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San Jose, Costa Rica. 

The white Gulfstream G200 with blue and gray pinstripes goes wheels up from Juan Santamaría International Airport in San Jose, Costa Rica, at eleven-eighteen in the morning. According to the pilot’s flight plan the in-air time from San Jose to San Diego’s Lindbergh Field is approximately six hours and thirty minutes. On board the Gulfstream is the pilot, co-pilot, Juan Carlos Batista, a billionaire investment banker from San Francisco, and a female guest of Juan Carlos.

The G200 touched down at Lindberg Field at approximately six-eighteen on Sunday evening. Taxiing past a ground crew loading a white Airbus A300 with FedEx painted in blue and red on the sides, the pilot watched the men stop what they were doing and admire the new G200. The pilot taxied the Gulfstream into a hanger disappearing from public view. 

Juan Carlos and his guest walked off the plane, crossed the hangar, and climbed into the back seat of a black Cadillac Escalade, with dark tinted windows, waiting just inside the large sliding double doors. At the same time the co-pilot was loading two large Samsonite suitcases, one black and one pink, into the back of the Escalade. When the rear hatch closed the driver drove out of the hanger, turned right, and proceeded to the north end of the airport where he turned right again, and drove south on Pacific Highway toward the I-5 south entrance ramp. Destination: The Crown Hotel.

Twenty minutes later the Escalade entered a secure parking lot at the Crown. The parking lot at the north end of the castle looking hotel is reserved for the guest of the bungalows, and is not accessible from the main hotel, or to guests staying in the main hotel. Guests in the twelve bungalows do not check-in at the front desk like the other guests. Instead, a special placard in the front window of the vehicle allows for quick access, into the parking lot through a gate staffed by two security guards stationed in a booth at the entrance. For added security, and privacy, there is a twelve-foot cinderblock wall painted burnt red surrounding the parking lot with a camera in each in the four corners, and two cameras at the gate. The twelve-foot wall prevents anyone on the street side from seeing who is staying in the bungalows. A carport in front of each bungalow gives the guest a sense of privacy as they enter and leave their bungalow on this side. 

The driver parks the Escalade under the carport in front of Bungalow 12. Juan Carlos and his guest exit the vehicle, and enter through a door hidden from view. The driver removes the luggage from the rear hatch, carries it inside, and puts each suitcase in separate bedrooms as instructed. 

Inside the front door is a common area with a white leather couch and two matching chairs with ottomans sitting in front. Natural walnut end tables with Tiffany lamps sit at the ends of the couch. A sixty-inch LG television attached to the wall across from the couch. Both bedrooms have a California King poster bed, a double wide closet, a dresser, desk, and a full bath with jacuzzi. The kitchenette comes complete with a stainless-steel oven/stove combination, and a matching microwave and refrigerator. A wine cabinet, with twelve bottles of the guest’s favorite wines, sits under the cabinet next to the sink. 

A teakwood dining table with seating for eight stands between the kitchenette and the patio doors. A well-hidden private conference room is located to the left of the dining area behind a mirrored wall. French doors open to a private patio enclosed with a ten-foot-high wall on either side, and open in the front providing an unobstructed view of the Pacific Ocean. On the patio is a gas fireplace. A brown steel framed patio couch with brown and white striped cushions and two matching chairs sits directly across from the fireplace.

The beach is not private. Over the last one hundred and forty years the city of has given the Crown special consideration for many things, but a private beach is not one. However, the hotel has been able to semi-isolate the bungalows and the beach from the main hotel and its guests. 

“Will there be anything else, Sir?” The driver asks, walking back into the living room.

“No. That will be all for now Mike, thank you. I will let you know when I need you.”

Giving a respectful nod the driver left the bungalow quietly closing the door behind him. Juan Carlos uses the same car service, and driver, each time he has stays at the Crown, and has for the last twenty years. Privacy is important to Juan Carlos, and he trusts this man with his.

In the following days Juan Carlos conducts business with current and prospective clients while his guest keeps a low profile. His guest is not part of his current business, and it is clear she has no interest in Juan Carlos’ clients.

Late in the afternoon on the fifth day, a knock echoed from the front door of Bungalow 12. Juan Carlos, deep in thought and alone, opens the door to find a man standing in front of him dressed in a hotel staff uniform, holding a fruit basket in one hand and a bottle of white wine in the other. “Compliments of the Crown, sir,” the man said, smiling.

Juan Carlos hesitated for a moment contemplating the man, the basket and the bottle of wine. Pointing to the kitchenette with his left hand, still holding the file he had been reading in his right, he said, “Fine, put it on the counter in the kitchen.” 

“Yes, sir,” the man said, still smiling. 

The man in the staff uniform stepped past Juan Carlos, and into the bungalow. As he set the complementary gift on the kitchen counter, he hears the door softly close behind him. Turning, he sees Juan Carlos standing between him and the door with his back to him, reading the file.

Seven minutes later the man walks out of Bungalow 12 quietly closing the door behind him. He calmly walked back to the main hotel, as if he did not have a care in the world. In a laundry room inside the hotel, he changed back into his clothes, and casually made his way through the hallway to the hotel’s front lobby. He left the hotel through the dual sliding glass doors protecting the main entrance and her quests from the world beyond. Calming the man walks across the parking lot and climbs into the driver’s seat of a two-year-old blue, three-quarter ton pickup truck. Ten minutes later the young man smiles to himself and calmly drives out of the parking lot and heads to the bridge that will take him over the bay to the I-5 North freeway.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Present Day: Ocean Beach

My name is Harvill Ann Morgan, former Police Officer, and now Licensed Private Investigator. My mother named me after my father, Harvill Thomas Morgan, the founder of the family P.I. business I now run. My parents had me late in life and only wanted one child. Naturally, my father wanted a son, so my mother named me after my father. She may have not given him a son but that was no reason for me not to carry on my father’s name. I am just happy mother named me Harvill Ann, and not Harvill Thomas Morgan Junior, or the second. Mother loves telling the story of how I got my name to anyone who will listen and she still laughs about it to this day. I like my name, but there was a time when I did not. 

Today, I feel my name gives a sense of authority, someone who is in control, and not to be, questioned or screwed with, and at the same time, easy to get to know. Being charming also helps. A reputation a good P.I. should have, at times. 

On any normal day I would be up at the crack of dawn, and jogging along the beach. I was out late last night tailing a cheating wife and taking pictures, finally getting home a three o’clock this morning. At seven o’clock my alarm clock blared a horrendous screech. A sound so exasperating it can wake the dead. I slam my hand on top of the alarm to silence the Beep! Beep! Beep! I have been beating that alarm into silence for so many years it is surprising the thing still works. That infernal device has been my begrudging companion since high school, and the hard plastic shell is, scarred and cracked, from years of relentless abuse. I often fantasize about replacing it with something sleek and more modern. Something less angry, but I am not sure such an alarm can exist. The alarm/clock is ugly and annoying, but it works, and I suppose it is all I really need from an old friend.

Staring at myself in the bathroom mirror looking at black bags under my eyes, I could use another three or four hours of sleep, but I have a nine o’clock appointment. My mouth is dry, and my tongue rough and heavy. Brushing my teeth, I try to scrub away the foul taste of who knows what from in my mouth. God only knows what crawls around in there, late at night, while I am asleep. I once read spiders infiltrate our mouth and nose while we sleep. Which would certainly explain the sac attached to my tongue soaking up all my saliva. But it must be something else. I do not believe spiders crawl in and out of my mouth at night. Do they?

The porcelain bathroom floor tile is cool on my bare feet. Splashing cold water on my face, I look back at myself in the mirror. Other than the bags under my eyes from the lack of sleep I am not bad looking for the years I have put on. But then I’m not really that old. 

There is a song stuck in my head this morning. Sometime during the night, What’s Up by 4 Non Blondes, infiltrated my brain. The song is a favorite of mine, but today, it feels more like an uninvited guest refusing to leave. The chorus echoes relentlessly through my brain, an anthem on repeat. Somewhere in the middle of the song I forget the next line, the song stops, and then starts again at the beginning. 

Walking across the hall I step into the spare bedroom, now converted into a home office. The office can still available for overnight guests. I keep a hide-a-bed stored in the closet. 

Under the window, looking out into the backyard, sits a brown wooden desk with a twenty-seven-inch monitor on top and a brown leather office chair. A black Bluetooth keyboard and black mouse sit on the desk in front of the monitor. The CPU is on the floor under the desk, out of sight. To the right of the monitor is a cordless telephone which does not get much use these days. The land-line is for the printer/fax machine sitting on a smaller table next to the desk. The land line is also there in case I have an emergency, 911 is unable to track a cellphone. 

Hitting the “On” button the computer begins to awaken. As the computer comes to life I walk into the kitchen. Standing in front of the sink I reach over and slide open the double pane window. Looking out at the Pacific Ocean a cool breeze carrying the strong smell of salt drifts through the window screen. The homeless are packing their tents and make shift shelters, and leaving the beach before the police come along and harass them. As the homeless move out for the day the surfers, locals, street vendors and tourists move in to take their place. 

The parking lot across the street is beginning to fill with cars. As the sun rises the more my view of the ocean will become obstructed by street vendors spread out between the sidewalk and the beach. Venders with colorful booths selling tee-shirts with sayings like We Love Ocean Beach, OB is for Lovers, printed on the front and back; tie dyed tee-shirts; caramel popcorn; street tacos; and drinks galore. The vendors are not here but it is just a matter of time before they start lining up for the day. As more regular beach goers and tourist arrive, they will also add to impeding my view.

My attention is on two seagulls assaulting a concrete trashcan the city installed along the sidewalk. The seagulls are pulling the trash out, searching for food, and have made a mess on the ground. They are fighting over something in a yellow paper wrapper. Possibly a half-eaten burrito the homeless missed while searching the trash for food. Give the gulls five seconds and the burrito, or whatever they are assailing, will no longer exist. The on-shore breeze is blowing the loose trash along the sidewalk and into the street.

A man and a woman walk past with their cell phones out taking pictures, or possibly a video of the seagulls fighting for breakfast. A funny moment to share on some social media site for family and friends to view, and comment on. The couple turn their backs on the seagulls. As the man attempts to take a selfie one of the birds attacks the woman’s hair. The woman takes off run down the sidewalk, screaming, aimlessly slapping at her head. The man is close behind her, with his camera getting a perfect video of the hysterical woman. I am sure I can hear the man laughing. I know I am. Beyond the seagulls and the screaming woman, out in the ocean, are several surfers taking advantage of the morning swell. 

The distant sound of waves crashing against the shore, the screeching of seagulls, the smell of salt ambling through the kitchen window, are comforting melodies greeting me most mornings. I take a deep breath and fill my lungs with the fresh salty ocean air. I love that smell.

I can hear the television in the other room informing me what the day will be like. “Today at the beach it will be a high of 75 with a four to six-foot swell for all you surfers out there. Be sure and wear plenty of sun screen to protect yourselves,” Jenna, the beautiful, blue eyed, big busted, blonde-hair channel eight weather person said. I turn and look across the room at Jenna on the television smiling and showing off a mouth full of pearly whites. I hate Jenna, not for her job, but for her looks. No one should be that beautiful. “The Santa Ana winds are beginning to blow, and the National Weather Service is predicting the fire season will last longer than in recent years. It is going to be a hot dry season,” Jenna continued. As I look at Jeanna, I can’t help but hear Don Henley sing, “...bubble headed Bleached blonde comes on at five. She can tell you 'bout the plane crash with a gleam in her eye...” I laugh at myself.

Five minutes later I am back in my bedroom office checking emails. There are four unread messages from clients looking for an update on their case. Replying to their request will wait until I get to the office. A reminder on my day calendar pops up. I have a nine o’clock meeting with a new client. 

Clicking on two social media accounts, Heather set up for the agency, there are new postings from clients whose cases we closed within the last two weeks. The postings are very favorable. These two sites have over three hundred favorable postings for cases we have closed. We also pick up the occasional client from the “Harvill Morgan Detective Agency” social media accounts. Looking at the clock on the monitor, it’s time to take a shower, and get ready for this day.

Standing in the shower the warm water flows over the top of my head and down my back as I wash my hair. The song that haunted me during my sleep pops back into my brain. I laugh and curse those 4 Non Blondes. 

I step into a pair of light blue high-rise cheeky straight jeans, paired with a brown belt, complimenting the jeans with a white roll cuff blouse, and a pair of white Birkenstock Arizona Burko-Flor slide sandals with brown soles. Tucking my blouse into the front of the jeans will show off the silver belt buckle with the inlaid turquoise, and the matching turquoise earrings. I stopped wearing make-up when I graduated high school. One last look into the mirror makes me smile. I tell myself how damn good looking I am. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Walking across the street to the donut shop for my first cup of coffee of the day, I can smell the sweet aroma of fresh baked donuts long before I get there. The aroma permeates my nostrils making my mouth water. There is nothing more pleasing to the brain than the sweet smell of fresh donuts in the morning.

I have been coming to this donut shop almost every morning since the day their doors opened. Imagine my surprise when I found out an international donut shop was opening across the street from my house.

When Conner, the hot barista, sees me crossing the street he prepares a large cup of coffee with two Irish creams, no sugar, and has it waiting for me when I walk through the front door. The familiar jingle from the bell over the door announces my arrival. The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee, and frying donuts envelopes my senses.

"Good morning, Harvill," Conner said, greeting me from the other side of the counter with disarming smile. The kind of smile a man on a billboard advertising sports gear, or the cover of a women’s magazine advertising everything a woman wants to know about a sharp dressed man. Conner’s voice carries an easy warmth, like the first rays of sunlight spilling over the horizon

Five customers stand in line at the order window, shifting their weight from foot to foot, waiting for their turn to give one of the baristas their order. Faces glued to the screen on their phones, as though the world around them no longer exists. Another half-dozen customers loiter near the pickup counter, eyes on their phones patiently waiting for a barista to call out their name. No one looks at me as I walk past. It’s as if I have slipped through an invisible curtain, unnoticed, unremarkable. A Beach Boys tune fills the room from speakers hidden in the ceiling. An appropriate song for the location.

Conner is twenty-two years old, six foot two, suntan from head to toes, sun-bleached hair, and absolutely gorgeous. He is a graduate student at the University of San Diego, and an avid surfer. Today he is wearing in a pair of blue cargo shorts, and a white tee-shirt advertising Custom Tommy Allen Surfboards in blue print, on the front and back. He is sporting a dark blue baseball cap, turned backwards, with white lettering displaying the name of the surfing company above the adjustable plastic snap. I am sure the name of the company is also on the front. He is wearing white Vans tennis shoes. Conner once told me there are no sandals or bare feet, which he prefers, allowed on the employee side of the counter. Must be an OSHA rule. This is the beach, no one seems to care if the customer is wearing shoes, or not. 

“Good morning, Conner. How are you this morning?” I ask, returning his smile.

Conner, looking at me with those coal black eyes, smiles, and says, “I am good. How are you, on this fine Southern Cal morning?”

“Living the dream,” I reply, trying to match his easy confidence, and trying not to blush at the same time. My heart flutters, just a little, as he holds my gaze.

Glancing past me and out the large window, he said, “It’s going to be a warm one. Should be a lot of people around here today.”

“They’ll be coming from miles around, clogging up the streets, just like they do every day when the weather is warm. I sure am glad I have a garage,” I said shaking my head with mock annoyance.

Tapping the card terminal with my Discover, the cheerful chime announcing my payment for the coffee has been accepted. 

“Thank you, and have a good one, Harvill.”

“You are very welcome, Conner. You do the same. See ya tomorrow.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Stepping through the double glass doors onto the patio, with a warm cup of coffee, the cool breeze off the ocean embraces me. I find my favorite table overlooking the boardwalk which affords me the best view of the ocean. Settling into the black metal-frame chair with black webbing stretched taut I feel the coolness on my back, I toss my hair to the outside of the chair back. The morning sun, rising in the east, begins to casts a shadow across the table. The warm rays slowly drying my wet hair and my blouse. I don’t blow dry my hair. I let the sun and the ocean breeze dry it naturally. I like the natural curls that form in my hair when it dries this way.

The sleepy beach town is coming to life. The parking lots are quickly filling with cars, trucks and RVs of different makes, models and physical condition. People are loading themselves down with folding chairs, coolers, and umbrellas, heading for the sand to claim their spot for the day. Cyclist and skateboarders are cruising the streets and sidewalks shooting past annoyed pedestrians. 

I can see the early morning surfers, swimmers and joggers showering off the sand, salt water, and sweat at the outdoor shower station next the public restrooms. 

Life guards are taking sentinel on the stands overlooking the sand and the ocean. Two red Toyota pickups proudly displaying City Lifeguard stickers on the doors sit in front of the lifeguard station. A dual trailer with two red jet skis sits on the ocean side ready to be, put into service at a moment’s notice. 

Looking out at the ocean I watch the waves chase several Sandpipers up onto the beach. When the waves reach their crest, the Sandpipers chase the waves back into the ocean eating the small unfortunate zooplankton the receding waters leave behind. Running up the beach from the assaulting waves then chasing the waves back into the ocean must be the Sandpiper’s job. It’s what they do all day, every day. Do sandpipers take holidays off? I ask myself, and smile.

The morning tide is higher than usual, the swell rising four to six feet, just as Jenna said it would. Above the tide line the beach is littered with sargassum, tangles of greenish-brown seaweed, drying under the rising sun. The strong smell of salt and decay will soon ride the onshore breeze. 

Slowly sipping my hot coffee, I watch surfers lay on their boards and paddle out into the water. Two hundred yards off shore a line of surfers sit, legs dangling over the sides of their boards, waiting for the right wave to ride back to shore. 

I have never surfed nor have I ever had the desire to. 

As the minutes pass, the sun climbs higher in the sky behind me, casting a golden hue over the beach. More vehicles and more people are showing up. More large multi-colored umbrellas, more lawn chairs and more coolers spread out over the sand. Locals and tourists walk along the beach the waves covering their feet, others jogging in the wet sand just out of reach of the ocean waves. It is easier to jog on the wet sand than the dry. My view of the Sandpipers is now obstructed. 

Looking at my watch it’s time to leave the beach for the office. I drop my empty cup into a large brown trash can as I walk off the patio. 

Backing out of the garage, I pause in the driveway, and push the remote control clipped to the sun visor. With a quiet hum, the garage door glides shut in front of me. Driving east along Santa Monica Boulevard the beach in my rearview mirror becomes smaller. As I am leaving the beach I am having difficulty feeling the usual calmness. There is something amiss. A feeling stirring in my chest. The kind of feeling I get when I sense some alien force has knocked the planets out of alignment. Hopefully the emotion will pass with nothing out of the ordinary disrupting my day. But there is something different about this morning. An unsettling at the edges of my awareness. No reason, no warning, just the quiet certainty something is coming, something capable of shifting the foundation of my world. A shiver ripples through me. The hairs along my arms and the back of my neck rise. The goose bumps are not from the cool air drifting from the car’s a/c vents, but something deeper, more primal. I unconsciously rub my left arm with my right hand in an effort to shake the feeling.
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Opening the front door to the office I run my fingers over the name Harvill Morgan Agency etched into the glass and painted white, the letters standing out against the clear window. My father’s name glimmers in the morning light, a reminder of the legacy he built and the footsteps I now fill. This modest building concealing decades of memories within its walls. I walk to my office before going to the kitchen to make a pot of fresh coffee. 

Sitting in my office looking out the window, enjoying the quiet and a cup of hot coffee, I watch the morning traffic pass bye. A voice through the speaker of the intercom sitting on my desks shakes me out of my train of thought. 

“Miss Morgan,” the hidden voice said. 

Reaching over I push down the black button on the intercom with the name “Heather” above it.

“Good morning, Heather,” I said.

My father had the MASCO Interoffice Intercom System installed a few years after opening the agency. He used it for over four decades, and now we are using it.

Antiquated? Yes. 

Simple to use? Oh Yes! Simply push the lever down and talk, and when you finish talking release the lever.

My father used the antiquated intercom for as long as he did, because, as my parent’s generation likes to say, “if it ain’t broke, don’t fix it.” So, the intercom is still here, bless its heart. The original Pacific Bell two-line push button phone system is also still in use, although the phone company is now AT&T. 

“Good morning,” came the familiar voice back through the speaker, closely followed by, “There is a Mr. Batista here to see you.”

“Who is Mr. Batista, and does he have an appointment?” I politely ask, smiling.

“Mr. Batista is your nine-o’clock,” the invisible voice replied.

Still smiling, I said, “Well then Heather, by all means, please show Mr. Batista to my office.”

Heather walks into my office wearing sharp blue pants and jacket perfectly tailored to her slim figure. A crisp white blouse underneath the jacket lends an air of professionalism. Her chestnut hair pulled back into a sleek, no-nonsense bun, held securely in place by two slender black spikes glinting faintly under the overhead lights. Small diamond studs adorn her earlobes. I cannot remember a time when I did not see her without the diamond studs. On her right wrist, a striking black-faced Bulova with pristine white hands. Her fingers bare of any rings. The solid blue tennis shoes with white soles are practical, though the brand eludes me. 

Closely following Heather is a gentleman who looks to be in his late thirties, or maybe early forties, approximately six-feet three-inches tall. A tall handsome gentleman with coal black hair showing no grey. Brown skin, not tan, a natural Hispanic hue. A face and jaw line defining a man who works out. His most prominent facial feature, his soft blue eyes. There is something soothing, and yet out of place, about his sparkling blue eyes. When I look into those eyes, I feel a sense of calm, I smile. I did not smile intentionally, it just happened. Then the goose-bumps as a slight shiver passes through me. The same feeling I had in the car driving to the office. Is this man the reason the planets are out of alignment, I ask myself.

Mr. Batista is wearing a dark blue Armani suit accentuating his beautiful bright blue eyes. If I were to guess, the Armani suit is in the fifteen to twenty-thousand-dollar range. Under the single button jacket is a white silk dress shirt, with silver cufflinks closing the sleeves at the wrists. On top of each cufflink are the initials “JMB” embossed in gold. I am sure those same initials are, embroidered in gold thread above the left breast pocket of the white silk dress shirt. My eyes follow the perfectly pleated pant legs down to a pair of black Hermes walking shoes with black laces and white soles. I have seen men dress in expensive suits wearing shoes like these on the television, in the movies, and in magazines, but never in person. 

“Miss Morgan,” Heather said, with a professional smile. “This is Mr. Jorge Marc Batista.”

Smiling, reaching my hand across the desk I said, “Good morning, Mr. Batista. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

“Good morning, Miss Morgan. Please, call me Jorge,” he replied, reaching across and shaking my hand. His grip firm but not strong. The kind of grip a business man would use. A firm grip with light pressure between our palms and thumbs. A grip showing he is interested in you and is giving you his full attention, at this moment, all the while looking into your eyes, and smiling. He is not smiling.

In Heathers brief I learned Jorge Marc Batista, is a Princeton-educated man. Before Princeton, Jorge attended Le Rosey in Switzerland. 

I know about Princeton and the Tigers, but I had never heard of Le Rosey. Researching I discovered La Rosey is the finest boarding school in Switzerland. King Albert II of Belgium, the Shah of Iran, and Prince Rainier of Monaco are all Le Rosey alum. 

I have to ask my parents why I didn’t attend Le Rosey.

“Please, have a seat, Mr. Batista,” I said, warmly gesturing toward the oversized leather chair dominating the space in front of my desk. As I settle back into my chair, I ask, “What can I do for you this morning, Jorge?” My tone light but curious. “But first, can we get you something to drink? Water, coffee, tea?”

“No, thank you,” he said, his voice melodic. Moving with a kind of deliberate grace, Jorge lowers himself into the chair as though every motion has been choreographed. His presence filling the room effortlessly. 

The Lansing Tufted Leather Armchair Jorge is sitting in has been in the same spot since my father opened the business. As you sit into the chair, you slowly settle into the leather until your body is perfectly, molded into the seat cushion for maximum comfort. The chair is only moved from this spot to clean under and then returned to the original markings my father put on the floor all those years ago. The markings center the chair to the large custom-made walnut desk. Each morning, when dad arrived to the office, he checked the chair to ensure it was in its proper place. A habit I quickly followed when father retired.

My office is a shrine to my father’s legacy, a space brimming with rich walnut furniture, warm leather accents, and the faint, timeless scent of polished wood, old books and the occasional scent of my father’s cologne still lingering in the air after all these years. The room has not changed since I moved in five years ago, claiming it as my own after father’s retirement. The temporary station in the conference room at the end of the hall I once occupied, felt small and transient by comparison. My father still tells me, "Show them style and comfort, and they will show you the money," and every corner of this room bares testament to that mantra. 

Focusing back on the present, my eyes meet Jorge’s steady gaze. “So, Jorge. What can I do for you on this beautiful morning?” I ask again. “And please Jorge, call me Harvill.”

“Miss Morgan,” his tone measured, eyes never wavering from mine. “I’m not sure if you are aware of who my father was. Several years ago, he was murdered at the Crown.”

The weight of his words settled in my brain. I tilt my head slightly, my curiosity piqued. “Who was your father?” I asked, my eyes narrowing, the expression on my face undoubtedly reflecting the swirl of questions already forming in my mind. 

“My father was Juan Carlos Batista,” Jorge said, in a manner as if the name should impress me.

Juan Carlos Batista? The name rolling through my mind, sifting through distant memories. Then the name struck a chord, headlines in bold print, conversations among investigators, a high-profile case haunting the police department for decades. “Was your father an investment banker from San Francisco?” I asked. The mental puzzle pieces beginning to align.

“Yes.” Jorge’s voice steady, his expression composed, offering no more than the single word answer. 

“When I was with the police department your father’s case came up several times. Your father’s murder is still a mystery to the department,” I offered.

“Yes, it is. And this is why I am here today.” 

“My apologies for being so blunt,” I said. My tone softening.

“Please,” Jorge said, lifting his right hand up off the edge of the chair, the palm facing me. “There is no need to apologize.”

Leaning back in my chair and crossing my hands in my lap. “Jorge, how can I possibly help you?” I asked smiling, gesturing with my right hand.

Adjusting his posture, Jorge said, “Miss Morgan... Harvill.” The expression on his face turning serious. “My sister and I would like for you to investigate our father’s case. It is our belief the police have long since abandoned the investigation even though they still classify the case as cold, but open. After all these years my family needs closure. My sister and I are hopeful you will be able to find the answers the police cannot.”

His words hang in the air. This was no small request, and I am not sure I have it in me to pick apart a decades old cold murder case. The last time I investigated a murder was during my time with the P.D. Our humble detective agency specializes in domestic disputes, fraud cases, and the occasional missing persons investigation, not high-profile murders.

My eyes move to Jorge’s left ring finger. Looking for wedding rings is a habit. Is he married? I ask myself. A wedding ring can tell a lot about the person, and it is important to know who you are dealing with. Jorge does not strike as the type of man who would be married and not wear his ring. On his right ring finger he is wearing, what appears to be a college ring or maybe a military ring, silver with a blue stone. From where I am sitting, I cannot see the design or read the inscription on the sides.

Sitting up straight, and leaning forward in my chair and ask, “Jorge, how can I possibly help you? I know nothing of your father’s case.” My voice neutral, yet intrigued, trying not to reveal my interest. 

“Harvill, your father is a very respected man, with an excellent reputation. Your father assisted my father in resolving a couple of private matters years ago, before his murder. Matters no one else seemed to know how to fix. Over the years the two became close friends. When I discovered your father was retired, and you inherited the family business, I did my research. It seems you have built a very respectful reputation for yourself. Much like your father.” 

Jorge’s words gave me pause. I was quietly smiling from the words Jorge just spoke about my father. There was sincerity in his tone, and a quiet desperation hidden beneath his polished exterior.

“When I took over my father’s business, I quickly found out the footsteps I was walking in were hard to fill,” I replied. Trying to sound just as sincere. “I am determined to never tarnish the name on the front door.”

“I understand, trust me,” Jorge replied. “Our fathers are from different worlds, but industry reputations handed down from generation to generation are hard to preserve regardless of the profession.”

Smiling and nodding my head in agreement. He was right, of course.

“Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink, Jorge?” 

“Perhaps a cup of coffee would be nice,” he said, now smiling. 

Pressing the intercom button. “Heather,” I said into the hidden microphone.

“Yes, Miss Morgan.” The reply coming through the speaker.

“Would you please bring in two cups of coffee?” 

“Of course. How does Mr. Batista take his coffee?” 

Looking at Jorge I depressed the button just as he said, “Black, please.” 

“I will be right there,” Heather replied.

“Thank you, Heather.”

“Harvill, the police believe a woman traveled with my father from Costa Rica to San Diego. The police are also sure the woman was staying with father at the Crown. The only description the police have comes from the pilot, co-pilot, and the hotel staff who waited on them while they were there. Everyone who gave a description, described her as blonde, five-foot-two, around one hundred ten pounds, and strikingly beautiful.” Jorge’s jaw tightening, his dark eyes locking on mine, his voice calm. “The woman just disappeared,” he continued, as he lifted his forearms off the chair, palms facing upwards. “How does someone commit such a horrific crime at one of the most iconic tourist spots on the West Coast, in the middle of the day, and simply vanish without a trace. As if she melted into the city itself.” Jorge paused the said, “The case eventually went cold, from lack of leads. The mystery woman becoming nothing more than a ghost, haunting my family with unanswered questions.”

There was a light knock on the office door and Heather walked in with two cups of coffee on a wooden tray. One black, and one with two Irish creams, no sugar. Without a word, she placed a coaster, with the sleek logo of the Harvill Detective Agency on top of the desk in front of Jorge. On top of the coaster, she set a white porcelain cup filled with black coffee, its rich aroma curling into the air. The same logo printed on the side of the cup, a small but deliberate reminder of where we are. 

“Thank you,” Jorge said, offering Heather a polite smile.

Heather nods curtly, her expression neutral, “You’re welcome.” 

Removing the second cup from the tray and placing it on a coaster already in front of me, Heather politely asks, “Can I get you anything else?” 

Looking Heather in the eye and smiling, I answered, “No, thank you, Heather.”

Picking up the empty tray, looking at me with an approving smile, Heather walked out of the office, quietly closing the door behind her.

Steam curling into the air as Jorge and I lift our cups in unison. The first sip bold yet smooth, spreading warmth through my senses. 

Lowering his cup, and studying the dark liquid, a look of curiosity on his face, Jorge takes another sip, savoring the subtle depth of flavor. Placing his cup back on the coaster he continues, “Harvill, our firm’s security personnel gave me a file of my father’s movements, and what they were able to piece together before and after his murder. I also have access to the police file. My father flew to Costa Rica from San Francisco on the corporate jet, and was alone when he left San Francisco. Six days later he returned to the United States landing in San Diego. On the return trip he was not alone. There was a female passenger on board. It seems father tried to keep this a secret, but, as you know, very little is a secret. The pilots gave the same description of the female to our investigators, and to the police. The pilots gave the police the same description of the women as the hotel staff. The pilots also claimed they did not know the woman’s name. When the police interviewed the hotel staff, they also said they did not know her name. All of this is in the report.”
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