there before, and it wasn’t worth the time or the effort. With the airport in my rearview mirror, it was late Wednesday morning and I hadn’t been on this side of the bay in quite some time. 

After I adjusted my sunglasses that did nothing to alleviate the pain from the swelling but simply offered a coolness factor that covered my bloodshot green eyes, I turned the radio dial up and cranked Don Henley’s “The Last Worthless Evening” as I took the turn onto State Road 580. 

I would say this was my old stomping ground, at least it was what I called home for two plus years while stationed at US Central Command. Part of me wanted to turn south towards MacDill, but I wasn’t ready to go back to that world, to run into any of those people. I made it a point to move to the other side of the bay; still too close for comfort. 

Even as I got the Mustang up to sixty and slid behind a trio of corvettes — pilots or retirees with big wallets — I was torn on whether I missed that world. 

Before I could ponder such things and go down that rabbit hole, the cell rang. 

I saw the familiar digits and the area code of 207 across the radio dial. 

“What’s up, Dad?”

“Nice of you to pick up for once.”

“You caught me on the road. I might lose you.”

“I might believe that if you were up in Houlton, but not Tampa,” his scratchy deep voice echoed on the speakers. 

“You’re right. No connection issues today. Clear sunny skies here and no trees to interfere. What is the story, Pops? Need help installing something? Need to reprogram the alarm?”

Dad paused for three seconds before replying with, “No, although I’m sure your mother has a honey do list of projects if you are entertaining such requests. She can call you. She has your number.”

“That she does. On speed dial, I believe.”

“I wanted you to know your things arrived yesterday.”

“My things?” I did a doubletake. 

“There’s too much to put it all in your old bedroom.”

“Dad, why would you put it back in the bedroom?”

“Don’t know. Not sure why all your furniture was shipped up here anyway.”

“That was my bad. I’ll pay for storage.”

“That’s not why I called.”

“I’m serious. I forgot I put the house as my permanent place of record. It’s been twenty-something years since I filled out that form. I just spaced out. It’s been a weird transitional time. So, it must be everything from the place on Davis Island.”

“Not everything. It’s what she left.”

I didn’t like his word choice. 

“Is there room in the garage?”

“Enough to get your mother’s SUV out of the snow.”

“And the truck?”

“Don’t worry about it. The driveway is good enough for me. Any idea when you’ll come and collect this stuff or are you coming back up for good?”

“Damn it, Dad, I don’t know.”

“You are coming for Christmas, right?”

“Let me think about it. It might be in the cards. I got to figure some things out and I’ll get back to you. Just do me a favor after I send you the check, deposit the thing. You shouldn’t have to deal with my crap.”

“It’s not like we haven’t before.”

“I’m serious. I never want to be considered a mooch.”

“I’ll go to the bank the day it arrives.”

“Thanks. I got to go Dad. I’ll call you in a few days and we’ll figure the rest out.”

Before he could say another word, I ended the call. I even went as far as to turn off the phone. He wouldn’t call back. That wasn’t his way, but my mother who was right next to him would. 

You’d think at forty-two years old they would let me work through this entire process, but that’s not who they were. I wish I had something profound to add or to sound more appreciative, but even now I didn’t understand why I didn’t change the address. All my furniture, what remained, and the few boxes I left in the duplex were now in Maine. The question remained as to what for? 

Talk about a tactical error. I rubbed my head. The blasted headache hit me all over again and the bottle to my eye couldn’t be blamed for this one.

*
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A TRIP TO THE ABC STORE was always an adventure. I could have gone without the transients out front, vaping away and desperately watching each person who walked through the doors and came out with their respective brown bags of delights. 

I wouldn’t say this one in Dunedin was my haunt, but it wasn’t my first, nor my tenth trip to this spot. The owner recognized me. A Chinese man in his mid-fifties stood post at the register. 

“Commander,” he smiled. “New shades?”

“I wish,” I didn’t have the energy to fake it. “Been busy, John? Or same old stuff, different day.”

I walked past the register to the row with way too many Vodka choices. 

“Same old stuff. You getting a sandwich too?” He furrowed his eyebrows.

“Yeah, I think that’s a given,” I shrugged. 

“Toasted?” 

“You’re too good to me, John. Curry chicken salad if you have it, otherwise I’ll take whatever.”

“My wife made a new batch this morning.”

“Thank her for me.”

John Cai turned to the lower refrigerator and took out my soon to be lunch.

I browsed the aisle pretending it was my first time, even though I damn well knew where my preferred choice was — lower shelf, three quarters of the way down.

“Tell me, why are there three hundred different vodkas to choose from? Do people actually buy all these choices or is this just for show? I’ve always wondered.”

I looked up, waiting for his response. 

“John, did you hear me?”

With the fifth of Stoli in my hand, I looked down the aisle and saw the handgun pointed at John and the register. 

I wish I could say my heart skipped a beat, but whether it was years of training, or just tiredness, I walked over nonchalantly to the strung out, heavy metal shirt wearing, twentysomething with long blond hair. A five-five string bean, his hand shook as he held the weapon at point-blank range.

“What are you getting? Or are you treating today?” I put my fifth on the countertop, inches from the robber.

He swung the 9mm Glock at my chest. Not the most powerful gun compared to some of the weapons I had held in my day, but lethal, nonetheless. 

Putting my hands up, I took a step back and puckered my lips.

“Slow down there, buddy. You short on change? I got some extra if you need it, but you got to put the gun down first.”

I patted my bulging pant pocket where my money clip was stored.

I looked over at John. He blinked twice at me. I watched his hands disappear underneath the counter. 

“No funny business. Give me everything you have,” the string bean looked back at John and then again at me, “Don’t be shorting me, or I’ll put a bullet in between your eyes.”

“My day couldn’t get any worse. I already had a fat dentist put a beer bottle to my eye because I was tapping his wife on the side, so I don’t think your pistol there is going to do much more to ruin my day.”

“I’ll fucking shoot you.”

“Now, now, let’s not be hasty. It’s not a big deal, is it John? You’ll give him what’s in the drawer and I’ll slide out whatever I got for cash, and you can take whatever you like.” I nodded my head to the tow-headed burnout.

“Of course,” John said. 

“Would you like something to eat? John’s wife makes the best sandwiches.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll take that one on the counter.” He pointed at my curry chicken.

“Good choice. I’m going to put my hand in my pocket now and I need you to remain calm. Is that all right? What’s your name anyway, I’m Russell.”

“Chris.”

“Nice to meet you, Chris. Looks like you’ve had a tough go of it of late, huh.”

“Just shut up. You don’t know me.”

I took a deep breath and looked carefully at Chris’s hands and the pointed weapon. I sighed and shook my head in disgust.

“You know Chris. You aren’t really good at this line of work. First of all —”

“Shut up!” He pulled back the slide.

“Come on man put the bloody toy down. I don’t mean to ruin your day, but the police are already on their way. I figure another ninety seconds. You can keep shaking that weapon, but John here has a real one or did you not notice?”

With that, I held out my palms.

The gun shook in his hand. His watchful eyes pulsed. 

“It’s real. I’m going to fucking shoot you.”

“Go ahead,” I remained calm. The sirens of the approaching police car blared in the distance.

John pulled out a shotgun and pumped it. 

Chris looked to the door then back to the shotgun, a bead of sweat forming on his brow. He dropped the Glock and ran for the door. The sucker didn’t even make it five steps until the squad car cut him off.

“Get down mother —” the on-scene officer shouted in the distance.

“Fucking kids, John. Is the sandwich heated, yet?” I smiled as best I could to help return store life to normalcy. 

John lowered the shotgun and took a long breath. “Only needs a few minutes in the oven. I’m

lucky you were here, Commander. I thought it was real.”

“It looks it, but that’s an airsoft gun.”

I reached down and pressed the magazine release. 

“BBs, nothing more. But could have been wrong, these guns look pretty close to the real thing.” 

“I can’t tell at this point. We were hit late at night, three weeks ago. I thought this might be part of the return crew.”

“He’s just a strung out hipster. Do you want this?”

I pointed at the weapon. 

He shook his head. 

“Let me go give this to our men in blue. Can you have everything rung up before I get back?” I put thirty down on the counter.

“It’s on the house.”

“Just take it.”

“You’re a good guy, Commander. Let me at least give you a cigar.”

“Fair enough. Surprise me.”

*
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I WISH I COULD SAY it was five minutes and I was back in the Mustang, but between statements and straight out bullshitting with the officers on scene, a good fifty minutes passed before I was given a business card and then allowed to go on my way. 

My sandwich was lukewarm by the time I swung onto the Dunedin Causeway and debated if I wanted to go over the water, fight the potential crowd of snowbirds, or take a right at the parking area before the drawbridge. 

I might have driven right across had I not been delayed. Even the two pull offs had rows of cars and pickup trucks, which didn’t bode well for Honeymoon Island. It was a no brainer. 

Putting the Mustang in park, I devoured what was left of the curry chicken and looked around at the busy lot. Slid in between a red Camry and a florescent orange Jeep, I was stuck in no man’s land parking. I wasn’t against the shrubs making me easy pickings for the potential deviants that frequented these spots.  

I couldn’t remember the last time I had been here. It had been months, the previous winter most likely. What I did know is the sparsely planted palm trees did nothing for shade, but provided the idyllic Florida postcard moment, especially with the calm turquoise blue water under the midday sun. The condos, a baseball throw away, had what I considered million-dollar views of the Gulf of Mexico as well as the Caladesi and Honeymoon islands in the background. 

This was prime viewing for those picturesque sunsets especially after those late afternoon thunderstorms had rolled through. 

Today had no clouds to speak of and the air was dry enough. 

The dashboard said eighty-five, but I knew the moment I stepped out and walked on the sand it would feel more like a hundred. 

It would be hit or miss on whether the water was even refreshing, but with it being December, the bath water effect shouldn’t be an issue anymore.

Never a fan of warm liquor in the beating sun, I took a long swig from the bottle, tightened the cap, and put the fifth in the backseat under a spare sweatshirt. My head had finally begun to regain some sense of normalcy. Whether it was the food or vodka, I felt more like myself.

I unbuttoned my short sleeve dress shirt, revealing my weathered wife beater, before I adjusted my red hibiscus board shorts and stepped out into the sand. 

Had it not been the fact I was waiting for a phone call, I would have left the Android knockoff in my glove compartment. Instead, I turned the beast back on, hopeful my mother hadn’t left a message, and slid the handheld into a side pocket of my small beach bag packed with the bare necessities, an oversized U Maine towel, and a bottle of water. 

Almost immediately I felt like the old man who had come to the wrong party. 

“Screw me,” I said under my breath. 

I even took a look down towards the drawbridge and wondered if it was worth getting back in the car. 

There was no middle area. The over seasoned citizens, or the sunset crowd depending on your labeling, would be working on their alligator skins a few miles down the road, but here college students were already out and working on their tans. 

Accents galore made it clear it wasn’t just locals, but a combination of German and Polish tourists, a mix of French Canadians who had finally arrived after a few years of sitting out the Florida sun due to the pandemic, and all the other constituents in between. A menagerie of skin colors, tones, and body sizes sprawled out in the limited beach area. A few desperate ones setup their chairs in the water itself, while others sucked it up and went across the roadway to try the other side.

“Damn this is hot.” The sand burned as did the crushed dirt parking area that separated my vehicle from the sprawl of bodies. 

It was a challenge to not step on anyone, between the tents and beach towels that separated the dirt road from the awaiting water.

I stumbled across, with my bag slung across my chest, and made a beeline for the Gulf. 

It was far easier to figure out where I could go from the water and hopefully I wouldn’t look like I was stalking each sunbather like an overage creeper. We all know the type, the jackass in the over twenties club, twenty to thirty years out of place. At least I didn’t have any kids with me, some clickbait material I had witnessed firsthand. 

You can always tell the cheater on the beach, the overly tan man who was just close enough to his kids to watch them play in the water but kept turning his head to see if any potential hotties were close enough to hear his schtick. I rolled my eyes just thinking about the asshole I busted picking up a pair of teens. That went over well with his wife, and I made five hundred dollars off an hour’s work. He’s lucky I didn’t get the police involved.

The water was refreshing. I only stood ankle deep and was eager to walk farther out into the lagoon and cover my entire body in this therapeutic release. Seeing what looked like a small patch of space, past a loud group of college students, nestled at the beginning of the sidewalk path, I went straight for the rocks.

How this little section had been left untouched was beyond me, but then again, the shrubs were a natural barrier and the sand disappeared unless you ventured farther down towards where the fishermen staked their claim. Then it was a catch-22 on whether you wanted to swim around those pesky lines and deal with their overtones and conversations. 

I’ll admit, I was delayed getting to my new spot by the topless European alongside her speedo wearing partner in the water. No one had the heart to tell them we wore more clothing at these beaches, but then again, this couple wasn’t Aunt Berta and Uncle Bud. Lowering my head, I pretended to not watch their embrace and wondered why their life was so happy. I was like them once, but definitely not now, not today, and not for a long time. 

As I walked through the water, I couldn’t help but think to myself, what the hell happened. Where did things go wrong? More importantly, why was I at a beach that only had shitty memories, unless of course I simply wanted to punish myself in revisiting the past.
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Chapter Three
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Having safely navigated around the rocks, all that remained was the shrubbery and I was in the clear. I threw my bag like an NBAer hitting a free throw. 

“Hey, what are you doing?” A soft Spanish accent filled the air.

I made the turn and looked down at what I thought was definitely a mirage. Lounging on a towel was a black-haired beauty with sun touched skin looking up at me. My bag rested on her stomach. Her hands were quick to offer me my things. 

“Fuck, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. I just assumed no one would be here.” 

“There’s plenty of spots down that way.”

I nodded. 

We curiously looked at one another. She was young. I was willing to bet mid-twenties. Her spaghetti strap, floral print, high waisted bikini set was breathtaking. While she was certainly petite, I figured five feet tops, she had Latin proportions. 

“I’m really sorry. I’m Russell.”

“Isa.”

“Nice to meet you, Isa.” I removed my sunglasses completely to get a good look at her deep chestnut-colored eyes. 

“Likewise,” she said. 

There was a wry grin on her face as she lifted up my bag. 

“Oh yeah, about that.” 

I grabbed the strap and my phone rang. It was the perfect cock block if I ever knew one. 

“Sorry again, my bad.” I was flustered which wasn’t me at all. I took three steps away from Isa’s red oversized family beach towel and pulled out my cell. Out of habit, I put the phone on speaker. 

“This is Russell Stokes, go ahead.” 

My friend David at the DMV was on the other end. 

“The plates are registered to a Phyllis Day, thirteen Nightingale Court in Port New Richey. Does that help at all?

“It gives me something. Thanks Dave. I owe you a cigar or two next time I see you at the diner.”

“Agreed. See you soon.”

I lowered the phone and slid it back into the side pocket. 

“Who is Phyllis Day, and do you always let people listen to your phone calls?” Isa still lay on her towel but had propped herself on her elbow.

She wouldn’t take her eyes off me. 

“Good question. Not usually. I’m being so rude today. I’m really not usually like this, at least not on purpose.” 

“We shall blame the black eye. Did you get that from Phyllis’s boyfriend?”

I laughed. “Most definitely not.” I quickly put my sunglasses back on. 

“It doesn’t look that bad. Makes you look tough.”

“That’s what I was going for. Still the sun’s a bit much on it, so if you don’t mind.”

She nodded as I adjusted the frame.

“Russell, I do have space if you would like to sit for a bit. Just don’t throw your bag on me again. I’m trying to work on my tan.” 

“Understood. Thank you.” 

I sat down on her towel, put the bag at my side, and rested my feet in the water. Looking over at Isa, I smiled. 

“I’m curious do you love the sun as much as it clearly loves you? I’ve seen olive skin before, but —”

She playfully nudged me. 

“I would say so. It’s consensual,” she over stressed the last word.

“My skin is not as user friendly. Damn Irish blood.”

“Explains the eye and the bruises on your forearms.”

“The temper too.”

“You are selling yourself well today. Does this work on all the girls?”

I laughed. 

“Clearly. I’ll put my lack of game away and answer your question.”

Isa pointed at herself. “Question?”

“You asked about Phyllis Day. I’m not sure yet what her role is. Do you want to take an educated guess for me? What do you think, a mistress? Girlfriend? Mother? Sister maybe? She’s not the wife, I know that much.”

“Hmmm. And if I’m right, what do I get?” Isa’s accent was thick. 

I opened my mouth, but any witty comment might have had died in my throat. 

“Props. Will that work?”

“How about dinner?” 

“That’s a bit steep, don’t you think?”

“You did hit me with your bag.”

“And I’m way too old for you. Just saying.”

“You’re the one who is making the bet. Take it or leave it.” 

She had a point. 

“Fine. Deal.”

She tapped my forearm with her smooth fingers and then ran them up my burly triceps. “You work out a little, not as much as you should, but there’s muscle hiding underneath that shirt.”

“What’s left of it yes. Nice of you to notice. I’m not going to run my hand across your legs, it would be too forward, I think. I also don’t want to deal with any jealous boyfriends who come out of the water.” 

“Don’t worry he’s running to Honeymoon Island and back. You have at least fifteen minutes until he returns, ready for his kiss.”

I couldn’t tell whether she was playing me or not. In a way, I didn’t really care. 

She looked carefully at my face, up at my thick head of curly red hair that needed another taper. Then she focused on my lips.

“You did just agree to take me to dinner, Russell.”

“Not exactly. I agreed if you were right.”

“And I will be. I’m sure my boyfriend won’t mind,” she laughed. 

“He might.”

“We’re not married. He’s just a friend.”

“I’ve heard that one before.” 

I stood up from the towel and waded into the water. 

“Give me your phone so I can put my number in there for when you find out she’s his new girlfriend. I’m willing to bet he’s staying several nights a week.”

“You should be the private investigator. I’ll let you get it yourself. I’m still processing the boyfriend comment.”

Isa reached across the towel and slid the phone out from my bag. 

“That’s what you do Russell?”

“Among other things. I see you totally ignored my age comment. Your glossing over the boyfriend is also duly noted. He’s clearly more committed to this than you are.” 

“Do you know how many men hit on me daily? What’s the pin so I can get in.”

I relented and laughed.

“Fifty-five, twenty-four.”

“Our ages?” 

“I’m not anywhere close to fifty-five. Twenty-four, really?”

“Shh, don’t interrupt.” Isa unlocked the phone.

I stepped deeper into the water and looked at the buxom long-haired beauty with a dimple on her left cheek every time she smiled. She tapped her digits into the device and held the phone at arm’s length. 

“What are you doing now?”

“You need to remember what I look like, right? I don’t want you to be confused with all these hotties you pick up at the beach. Then again, I could just call you.”

“Cute. I don’t think I could forget you.” 

“Smile!”

Isa pointed the phone in my direction. Who knows what face I made as I stood knee deep in the water. 

“Where are you from?”

She frowned and puckered her lips before a wide smile formed showing off an immaculate set of white teeth. 

“South of here.”

“You narrowed that down. What country?”

“Do I not sound like an American?”

“You don’t look like one.”

“Why is that? What am I missing? Not enough skin? Hair too dark?”

I pointed at the far end of the beach. 

“Walk down that way and take a look. You don’t fit the genetic profile.”

“Are you saying, I’m fat?”

We both laughed.

“No, I’m saying you’re not German, nor are you covered in ink. Your accent makes me think Costa Rica or Panama, but maybe not.”

Isa put my phone back in the bag and proceeded to join me in the water. 

“My family lives on both sides of the border. I have been in the States for five years now, not that you asked, but you were going to. I’ve been here long enough to get a degree and start putting money away.”

“Well done. And long enough for that boyfriend to become a husband too.” I pointed at the solitaire diamond on her left ring finger.

“No husband, not anymore.” She shook her head. “You must forgive a woman for loving shiny precious objects. I couldn’t give it back even after we divorced. You’d be surprised how many men don’t seem to care.”

“About the jewelry or being married?”

“Both.”

“Not surprising at all, given my line of work.” I took a step back and kept an arm’s length between us. 

“You wouldn’t do that would you?” She closed the space between us and rested her hands on my chest. 

I took her hands with mine and we gazed at one another. I didn’t realize how small she was in stature. Her eyes spoke to me. There was a sweetness about them. Between those and her smooth olive skin, it was hard to resist and not act on my urges.

“Wouldn’t do what? Date a married woman? It’s not something I’m proud of, but I won’t go out of my way to destroy a marriage, or for that matter, any relationship. There are too many options if you ask me, but then again, I’m human. I know what I prefer, but sometimes life gets in the way. Needs get in the way.”

“At least you’re honest. That’s an excellent quality, Russell.”

“I’m not the one to make any passing judgements.” I looked up to see a runner fast approaching. “And what do you know, coming in fast, does he belong to you?”

Isa looked over to the svelte, very white, booty short wearing, blond man racing across the last few hundred meters of the roadway. 

I let go of her hands and stepped farther back in the water. 

“See you later,” I said softly.

Before she could respond, I retreated into the colder depths, wondering where I went wrong on my relationship journey, and why even when I didn’t try, I attracted attached women. 

*
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“NO, THAT’S BULLSHIT. The police on site let us all go. I’m not driving an hour when it’s already six-thirty to make an official statement. They can wait until tomorrow, or three days from now.”

“Commander Stokes, we just want everything compiled while memories are fresh.”

“Detective Winters, Marvin, husband to Sarah, we clearly have not done any business together, but I know of you and your reputation. Let’s get a few things straight. One, don’t call me a commander to butter me up. I’m an independent consultant in this role. It has nothing to do with the Navy. If you are looking for an appropriate title, Stokes is good enough or Russell even. Shit, put a mister on the front of my name if you feel so inclined.”

“Understood.”

“Do you though? I’ve worked with multiple people at your station over the last few years. At least provide me enough common courtesy to decide when I want to come in. There is no need for this badgering. There were no official charges made.”

“Stokes, there are. If you let me finish —”

“There are?! From who — the fucking bartender?”

“The doctor who administered care to them at Manatee Memorial didn’t have a choice. One of them was unconscious and the other one was a bloody mess. Whether they want to or not, they are now legally obligated in the state of Florida under statute.”

“Spare me the legal jargon. So even though one of those assholes hit me with a beer bottle directly in the eye socket, and his hired hand used one of your nightsticks on me, I’m being charged with assault and battery because I didn’t take myself in for a checkup? That sounds about right.”

“Please Russell, bring yourself in. You wanted courtesy, so I’m calling you and asking you to come as opposed to a unit showing up at your house with handcuffs.”

“And did you bring them in yet for official statements?”

“In full disclosure, they are in the hospital. One is in surgery as we speak.”

“It was a bar fight and nothing more. This is F’ing ridiculous.”

“So, when are you coming in?”

“Not tonight, Detective. I’m working a case. Tomorrow at ten, will that work for you?”

“It will have to. If I don’t see you after that, I’ll be at your front door. This isn’t going to simply wash away. I hope you understand this and don’t want to make this situation any worse than it already is.”

“Roger that, tomorrow it is.” I hit the button on the steering wheel to end the blasted call. 

Reaching behind the seat, I grabbed my fifth and took a long swig; two in fact.

“I need to get out of this state. Ugh.” 

Pissed, I twisted off the cap and took another few gulps. The bottle was already halfway gone. 

In desperate need of a shower, I ran my fingers through my greasy hair and wondered how much longer I would stay in this parking lot. I had already been here for two hours, staring at the run down Piggly Wiggly, the Sanitary Laundromat — not the most reassuring name — a Ming’s Chinese restaurant that had been shut down on three previous occasions due to food quality, and a Hungry Howies.

I could have just gone to Phyllis Day’s house and setup shop on the street, but she lived in a cul-de-sac. A family centered one at that with far too many kids playing outside, riding their bikes, playing ball, and walking their dogs. The last thing I wanted to do this humid evening with the thunderstorms beginning to roll through was sit in my black Mustang with the windows down.

Weather aside, knowing the propensity of today’s parents to be overly protective of their kids, there was no way I was going to sit out there as the strange car in the neighborhood. I could already see the badges telling me to keep my hands up and away from the steering wheel. Instead, I parked five minutes away, in this wannabe town center, a relic of the 90s, waiting for it to be completely dark so the kids would be in and I could roar over to the driveway to put my plan in action.
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