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After a string of brutally gruesome murders shocks the normally sedate Porto Cielo area, Wolf Mallory is dragged into the search for a missing teen boy who’s a suspected witness to a related crime.




A boy who is also the nephew of an assistant public defender, who now refuses to talk.




But when the violence touches those closest to Wolf, it becomes personal. He must call upon his secret past in order to see justice done. Can he find the mysterious Mr. Cold and bring an end to the killing spree before it’s too late for the people he loves?
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Chapter One






They discovered the first bodies a few days shortly after we all changed out our calendars.

Paul and Margaret Anguilar never saw the dawn of the new year. Suspicious neighbors had noticed that both the couple’s seven-year-old Pontiac Grand Prix and their RV were missing. They knew that the Anguilars, an elderly couple in their eighties living in a sparsely settled area of Porto Cielo, had no travel plans over the holidays.

Especially since they hadn’t made provisions for the neighbors to housesit for them. The neighbors rang the doorbell and received no answer. Peering through the window into the darkened interior, they didn’t like what they saw.

Manasota County sheriff’s deputies arrived shortly after they received the 911 dispatch. Forcing open the door, the first officers to enter the house poured back outside, gagging at the stench.

A video that went viral, captured on a bystander’s cell phone, caught one officer’s observation of the scene inside. “It’s like a million seagulls got together and had a shit convention.”

The house had been ransacked, torn apart room by room. Pillows and cushions slashed, busted glass crunched under the officers’ feet, drawers pulled out with contents strewn throughout the house. Moldy, slimy food painted the walls and floor of Margaret’s white-tiled kitchen—a Picasso with smell effects.

They found Paul and Margaret in their bedroom. He’d been tied to a chair, she bound with Paul’s ties, naked, on the bed. Both victims’ faces looked like they had endured a few rounds with Floyd Mayweather, Jr.

One of Paul’s eyes was swollen shut, a lump of purple bruising. A slack, broken jaw gave the appearance he’d perhaps died from a stroke instead of what was happening. Ugly, dark purple mottled his wrists, tied behind the chair. Of course, Paul no longer cared. The gaping holes in his chest attested to that.

Margaret had fared no better. Her face also bore cuts, bruising, and discoloration, as did the rest of her body. She’d been raped as well.

That her killers were sadistic animals was obvious. They had laid her open with a carving knife from the pubic bone to her throat. The cops found the knife stuck in her deflated right lung.

Not that I was there. I learned of it that night while watching the six o’clock news, and read more in the morning paper.

We heard about the second murders one week later.

On that night, in the bedroom of our condo, Vicky Agincourt watched the conclusion of an episode of Law and Order while I read a story in the current Time magazine about the increased tensions in the Middle East. Terrorists had bombed a synagogue in Israel, and radicals in the Knesset were screaming for blood.

Vicky rolled over when the show ended, running her hand across my chest.

“Aren’t you glad I didn’t work tonight?” Vicky was a featured dancer at the Smuggler’s Inn, a gin mill along the Tamiami Trail where the dancers kept minimal clothing on and the customers paid dearly to entice it off.

“Mmm,” I replied. I heard the late news anchor reciting the lead stories.

“I’ve been thinking, Wolf. You wouldn’t object if I stopped dancing, would you?” Her hand played with the waistband of my sweat pants.

“I thought you liked dancing.” I resumed reading.

“I do. It’s just, I’m twenty-six years old. I’m reaching my peak. Still, I can’t go on like this much longer. After that, it’s just a long drop down. I want to find a decent job while I still—”

“Quiet.”

“—remote area in the southern portion of Porto Cielo,” the news anchor said.

Under the glare of lights, the camera panned the front entrance of a pale orange-stuccoed house with a manicured grass carpet. Pygmy date palms bordered the concrete sidewalk leading to the recessed columned entry. Yellow police tape stretched across the yard, cordoning the property from the cameraman.

“We take you to NewsAction reporter, Deke Saunders, who is at the scene,” said the anchorman.

“Thanks, John,” said Deke, his image appearing on screen. He had a long face with a horse-toothed grin and bangs that fell across his forehead. “Manasota County sheriff’s deputies encountered a gruesome scene inside this house along Bamboo Court in southern Porto Cielo. A UPS driver made the discovery late this afternoon.”

The scene changed to tape shot earlier in the day, before dark, showing grim investigators and medical examiner workers entering the home.

“Deputies have not released names, but we understand two people—a man and a woman—are dead. Sheriff’s department spokesman Bill Konover has confirmed that detectives are working the case as a homicide. NewsAction TV has learned that deputies believe both victims were killed execution-style. From Porto Cielo, this is Deke Saunders. Back to you, John.”

The picture cut back to the anchor in the studio, with an inset of the reporter remaining.

“Deke, does it appear that there’s any connection between this murder and the one last week also in Porto Cielo?”

“Deputies refused to comment on that for us, John, but we have learned unofficially that they do consider the two incidents are possibly related.”

“What’s the mood among the residents?”

“Well, this is a rather isolated area, just like the case last week. We spoke to some neighbors and they were shocked to hear the news. As you know, Porto Cielo is a quiet little town that caters to seasonal tourists. The neighbors we spoke to said they feared for their safety, and the effect this might have on tourism.”

“Thank you, Deke,” said John. “When we come back, there’s good news for the Ringling Towers project…”

Vicky snuggled closer to me. “Do you think it’s some sort of serial killer? Sounds like it to me.”

“I don’t think that’s it. Probably isn’t any connection at all. The sheriff’s just covering himself.”

“Maybe I ought to get a gun. I’m out late at night.”

“Don’t be alarmed. It’s probably drug-related somehow. These news guys want to make us think there’s some maniac on the loose so we’ll watch their newscasts.” 

“Well, I still think I ought to get a gun.”

She snuggled closer to me then, and that ended the discussion about guns.




















Chapter Two






“Glad you could make it, Mallory.”

Art Trasker released my hand and led me over to his desk, which overflowed with file folders and paperwork. About my size, just inches taller, Trasker wore a rumpled, black long-sleeved shirt with a green tie that emphasized his pale complexion. Splotches of red dotted his cheeks and forehead. A gray sports coat lay draped over the cushioned chair behind the desk. We sat, and Trasker reached into a pile of folders at his left.

“Like I told you on the phone, I have something here I thought you might be able to help us with.” He withdrew a file from the stack and opened it. “Assuming you’re willing to freelance, that is.”

Trasker was the lead investigator for the state public defender’s office in Sarasota. Six months ago, Trasker and his boss, Paul Del Verona, had represented Vicky on a charge of murder. When I had proved Vicky’s innocence, I earned Trasker’s grudging respect in spite of my amateur investigating skills. 

“Might be,” I said.

It was a chilly January morning for Florida, with lows in the sixties and highs expected in the seventies. About two hours earlier, Trasker had called my condo in Porto Cielo, a small city south of Sarasota, and asked if I could come see him today. I had told him I would be there shortly after eleven.

“You and that dancer still seeing each other?”

I nodded.

“How’s she doing?”

“Getting her life back together.”

“Hope everything works out for her. She seemed like a nice kid.”

At twenty-six, I supposed Vicky would appear like a kid to Trasker and I, both in our mid-forties.

Trasker looked down at the folder then back at me. “Del Verona was impressed with your work on her case.” He lifted the file folder. “When this matter came up, he asked me to call you. If you accept, he’ll give you a temporary appointment as an investigator for this office.”

“I don’t have my PI license yet.”

“Doesn’t matter. You’ll work under me.”

“You know I don’t have much experience.” Not exactly accurate, but my former career in Marine Intelligence and elsewhere wasn’t exactly something I could readily discuss in detail, and didn’t exactly translate into equal civilian skills.

“True, but you’re resourceful. And intelligent. That’s all it takes.”

“What’s this about?”

“One of our assistant public defenders is in jail on a contempt charge. She’s got a nephew the police want to question about an apparent drive-by gang shooting. Conflicting info about whether he was a perp or a victim. Some witnesses said he was in the vehicle, most say he wasn’t and looked to maybe be the actual target, along with another kid. The nephew lives with her, but she refused to let the detectives talk to him. Of course, now everyone else has clammed up or got sudden memory loss. Bottom line is, the investigation is stalled unless or until they can talk to the nephew.”

Trasker pulled a sheaf of papers from the folder and passed them over the desk. “There’s the reports. DA’s got a burr up his ass. Hauled her in before Judge Robards. She still refused to answer, and Robards cited her for contempt. Del Verona went with her but there’s nothing he could do. He appealed the contempt charge but doesn’t think it’ll be overturned. So she’ll sit in jail until she decides to talk to the police, or we find the kid ourselves.”

“So why’d you call me? I don’t see how I can help.”

“Del Verona wants you to find out where she hid the kid.”

“He wants me to find her nephew? You’re joking, aren’t you?”

Trasker pulled an e-cigarette from his shirt pocket. “Nah. Former Marine like you, with all your intelligence contacts, how hard can it be to locate one seventeen-year-old kid?”

I shook my head. “Why would I want to do this? The last time we talked, you thought I was involved in some kind of criminal activity.”

“And I apologized. Admitted I was wrong.”	

I arched an eyebrow at him in reply.

Trasker exhaled a cloud of vapor. “Okay, maybe my apology before wasn’t enough. I’m sorry I doubted your character. I did more digging of my own about you. Yes, you have… ‘special skills.’” He actually used air quotes. “Skills we need right now. This crow tastes awful. Please don’t make me eat the whole damn pie.”

Another cloud of vapor birthed its way to the air before the low-running air-conditioner dissipated it. Florida had to be the only place in the world where AC operated year round.

“You still haven’t told me why I should find this kid.” I didn’t exactly need the money, although the boost to my civvie resume would look good while getting my PI license.

“Kimberlin’s a good lawyer. Her name’s Nasrin Amatullah, but she kept her English name for professional purposes when she converted to Islam. Del Verona and I don’t want to see her destroy her career over misguided loyalty. We thought you’d understand her problem better than anyone. Maybe you can get her to open up and talk. If you can find the kid so the police can talk to him, Robards will lift the contempt citation.”

“They can’t hold her on contempt forever, can they? Isn’t there some time limit involved?”

Trasker put down the e-cigarette. “Yeah, six months. But that’s not all. The judge said he’ll initiate charges with the state bar’s ethics committee to revoke her license if she doesn’t cooperate.”

“You’ve talked with her?”

Trasker shook his head. “Del Verona did. She was adamant. Refused to tell him anything.”

It felt like I was missing something. “What makes you think she’ll talk to me?”

“Your situation with that BSG mess. You’ve gotta be sympathetic to her plight. Throwing yourself on the sword for the greater good. Loyalty. Del Verona thinks you might be able to talk to her on the same level. And, uh, heh. You were in Marine Intelligence. Isn’t interrogation one of your skills? Maybe she just might open up to you.”

Somehow, I suspected the tactics I was trained in might be counterproductive and just a wee bit illegal. “And if she doesn’t?”

“Then there’s not a damned thing we can do for her. Except hope that you’ll work at it.”

“And you all haven’t found any clues to where this kid is yet?”

“Nope. If we had, you wouldn’t be here now.”

I stared at him. “Does the phrase ‘searching for a needle in a haystack’ sound familiar?”

“That already occurred to me.”

“Where are they holding her?”

“Over at County. I already gave them instructions to admit you.”

“Awful sure of yourself, weren’t you?”

Trasker grinned. “I hoped you couldn’t resist the challenge. You don’t strike me as a guy who does boredom very well.”

He gave me directions to the county jail, located in an adjacent part of the county administration complex. I left with a promise that I’d report back after I spoke with Amatullah.

And maybe a prayer to Allah, God, or whatever other deity might listen.




















Chapter Three






At the jail, one of the guards escorted me to a small room attorneys used to confer with their clients.

“I don’t know why Trasker sent you over here,” he said, pausing in the doorway. He was about thirty, with a receding hairline and an accreting waist. He held a steady gaze through the thick lenses of his glasses.

“Why do you say that?” I asked.

“She ain’t a talkative one. Hasn’t said a word to anyone. We have to keep moving new cellmates in cause she creeps them out. I always thought them damn attorneys liked flapping their gums, but not this one.”

“I’m sure she has her reasons.” Reasons I was there to try to discern.

He ran a hand through his thin hair. “Wait here. I’ll go get her.”

I took a seat on the other side of a metal table bolted into the wall and floor. The pale yellow walls, dingy and grimy from their years of service, appeared duller from the overhead illumination of a low-wattage bulb, which was surrounded by protective caging. The odor of stale sweat and hopelessness lingered. The thick metal door—also pale yellow—with a thick, scratched Plexiglas window set in it, was closed. The low echo of voices rumbling through the cavernous structure drifted to me through the cement walls.

Trasker had provided me with a copy of the file. Inside, he had included a summary of the case, which I reviewed while I waited.

Nasrin Amatullah, otherwise known as Kimberlin, was a forty-seven-year-old assistant public defender. Her nephew was Stephon Caldwell, a seventeen-year-old senior at Sarasota High School.

On the night of December 17, Sarasota police officers responded to the scene of a shooting on Drexler Boulevard in Newtown, a predominantly black area of Sarasota. Jamal Jackson, a twelve-year-old returning to his home from the corner convenience store next to the pizza parlor, had been killed. Witnesses gave police the description of an SUV with four black men fleeing the scene.

Some witnesses said Stephon and another boy were outside the pizza parlor when it happened, and fled in the aftermath. Other witnesses, who apparently knew Stephon, identified him as one of the men in the vehicle.

When detectives appeared at Amatullah’s home to question Stephon about three days after the shooting, she refused them entry. She also refused to answer questions concerning the whereabouts of her nephew or the identities of his known companions.

The state attorney’s office had lodged a charge against Amatullah for obstruction of justice. During the hearing, she again refused to answer questions about her nephew, his current whereabouts, or his activities on the night in question. It was now January 17, and Amatullah had spent two weeks in the county jail on the subsequent contempt citation. The judge had brought her into court twice since her initial incarceration, and each time she had maintained her silence.

I wondered what made Trasker think I could get her to talk.

Ten minutes later, they brought her in. Nasrin “Kimberlin” Amatullah was an attractive, light-skinned black woman. The prison-issue orange jumpsuit hung loosely on her thin frame. Her black hair draped down her head onto her shoulders. She brushed it back with manacled hands as she took the seat opposite me.

Fire brightly burned in her eyes.

“Can you take the manacles off?” I asked the guard.

“Sorry, judge’s orders. She gets no special treatment.”

“You don’t keep other prisoners cuffed when they see their attorneys, do you?”

“I’m just following my orders, Mr. Mallory. Besides, you’re not an attorney. I’ll be waiting outside. Just knock on the door when you’re through.”

He pulled the door closed behind him and I heard the click of the lock as he engaged it.

I offered my hand to Amatullah. The chain on her restraints clanked on the table as we shook.

“Wolf Mallory, Ms. Amatullah. Art Trasker asked me to come speak with you.”

“You’re that detective who got the dancer off a few months ago.”

“That’s correct. Vicky Agincourt.”

I spotted the barest hint of a smile in her eyes, but it didn’t reach her lips. “You made some awfully smart people look plain damn dumb on that one.” Her low voice bore a sing-song quality.

“Well, I hope I can help you—”

“Don’t waste your time. You can’t help me.”

“Why is that?”

“Look, I know what you want. If I wanted to give it to you, I could. I don’t. I’m finished talking with you.”

“Even at the risk of losing your license? Being disbarred?”

She remained stoic, sitting across the table. Her eyes challenged me to defy her.

“Tell me about your nephew. What’s Stephon like?”

I got more response from Patton, my Labrador retriever, who at least wagged his tail at my questions.

“So you’re just going to remain here in jail until the police find him on their own, and then you’ll lose your license? Is that how you plan to play this out?”

“If that’s what it takes.”

“That’s what’ll happen. You’ve practiced law long enough to know what the consequences are.”

“Life is just a long journey down a road with many forks. The path we choose is our own.”

“But is it worth ill-conceived consequences?”

“That is the choice of the sojourner.”

I felt like I was talking to a metaphysical mystic, not a skilled practitioner in the art of law.

The low rumble of laughter from outside reached us through the walls.

“There’s nothing I can say to persuade you?”

Amatullah shook her head, strands of her black hair swaying with the movement. She raised her manacled hands in the form of prayer. Her eyes looked sad behind them.

“I have chosen my path.”




* * * *




“She always like that? Stubborn, I mean.”

Trasker and I again sat in his warren of an office to discuss my interview with Amatullah. The two piles of files on his desk resembled twin Leaning Towers of Pisa.

“She’s one stubborn woman, if that’s what you mean.”

I nodded. “It was like she refused to acknowledge my questions. Every time I asked something, she came back with some metaphysical bullshit.”

“She’s taken refuge in that religious crap. Converted a couple of years ago after representing some perp who’s doing a five and dime up at Starke.” His laugh held no humor. “I think she views herself as fucking Gandhi the Second.”

Oblivious to his erroneous—not to mention offensive—mixing of politics and religions, Trasker retrieved his e-cigarette and took a long drag from it.

“Well, you gave it a try,” he said, a cloud of vapor coalescing in front of him as he spoke. “And that’s all Del Verona wanted. Thought it’d be a wasted effort myself. Just bill the office for your time and include the mileage.” Vapor swirled about his head, shimmering in the rays of the late-morning sun shining through the window.

“I thought you wanted me to find the nephew.”

Trasker shrugged. “She pulled him out of school before cops even tracked him down. Day after the shooting. Don’t know where he is now. Like you said, needle in a haystack.”

“No, I think I’ll keep poking around. If you don’t mind.”

Trasker leaned forward. “What for? Damn Kimberlin’s made her choice. Gonna sit in that fucking cell and probably become the cons’ on-site legal advisor.” He shook his head. “There’s nothing more to be done. She’s hid the kid somewhere, and until she tells us where, there’s not a damn thing any of us can do. So if she wants to ride this freight train to hell, that’s her business. The rest of us can refuse the invite. I like her, but frankly? She’s made her bed. Let her wallow in it.”

I rose from my seat. “I like a challenge. Like you said, I’m a man who doesn’t do boredom well. So is it okay if I check this out for a while?”

“Sure, sure. Go knock yourself out,” he said, also rising. “Just keep track of your time. It’s only the taxpayer’s money. I’ll let the police know you’re working for me.” He reached for his phone. “Stop by the desk out there. I’ll have them print you up a letter identifying you as one of ours.”

I promised to keep in touch before I left his office.




















Chapter Four






As the pelican flies, Sarasota “Sailor” High School was about a mile from the courthouse. At that time of day in my brand new Ford Edge, it felt more like ten miles in the stop-and-go traffic.

Following the instructions from Trasker’s secretary, I took US 301 for a mile to the southwest. The big commercial developers had left this area of Sarasota untouched, so I didn’t see the panoply of strip centers so common along the Tamiami Trail. Instead, there were single block structures of fading colors where antique dealers clung to life selling mementoes of the past, or bars selling ways to forget it.

When 301 intersected the Tamiami Trail at a Y, I veered to the left. Three blocks later, I found the high school behind a two-story brick building that looked as out of place as a red maple among the palm trees. The brick building was the former high school, which had seen its last graduates in 1968. Preserved as a relic of a long-ago Sarasota, intense debate currently raged between the school board, the arts community, and other special-interest groups over the future of the building. All agreed it should remain.

As what, and at whose expense, were still being hotly debated.

Since the temperature had warmed from its earlier chill, I rolled up my shirt sleeves and ditched my charcoal sports coat before I entered the school. A black girl wearing a school T-shirt and jeans directed me to the office about halfway down the hall. A long counter, bisected by a square pillar, faced the door. On the far wall, planter shelves displayed various trophies. Two students hovered over a secretary to the right, talking with her in low voices. Another secretary to the left, a matronly, middle-aged brunette, was on the phone.

She finished her conversation. “Can I help you?” 

“I hope so.” I gave her an engaging smile, one that invited conversation. Now that Vicky had convinced me to let my hair grow slightly longer than the Marine buzzcut I used to wear, she swore it took ten years off my looks.

She was right. Combined with the smile, it seldom failed with the motherly types.

“My name’s Neal Mallory. I’ve been brought in to help search for one of your students, who’s missing. Stephon Caldwell?”

“Yes, I know about Sean.”

“Sean?”

“Yes, that’s the name he prefers.”

I took mental note of that. “I was hoping I might speak with some of his teachers, to see if anything was troubling him—”

“You’ll have to speak to Mr. Kosantos,” she interrupted. “He’s the vice-principal responsible for student discipline.”

She picked up the phone and dialed. While she did, I wandered over to a bulletin board hanging on a nearby wall. A flier announced an upcoming Shakespeare festival by the drama department, and a couple of newspaper clippings boasted about the school’s basketball team, while a yellowed paper deplored the school’s low SAT scores.

“Mr. Mallory?” 

I turned. A man wearing a short-sleeved white shirt that barely contained his bulging biceps waited beside the woman’s desk. About five feet eight, with a buzzcut, he looked like he could lift the Hulk without breaking a sweat.

I walked over, stuck out my hand, and introduced myself.

“I understand you want some information about Sean Caldwell?” His voice was a smooth baritone. He should have been a radio DJ instead of a weight-lifting vice-principal.

“That’s right. I’m working for the public defender’s office. His aunt is one of the attorneys there, but she refuses to say where Stephon is.”

“I’m aware of the circumstances. Why are you here?”

“I spoke with Miss Amatullah, his aunt, at the jail. She wouldn’t tell me anything about Stephon. I mean Sean. Her boss has asked me to locate the boy so we can get the contempt charge against her lifted. I thought maybe his teachers could tell me a little about him, give me some line of inquiry to follow.”

Kosantos thought a moment then asked, “Do you have any documentation?”

I pulled a piece of paper from my shirt pocket and handed it to him. Before I’d left the office, I’d picked up the letter identifying and empowering me as an investigator for the public defender’s office.

Kosantos perused the information, then turned to the secretary. “Who is Sean’s homeroom teacher, Mrs. Pugh?”

She pulled up a different screen on her computer and looked it up. “Miss Aristedes. She’s got a free period right now.”

“Call her, please.” Turning back to me, Kosantos said, “We’ll use my office.” 




* * * *




When she entered the smallish office, I thought Solana Aristedes no more belonged in this school than Miss America did in an auto body shop. She could grace the cover of Elle or the pages of Cosmopolitan, modeling designer gowns, not here teaching future Chamber of Commerce flacks how to extol the Suncoast.

Close to my height, just under six feet, she was slender with long black hair trailing midway down her back. She studied me frankly with obsidian eyes while I admired her smooth, olive-toned skin. I guessed she was in her thirties, but looks were deceiving. I wondered about her ancestry.

Kosantos performed the introductions, while I held her tapered hand in mind.

“Aristedes. Unusual family name. Is it Greek?” I finally released her hand.

“Cypriot, Mr. Mallory. My grandparents emigrated here from Cyprus before World War Two.” Solana kept her gaze fixed on my face.

“Mr. Mallory wants to ask you some questions about Sean Caldwell,” said Kosantos. “He’s working with the public defender’s office, trying to locate him.”

We settled in chairs in front of Kosantos’ small wooden desk. Unlike Trasker’s desk, files were stacked in neat piles on either corner. A wooden bookcase stood against the wall behind Kosantos. Neatly shelved, I spotted the names Shakespeare, Steinbeck, and Twain.

“I spoke to Sean’s aunt earlier this morning,” I told Solana. “She refused to tell me anything about him or where he is. I hoped you or some of his other teachers could give me some information that might be useful in my investigation.”

“I don’t know if I can do that.” She shifted slightly in her seat, angling her body toward me. “There’s this case, I think, somewhere in New England. Do you remember it, Mr. Kosantos?”

He nodded his head.

“Anyway, the English teacher in the school had her students keep journals, and she read them. One of the girls described her active sexual affairs and how she had acquired a disease. When the parents found out, they sued the teacher for not revealing that information.”

Solana’s face bore a concerned expression and as she shook her head, her black tresses bobbing against her shoulders. “Understand, if the teacher had revealed the information, the student could have sued her for that. So I’m reluctant to discuss Sean with you unless you’ve got some sort of court order.”

“You didn’t have him keeping a journal, did you?”

Her brow wrinkled. “No. What’s your point?”

“I don’t want to know about Sean’s sexual preferences or anything like that. I just want some general details about him. What kind of student he was, any close friends, information like that which might give me an idea on how to go about locating him.”

She glanced toward Kosantos and an unspoken communication occurred between them before he nodded his head.

“Okay, ask your questions.”

“Did the police ask you any questions?”

“Nothing beyond if I had any knowledge of his whereabouts. It’s my understanding his aunt withdrew him from school and took a copy of his records with her when she did.”

“What kind of student was he?” I felt like a parrot repeatedly hawking lines.

“I would say an excellent student. I had him for my sixth-period college algebra class, and he was earning an A before he was withdrawn. I’ve heard other teachers speak of him, and my overall impression is they considered Sean easily capable of succeeding in college.”

“Did he appear troubled recently? Act differently?”

“You mean like a change in behavior? Drugs, maybe?” she asked.

“Maybe. But I mean any overall change in his behavior.”

She shook her head.

“No sudden drop in grades? Sullen attitudes? Sleepiness?”

“No. Sean acted just as he always had.”

“Do you know who his close friends were? Maybe a girlfriend?”

Solana furrowed her brow and her gaze looked distant. Then she glanced at Kosantos before answering the question.

It didn’t escape my notice how she kept looking at Kosantos before she answered.

What was she hiding from me? What wasn’t I asking? I felt like I was missing some key element.

“No, I don’t recall hearing of any girls in particular,” she said. “As for friends, you should talk to Alfon Gautier. He is Sean’s closest friend, to my knowledge.”

I looked at Kosantos. “Is he in school today? Can I talk with him?”

Kosantos stared at me, his expression unreadable. After looking something up on his computer, he nodded. “He’s eighteen, so he’s legally an adult. Otherwise, you’d have to get his parents’ permission first.” He picked up the phone on his desk. “Mrs. Pugh,” he said, “would you have Alfon Gautier paged to the office? Thanks.” He ended the call. “Are you finished with Miss Aristedes? It’s nearing the end of the class hour.”

I wasn’t nearly finished talking with the lady but I didn’t want to push my luck. We both rose simultaneously, and when she offered her hand, I shook it. Her eyes gazed into mine.

“I’ll think about it some more, Mr. Mallory. Maybe I will remember something that will help you.” With a nod to Kosantos, she exited the office.




* * * *




Alfon Gautier was tall and thin, like a sapling with twigs for limbs. He looked like the gust from a stiff breeze would have snapped him into six pieces.

He was polite and soft spoken as the three of us sat in Kosantos’ office. He claimed he knew nothing about Sean’s whereabouts. The wistfulness in his voice as he spoke of his friend made me believe him.

“You heard about the shooting though, didn’t you?”

He stared at his hands. “Yeah, I heard ’bout it. Didn’t bother me none. I didn’t have nothin’ in it.”

“When did you talk to him about it?”

He shrugged. “Don’t remember. Next day, I think. Before he left.”

“What about after you heard Sean was involved? Didn’t that concern you? Did you talk about it with him? Ask him how he was involved?” I decided to use the missing boy’s school name as opposed to his given name.

He shifted side to side in his chair, his focus still on his hands. “I asked him he did it, and he said no, and that was all. My man said he didn’t do it. I believed him.”

“Didn’t he seem worried that the police were looking for him?”

“Didn’t talk about it.”

“He didn’t tell you they were looking for him?”

“No, man. Sean jus’ told me he was leaving. I asked him, ‘When you be back?’ He said he didn’t know.”

“When was this, again?”

“I dunno. Maybe a day after it happened.”

“You didn’t ask where he was going?”

Alfon shrugged. “Said he couldn’t tell. Aunt wouldn’t let him tell nobody.”

“Did you ask him when he’d return?”

“Said he didn’t know.”

Something wasn’t adding up here. “And you believed him?”

“Like I done tol’ you, I didn’t have nothin’ in it. Sean want to tell me that, he’d tell me.”

“Did he say anything at all that would indicate where he might be going?”

“Look, man. Sean don’t need to be found. He didn’t do nothing,’ so why the police got to be houndin’ him? Only thing he did say, he wouldn’t be able to run no more.”

“What did he mean by that? Like he was cornered?”

Alfon’s grin revealed big, yellow teeth. “Shit, you don’t know nothin’ ’bout Sean. Run, man. Cross-country. Me and Sean do five miles every night. That’s what he meant. He was mad he wouldn’t be able to be on the team wi’ me anymore. Or any other team, I guess.”

After a few more questions, it became obvious I had elicited the extent of information Alfon had—or would reveal—about Stephon’s location. I let him return to his class. Thanking Kosantos for his time. I left his office. Taking another couple of minutes, I gave the secretary one of my business cards, asked her to make sure it got to Miss Aristedes, then left the office. As I walked down the hall toward the entrance, a short black boy standing by the lockers glanced up, then back into the open locker.

“Hey, mister.”

I stopped and turned. It was the kid by the locker, who now approached me, glancing to each side and behind him. When he stood next to me, he said in a low voice, “I heared you was wanting some information about Sean Caldwell and that shootin’.”

“That’s right. How’d you know that?”

“My man Alfon, he jus’ tole me.”

“What’s your name?”

“You don’ need my name. You want to know ’bout the drive-by, ask High Tops. He be knowing all ’bout what went down.”

“High Tops? Who is he? Where do I find him?”

The kid waved his hand back and forth. “Hangs with the 8-Ball Posse at a place o’er on 22nd Street. After hours, the Posse own the place. Usually there most evenings. Your man Sean’s been hanging with them. I heared they be the ones did the drive-by.”

With that, he sidled away, walking rapidly down the hallway. As I watched him go, I took a notepad from my pocket and wrote down the names he’d given me.




















Chapter Five






Everyone needs a place to unwind, a place inhabited by regulars who know your name, but who don’t care if you’re shit from shinola. A place to light the dark hours of the soul.

Kicks was that place for me. Situated on the beach about a mile down Gulf Boulevard from my condo on Calusa Key, it attracted not only the tourists—who flocked there like pelicans lured by the tasty morsel called the Florida lifestyle—but also regulars from the Key, whose scatological comments about the tourists provided a type of locker-room humor.

By six that evening, the breeze off the Gulf had driven the temperature down into the sixties again, cool enough to herd the regulars inside the screened structure, leaving the tourists out on the wooden patio, where they enjoyed a night on the Gulf as they drank, listened to the music, and had a good time. By week’s end, most of the tourists would depart, ending their stay at one of the several integral management condos that lined the Key, only to be replaced by a new crop of tourists ready to despoil, trample, and run rampant over this small corner of paradise.

Vinnie Spano and I were among the regulars inside taking refuge from the weather while I waited for Vicky to finish her shift at The Smuggler’s Inn, where she was a featured dancer. I had called Vinnie earlier that afternoon and asked him to meet me at Kicks. We sat at a table in the front toward the road, away from the bar, the jukebox, and the beachfront door. As Vinnie took another swig of Budweiser, I finished telling him about my meeting with Trasker, Amatullah, and the kids at the school.

“Shit, Wolf. How in the hell does he expect you to find this kid? Christ, this is almost like one of them patrols we’d go on. We’d go into those villages, fucking towel-heads everywhere, not a one of them looking like a terrorist. The next thing you know, we’d come under fire. Remember?”

I ignored his pejorative. A trickle of beer coursed through the two- or three-day stubble shadowing Vinnie’s face. Shaving was often a hit-or-miss activity in Vinnie’s lifestyle. Tonight he wore a pair of ragged jeans a teenager wouldn’t be caught dead in, and a Day-Glo yellow shirt with macaws perched on long-leafed palm fronds.

Years ago, Vinnie and I had served together in the Middle East, where he was the sergeant for my squad until the day a grenade scarred his face and mangled his left leg, ending his military career. We had remained friends and worked together in the years since, although he didn’t know everything about my career once he’d gone civvie.

I never failed to lose sight of how an errant blast could have easily switched our places.

“I know. Feels that way to me, too. But this is something I chose to do. Trasker didn’t force me into it.”

“That’s your problem. You’ve still got that fucking survivor’s guilt bullshit complex from when they drummed you out of the Corps. That fucking BSG mess. The sooner you forget it and get on with living, the sooner you won’t get into more messes like this.”

Vinnie was right, in a way. I was still driven by guilt a year later, even though my role had been one of following orders. I was a major in Marine Corps Intelligence when a request, ostensibly from the White House, came through involving Kurdish rebels. Seeing nothing wrong with it, I processed it. Other orders followed, and I executed them.

That was my undoing. Caught up in the web of congressional investigations, several other Marines and I resigned our commissions and testified in return for immunity and our military pensions.

My pension was a little fatter than others, augmented by a bank account in the Bahamas. No one had ever traced the money I laundered, funds lost and forgotten as BSG unraveled.

I saw nothing wrong with keeping it.

Just rewards from an unjust treatment by my country.

I’d had other options but turned my back on them, deciding that maybe, finally, this was my chance to try the civvie lifestyle for good before I ended up on the wrong side of a bad situation.

“It’s not as hopeless as it looks,” I said. “I’ve got the name of a kid, High Tops. If you can find him, he apparently knows about this shooting. I’m figuring if we find out who did it, that’ll take the pressure off, and Amatullah will tell us where her nephew is.”

“We? What’s this we shit?”

“That’s what you’re good at Vinnie. Finding out things like this. If I go into that neighborhood looking for this kid, I won’t achieve a thing. I look like a cop. You, on the other hand, are the farthest thing imaginable from a cop. They won’t suspect you as much. I don’t know how you do it, but you come away with information I can’t get.”

Of course, part of that reason was the fact that he had regular suppliers helping him with his “habits,” and connections in that world already.

But I didn’t point that out.

Vinnie drained the bottle. “What if I do it? What’s in it for me?”

“Five hundred.”

“That’s more than you usually give me. What’s the deal?”

I shrugged my shoulders. “Nothing. It’s just, well, the circumstances. It’s a black neighborhood, this is gang-related, and I feel you deserve more this time. Might need a little more delicate finessing than usual.”

A look I knew well came over his face. “D’ya hear of any reward? Like, maybe I could go in there, talk with this kid, and let you know what I find out. Then I could go downtown and give it to the sheriff’s office. Sumpthin’ like that, there’s gotta be a reward, and you’ll still get what you want.”

“It’s the City of Sarasota police’s case, not county. You just go find the kid. Talk to him, see what he knows. If does know anything of use, I’ll let you take it to the city cops.”

“That’d be great. Y’know those damn VA benefits don’t go far enough for me.” He pointed at his empty bottle. “I gotta go to the can. Will you get me another?”

“Sure. Vicky won’t be here for half an hour.” While Vinnie limped off toward the bathroom, I strode to the bar to get another round.




* * * *




It was closer to an hour before Vicky arrived. She dumped her duffel bag beside the seat Vinnie had vacated twenty minutes earlier, depositing her denim jacket on top of the bag. She wore a pair of white shorts cut close to her hips and a midriff-high blouse tied loosely across her chest. As she leaned over to kiss me, her blouse gaped, giving me a view of one smooth, firm breast underneath.

“Where’s Vinnie?” she asked, ruffling her blonde mane with a shake of her head. Vicky was one of those robust, healthy girls with an appetite for living common among the younger generation.

As I had learned.

Twenty years younger than I, we had met seven months ago when she hired me to prove she had not killed her former employer, who’d also been her lover.

Her married lover.

She was supporting herself then, as she did now, as an exotic dancer. When she talked about getting out of the business, I neither encouraged nor discouraged her.

“He took off earlier. You’re late.”

“Yeah. Angela couldn’t make it on time, so I did another turn. You eat yet?”

“No, I waited for you.”

“I’m starving.”

I turned to the bar and waved at Dave, who was filling drink orders. “He’ll be here in a moment. Aren’t you cold?”

“Not in here. Outside, yeah.”

“Why didn’t you wear something warmer than that?”

“You know RJ doesn’t want us to do that. It’s the role we’re playing, turn the customers on.”

She was certainly turning me on, with her long legs and firm dancer’s body.

“I just don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this,” she said. “My legs ache, my back hurts…hope you’re ready to give me a nice back rub tonight.”

Dave walked over. “Hey, kids. What can I get for you?”

I’m hardly a kid to Dave Kingston, the owner of Kicks. A transplanted Miami native, Dave and I were both in our mid-forties.

“Can we get a couple of cheeseburgers?” I asked.

“And onion rings,” Vicky added.

“There’s still some clam chowder left,” said Dave.

We agreed, and Vicky ordered a Tom Collins, and I another Bud Lite.

“So what would you do?” I asked, returning to our conversation. “You’ve been out of the executive assistant role for a while, now, and I don’t think exotic dancer is hardly a guaranteed resume builder.”

“I dunno. I have some practical experience, but I don’t have any formal training for anything. I just know I can’t dance forever. There won’t be any money in it for me much longer.”

“Why don’t you go back to school?”

Vicky shrugged her shoulders. “That’d be another four years, at least. Do you want to support me that long?”

Did I? 

We’d been together six months now, and she’d moved in with me. I supposed I loved Vicky, and I guessed she loved me. It wasn’t a topic we’d discussed, nor had I thought much about it or the consequences of marriage.

Was that where we were headed? I didn’t know. The road to paradise was paved with marital vows broken like New Year’s resolutions.

Besides, I’d been down that road once before.

“Tell me about your new case,” she said.

And I did, while we waited for our food. I’d given her the briefest of info about it earlier today over the phone. This was the first good chance we’d had to sit and talk about it since then.
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