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He sat in his car, idling at the traffic lights, the engine a low hum beneath him. The warm afternoon summer sun slanted through the windshield, casting long shadows across the dashboard. He adjusted the air conditioning down to a cooler setting. His stomach growled, a persistent reminder that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. His mind drifted to food, specifically, the greasy allure of the fast-food joint just off the highway on his way home. A cheeseburger, golden fries, maybe even a crispy hash brown. His mouth watered at the thought, even as a nagging voice in the back of his head scolded him about the calories, the sodium, the inevitable sluggishness that would follow. But the idea of standing in his warm kitchen, chopping vegetables or waiting for water to boil, felt exhausting. No, tonight was a drive-thru kind of night.

The light remained stubbornly red. He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, exhaling through his nose. “Come on, change already.”

That’s when he saw her.

She stepped into the crosswalk, right in front of his car. Long blonde hair lifted in the breeze, catching the sunlight like spun gold. She was beautiful. Creamy white skin, big blue eyes. She wore snug blue jeans and a thin white top that clung just enough to hint at the soft curves beneath, still new, still forming, but undeniably there. Every movement was effortless, from the swing of her arms to the light bounce in her step. Her sneakers, pristine white, barely made a sound against the pavement. Beside her walked an older girl, sixteen, maybe seventeen, with the same delicate features, the same confident stride. Sisters, probably.

Kirby’s gaze followed the younger one as she passed, his eyes tracing the line of her shoulders, the way her long hair swayed with each step. Perfect. Absolutely perfect.

A sharp honk shattered the moment. The light was green.

With a slow smirk, Kirby eased his foot onto the gas, stealing one last glance in the rearview mirror as the girls disappeared down the sidewalk.

“Nice,” he murmured to himself, the word curling with satisfaction. The craving for food was forgotten, replaced by something far more intoxicating.

And just like that, the evening had suddenly become a lot more interesting.

Instead of driving straight ahead, he indicated and swung into the left street. 

“Alright little Blondie.” He grinned. “Lets see where you are.”

At the end of the block, he turned left, then two blocks later left again. He slowed, easing along the residential street, his eyes constantly scanning. She was nowhere. He was about to give up, when suddenly he noticed her blond hair, as she stepped out from a deli on the corner.

Kirby took the opportunity as he passed a parking space, he eased in, shut down the engine, stepping out he locked his old Volvo station wagon. Up ahead he saw the two girls, and began to follow on foot. Keeping back at a distance, he watched as they re-traced their steps back to the intersection where he first noticed her. The two girls crossed, he let them, hanging back. The lights went green, traffic began to move, he stood at the intersection waiting to cross, watching her walk up the street. She disappeared as she crested a hill on the street

Kirby stood waiting for the lights to change, the ‘Dont-walk’ illuminated sign becoming annoying. Finally it changed, he hurried across and up the street. Just in time, several blocks further, he noticed the two girls going into a house. He grinned, lifting out his phone, he selected video. Walking on the other side of the street, as he passed the house, his phone recorded all the details, house number, street name and a quick glimpse of Blondie in one of the windows. 

He chuckled with excitement. Yes, this was going to be fun. She was beautiful and sexy. Now the game begins. Chuckling to himself, he turned and headed back to his car. 

He did swing into the fast food place, leaving with a cheese burger, fries and a soda. He knew it was junk food, but right now he had something more important to do than cooking. 

At home he did a quick search through maps. It did not take long to find her house on the computer. Plugging in his phone, he transferred the video to the computer, then studied it. When she appeared at the window, he froze the video. He had managed to capture a perfect side shot of her. My god she was so pretty. Zooming up the photo, he copied it and the video to a folder. He labeled it ‘Blondie.’

“It’s game on Blondie.” He smiled.
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It had been one of those day’s, running around with little progress. His old friend from Brooklyn Zac Fisher, called them ‘headless chicken’ days. Dan Murphy shrugged, sometimes that’s the way things go. The weather was not helping. He gripped the steering wheel as cold rain splattered the windshield. A sea of red tail lights stretched into the distance. Traffic on the rain slicked 101 was moving slowly. He flicked the windshield wipers to fast, their rhythmic whump whump doing little to improve things. Californians don’t know how to drive in the rain. They either crawl along at a snails pace, or drive like demented dimwits and get in a car wreck. Dan decided to take it easy, he stayed in the slow lane, better get home a little late. He had already passed an accident, a fender bender, both drivers standing out in the rain arguing. 

Easing into his driveway, he relaxed. It had taken almost twenty minutes longer than usual to make the trip home. He sat for a moment and looked around, the car’s heater had warmed the interior to a comfortable level. Outside the wind was driving cold rain sideways, Dan was in his shirt sleeves, his jacket hanging behind on a hook. Gritting his teeth he opened the door, the cold air rushed in, biting into him. He scrambled to the garage door, fumbling with keys, opening the lock, he heaved the big door up, grumbling about getting an electric garage door opener. Quickly returning to the warm car, eased it into the garage. Shutting down the engine, he sat for a moment, appreciating the quiet warmth. Climbing out, he quickly slipped on his jacket, stepping back to the garage door, stopping for a moment, gazing out at the gloomy almost dark evening. The normal yellows and fiery reds of the sunset smothered by dark leaden clouds. Rain driven by a cold northern wind was lashing the street.

Beyond the trees, angry waves crashed on the beach, the air carrying the briny tang of the ocean. It was the kind of evening that would keep people off the streets. Alfresco dining or backyard barbecues, definitely not recommended.

Inside he flicked on the lights, changed into a T shirt and lose sweat pants. His house was cold. Californian homes are not designed for cold weather. Heating is way down the list of requirements. He stood in his lounge room wondering if he had a heater. His bedroom was cold, too cold. Searching though the closet he found the small electric heater. Switching it on, warm air wafted out, carrying the sent of damp and dust. It was feeble, but all he had. It might warm the bedroom enough to remove the impression of sleeping in an industrial freezer. He set it on high and left it there. 

Back in the lounge room, the cold brought up goose bumps. His eyes fell on the fireplace. He had never used it, considering it ornamental rather than functional. A tote full of logs sat in the corner of the garage, it had been there when he bought the house, he never bothered to move it. Grabbing an armful of logs, he arranged them in the fireplace. Remembering his old home back in Brooklyn. When the streets were covered in snow, the family would congregate around the open fire. 

He stood back as the flames began to grow, the logs started to crackle and split. He smiled, there was something about an open fire. Just gazing at the blazing logs seemed to be comforting somehow. Nodding at the fire, he heated one of his meals in the microwave, settled himself in the comfortable armchair, with a hot chicken and fried rice, in front of the blazing logs. Outside, cold wind driven rain rattled against the windows, inside feeling warm and comfortable, Dan was happy he had a fireplace that worked. The lounge room slowly warmed.

Flicking on the TV, he zapped through the channels, stopping at a pretty girl with a weather map. ‘Cold air was moving down from Canada, Montana and Oregon were already under snow, northern California would be cold and wet for the next couple of days.’

He turned it off. “Great,” he muttered.  

After dinner he opened his briefcase, lifting out his case files. The first three he skimmed over. 

A missing son, his mother frantic. Dan had a pretty good idea where he was. The family was wealthy, the eighteen year old son, with a generous allowance, was shacked up in San Francisco with a young hooker. Dan grinned, his religious mother wanted him to become a priest. He shook his head and grinned. The kid was enjoying himself, playing with the working girls. The likelihood he would become a priest, somewhere between zero and a snowballs chance in hell. Dan closed the file, he would wrap this one up in a day or two. 

The next was a missing daughter, her name was Paula, again she was eighteen, quit college, he had pieces of information that she might be living with her boyfriend, a twenty something car sales guy. He was keeping her happy, with booze and getting between her legs every night. Hopefully he would be in a position to make some progress in the next couple of days.. 

The third file involved a jewelry store that specialized in expensive European watches. The theft was clever, real pieces replaced with high-quality fakes. Dan had reviewed the security tapes, found nothing until he dug deeper. One of the girls, a pretty woman in her mid-twenties, had an expensive drug habit. He sighed and put the file down. Drugs, a quick way to ruin a life. He’d advise his client, the store owner, and let him take it from there.

He tossed more logs on the fire, sending a shower of red sparks up the chimney.

Lifting out the last file, it weighted heavy in his hand. His stomach tightened into a knot. It was an old case from months back. He had rescued a little girl. Abducted off the street, she was being used to make child porn. He rescued the kid, but had shot and wounded three people. Now he had to testify in court. 

Dan hated having to appear in court cases. Lawyers with their double-speek, They had the ability to change or twist and answer into something else. He did not know if they had a good defense lawyer, any cross examination was always rigorous. 

He sighed, re-read the file and his report. He knew it, line by line. Since been served with a subpoena, he had gone over his report so many times, he could recite it, almost backwards.

The logs blazed and crackled, as he re-ran the events of that evening, like a movie, he could see it in detail, every moment. Putting the file back into his briefcase, he went to the refrigerator, lifting out a beer, he sat in front of the open fire wondering why people do stuff like that to a kid. He understood crime for monetary gain. The motivation was straightforward, the allure of easy money, but a child, and innocent little girl......

He yawned, the logs had burned down to glowing embers, the dinner, beer and the warmth of the lounge room making him sleepy. 

Next morning, Dan stepped out to a clear duck-egg blue sky. Like someone had scrubbed it clean, leaving it fresh and new. The air was cold, but no wind, not even a breeze, it was a beautiful morning. The previous days wind and rain had washed everything, the trees seemed to be brighter, the urban dust washed off their leaves leaving them more vibrant. Dan stepped down his driveway, stood looking up at the cloudless sky, taking in deep breaths, savoring the fresh morning air, marveling at the difference from yesterday.  

The 101 South was quiet, he made it to the office before Sandy, his secretary. Went through the morning routine. Lights, coffee machine, heaters. Dan’s heater was a simple unit, on, off and a temperature setting, simple. Sandy had gone to the store and bought a new heater. Dan looked at the controls wondering why they had to make a simple heater so complex. It even had a remote control thing. 

Pressing one of the buttons, it switched on, the control panel illuminated with numbers and symbols, he pressed a heat symbol, it chirped, he stood waiting, relieved when warm air began to blow out. 

With a coffee he sat and began to plan out his day. First he wanted to wrap up the missing boy case. He knew what was needed...photographic evidence. 

He was selecting a camera and telephoto lens when Sandy arrived.

“Morning Dan.” she said. “Jeeze it’s cold.”

He stepped out from his office. She smiled at him. Dressed in a warm jacket, gloves, with a wool hat pulled down over her ears. 

He grinned. “Morning, you look ready for the arctic.”

“I hate cold.” She glanced at the heater. “Thanks for switching it on.” Her eyes fell on the camera in Dan’s hand. “Surveillance?”

Dan nodded. “I want to wrap up the Sanderson case, I got an idea where the kid...er...boy is. Just need a couple of photos.”

Sandy pulled off her hat, teasing her fingers through her long blond hair. “Mommy will not be happy.” She smirked. “Hookers.”

“Yeah, her son, what’s his name...Matt, is not following mommy’s plans...”  he grinned. “Naughty boy.”

Sandy chuckled. “What about the other case, the missing daughter?”

“I gotta lead on her location, should be able to get that case finished in the next day or two.”
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Mid morning, Dan eased into a parking slot. The street was relatively quiet. This was not the best neighborhood, a far cry from San Francisco’s polished tourist districts. Full of old tenements, crumbling, and run down corner stores. Graffiti-streaked walls exuding a gritty, lived-in decay. Laundry hung limply from balcony’s, the air carried the mingled scents of grilled meat from a nearby burger joint and the faint, sour tang of garbage.

Dan sat in his car, and glanced around. The street stretched out before him, lined with old apartment blocks. He was not sure which building the boy and his girlfriend were using.

Hookers were afternoon people. Working nights they sleep late, generally appearing around midday. Dan knew, if he waited long enough they might appear...he hoped...maybe.

While he waited he began to work on his report.

A few stragglers ambled past giving his car suspicious sideways glances. His car, a dark blue Crown Victoria, with twin antennas on the back, looked like a police car.

That was by design. He had actually been waved through checkpoints, the police mistakenly believing it was one if theirs.

In this neighborhood, he was not sure having a vehicle that looked like a cop car was a good idea or not.

Just before eleven, movement attracted his attention. They stepped out of the apartment block, Matt Sanderson, followed by the girl. Dan aimed his camera, zoomed in and began recording. Matt looked like he had just rolled out of bed. The girl appeared, young, pretty, Latina. Long legs in blue jeans, sneakers, dark blue sweater, long dark hair fell into waves down her back. They linked arms and headed towards the local cafe. Dan checked his camera, ensuring it was recording, capturing the young pair as they walked along the sidewalk, smiling with that care free attitudes of young lovers. They stepped into the corner restaurant. Probably for a late breakfast. 

Dan grinned. “Got ya.”

Opening his glove box, he lifted out the plastic folded sign. Unfolding it, he placed it on his dashboard, it read POLICE. He knew the penalty for impersonating a police officer, but in this neighborhood it might just protect his car for a little while. Stepping out, he headed towards the apartment block. He moved cautiously along the uneven sidewalk. Trying to looked relaxed. His shoes scuffing against the broken and cracked edges. His eyes scanning the other apartment buildings for any signs of possible issues. He walked past the restaurant and the apartment building, noticing the door needing paint, continued a block past, then stopped, glancing at his phone like he had received a text or call. 

Leaning against the wall, he clipped the little right angle lens to the back of his phone camera. His timing was good, ten minutes later the boy and girl stepped out of the restaurant, walking back to their apartment. Dan zoomed in recording the video. At one point they stopped, she put her arms around his neck and kissed him. 

He had what he needed. Pocketing his phone, he crossed the street, heading back to his car.

He shot photos of the apartment block, and a sign with the street name.  

Starting the engine, he glanced around, nobody was interested in his car. Folding the police sign, he placed it back into the glove compartment. Easing out of the slot, he navigated through the old streets and headed North. Crossing the golden gate, San Francisco bay sparkled in the cold morning sun. His phone rang. Recognizing the caller he pressed the answer button. “Hi Sandy.”

“Dan where are you?”

“On the bridge, heading back. Whats up?”

“Are we accepting any new clients?”

“Why, what happened?”

“A Mister Weston called.”

“Weston, what’s his problem?”

“Missing Daughter.”

“Gaaaawd, another one.” Dan said jokingly. “What’s with these kids?”

Sandy chuckled. “Yes, I know, another one.”

“Alright, I’ll see you in an hour.”

“Have you had lunch?”

“Ah.....”

“I’ll take that as a no. I’ll get something from the deli, see you soon. Oh did you find that Sanderson boy?”

“Yep, got him.”

“Okay, good.”

“Thanks Sandy.” He hung up and smiled, happy she was there. 

Dan munched down on a grilled ham cheese on rye, Sandy nibbled on a salad. 

She put down her fork. Easing a lose tendril of long blond hair back behind her ear. “When are you seeing that Sanderson boys mother?”

“I’ll have the report for you later this afternoon.” He nodded. “Maybe tomorrow.”

“She’s going to take it hard, her son, she had dreams of him becoming a priest. He’s fooling around with a working girl.”

Dan shook his head smiling.“Human nature will always override any social plans. Remember procreation of the species, aka sex, is the second strongest instinct in humans. A celibate priest,” he chuckled, “definitely not on this boys agenda.”

“Are you going to bring him home?”

“No, my contract is to find the kid. I’ve done that. Besides how am I supposed to get him to leave that new life he’s enjoying and return home. I’ll leave that thorny issue to his mom.”

Sandy leaned over, a lock of blond hair slipping free across her face, blue eyes full of mischief. “I’d like to be a fly on the wall for that meeting.”

“Yeah, interesting would be an understatement.” Dan nodded with certainty. “Thankfully our job is done. As soon as the report is ready, prepare and invoice. I’ll deliver the bad news.”

Sandy ate a piece of tomato. “What’s next?”

“That girl, the student...um...Paula. I gotta line on where she is. Should be able to wrap that up in a couple of days....hopefully.”

“Good, that family, the Carvellio’s, are not wealthy.”

“I know, I was thinking, maybe we could pad out the Sanderson contract, and ease up on the girls family.” He smirked. “Matt Sanderson’s family is loaded.”

“Not very ethical Dan.” Sandy replied, her voice carrying a hint of disapproval.

Dan put down his sandwich. “I know, but somehow it feels right.” He finished his orange juice. “I’ll have the report to you in a couple of hours.” 

Spearing a piece of spring onion with her fork, she stopped.“What about this other guy. Mister Weston, are you going to take his case”

He sat back, dabbed his mouth with a paper napkin, a reflective expression on his face. He shook his head. “No...not until after the court case, that’s in a couple of weeks. I can’t concentrate on anything until that’s over.”

Sandy nodded, put down her fork. “Okay.”

“I’ll wrap up the other cases, in a week or so. Then I need to concentrate on the court case.”

She patted him on the arm. “Don’t worry Dan,” She said soothingly. “Remember you rescued that little girl, Clare. If you hadn’t found her....”

He nodded, clearly remembering the case. “I know Sandy, but you know what lawyers are like, they can twist anything around.”

She smiled sympathetically. “You’ll be okay.”

“I hope so.”

“Okay, no new clients until the court case is over, right?”

“Right.”

After lunch Dan worked on the Sanderson report, inserting photos of the son Matt, the girl, the apartment block, the street and neighborhood. He handed it to Sandy. “Can you knock this into shape?”

“I will.”

“Thanks.” 
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Dan eased into a parking slot, looked around, satisfied the location was good. Up ahead the lights of the car dealership spilled across the road. The green glowing numbers of the dashboard clock showed 5:25pm. He was not sure what time it closed, but guessed sometime around six. Opening the glove box, he lifted out the binoculars. Using the steering wheel to steady his hand, he swept his gaze over lines of cars and pickup trucks, all glinting under bright floodlights. He sat back, waiting, spending the time working on a report. His new toy, a tablet computer with a folding keyboard was clipped to the steering wheel, it’s screen illuminating Dan’s face in ghostly white. His typing was slow, he had tried to learn, but never really improved past jabbing the keyboard with two fingers.

Movement attracted his attention, it was 6:15, steel gates, railings on wheels, were being pulled into position. The sky had darkened to an inky blue. The staff began to head home, their cars leaving the dealer’s lot. He watched as the red jeep rolled out. Removing the computer from the steering wheel, he twisted the ignition, the Crown Vic started. Easing out, he followed the Jeep. The guy was driving carefully, staying under the speed limit. The jeep headed south, Dan followed, finally it turned into an apartment block in the San Bruno district. Dan drove past, did a U turn further down the street, then into a parking space on the kerbside. He knew this district, it was residential, close to the airport and the 101. The street was quiet, only a couple of cars went past. He sat and worked in his report, prodding the keyboard, making a lot of typing mistakes. He wondered how Sandy could type so fast, and not look at the keyboard. If he tried to type without looking at the keys, gibberish appeared on the screen. He sighed, he was old school, just one step away from pencil and paper...or maybe a slate and chalk.

He gave up, closed the report, and began to surf the internet. Engrossed in a story about the drugs industry, he almost missed the red jeep as it pulled out. 

He quickly started the engine, eased out onto the street and followed. There were two people in the jeep. He hoped it was the girl. The information he had was thin. A guy at a bar thought he recognized her photo. A gas station attendant thought maybe he had seen her, but he was not sure. He stayed back, keeping two cars between them. They headed north, then turned east. Dan followed them to the Oyster point district. 

At first he thought they were going to an expensive restaurant at the marina, but the jeep pulled into a bar. Dan followed easing into the car park, finding a slot at the end. Grabbing his camera, he quickly buzzed down the window, aimed and zoomed on the jeep. He was just in time, the guy stepped out, then a smiled of relief spread across Dan’s face. She stepped around the jeep. Paula Carvellio, the pretty missing teenage girl, he found her. Wearing white pants, with warm a dark jacket, she smiled her light brown hair fanned out in the breeze. They linked arms and headed into the bar. 

Dan lowered the camera, the faint click of the lens retracting sounding like a period at the end of a sentence. He slid it carefully into its foam-lined case, a ritual of respect for the tool that had just earned its keep. As he snapped the latches shut, he let out a long, slow breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, the tension in his shoulders knotting. ‘Got ya girl,’ he thought, the silent words carrying the weight of days of stale coffee, damp stakeouts, and dead end  leads. Finally he had a clear, sharp image of the missing...Paula..

He needed more. The car park shot was the anchor, now he needed the color. 

Ten minutes later, he stepped out of his car. As he walked towards the bar, his hands worked efficiently, a practiced dismantling of formality. The tie was loosened, then pulled off and stuffed into a pocket. The top button of his shirt sprang open, then a second. The careful, anonymous neatness was replaced by the slight rumple of a guy just clocked out, thinking only of a single drink to sand the edges off the day before the commute home.

He pushed through the heavy, sound-deadening door, and was met by a wall of sound, the thrum of synth-pop, the glittering clash of cocktail shakers, the layered hum of dozens of conversations. The place was surprisingly busy, a hive of trendy youth and calculated cool. It was a tableau of modern urban socializing. Girls in architectural dresses sipping neon-hued cocktails from coupe glasses, men in designer sneakers and untucked linen shirts nodding over locally brewed IPA beers or glasses of single malt.

Dan’s eyes, trained to assess spaces for exits, sightlines, and reflections, performed a quick inventory. The ceiling was a labyrinth of recessed LED strips forming sharp geometric patterns, their light bouncing perfectly off a polished black marble floor, creating the illusion of walking on a starless night sky. Along one wall ran a continuous bench of deep, soft blue velvet, piled with charcoal-grey cushions, upon which perched groups like exotic birds. The bar itself was a masterstroke of minimalism, a slab of honed black granite seemingly floating on a seam of cool, upward light that made the bottles on the back wall glow like a cathedral’s stained glass. Everywhere was chrome, glossy black, and the silent, expensive gleam of well-lit liquids, Japanese, Irish and Scottish whiskey, small-batch gin, mezcal with lurid worms coiled at the bottom.

It was undeniably modern, sleek, and successful. And to Dan, it felt as welcoming as a sterile laboratory. He missed the tactile world of his preferred haunts, the groan of aged wood underfoot, the sigh of well-worn button-tufted leather, the warm, amber glow of a single malt reflected in mahogany, not chrome. Here, he felt exposed, the cold light leaving no room for shadow or subtlety.

The girl and her guy were here, somewhere in this glossy maze. He moved forward, adopting the weary slouch of a working man, his eyes, now that of a hunter in a very strange forest, already scanning the reflections in the marble, the black glass, the facets of the liquor bottles, seeking the one face that didn’t belong to this world, just as he didn’t. He needed to find a spot at the bar, order something predictable, and become part of the scenery. 

He noticed them towards the back, with two others. Dan found a spot, then with the little right angle lens fixed to the back of his phone, he started the video. Because he was sitting, with his phone almost on his knee, nobody noticed they were actually being recorded. He zoomed in, capturing the young Paula in a head and shoulder frame, then zoomed out a little to include the guy. 

He had see his type before, tall dark and handsome. He had the features, square jawed, thick dark hair, mischievous eyes. The type women are attracted to. He knew what would happen. As soon as a new girl caught his attention, Paula would be discarded, like yesterdays news.

He watched as she talked and smiled. Obviously happy. This was the first opportunity to study her. Creamy white face, with big brown eyes, slightly upturned nose, smiling lips, all framed in long light brown wavy hair. She was at that age, 18, her natural youthful beauty undeniable.

“Jeeze Paula Carvellio, you’re a young teenager.” He said quietly, a trace if concern in his voice. “You should be heading to college, not fooling around with a car salesman,” 

Satisfied, he looked up, checking if anybody had noticed, slipping the phone into his pocket, he stood, and walked out into the cool evening, with a nod of satisfaction, he returned to the San Bruno district. Taking several photos of the apartment block where Paula was shacked up with her car salesman. At the end of the  street, he took a couple of shots of the street name, then turned his car, threaded his way to the 101, north across the Golden Gate and towards Santa Rosa and his home on Castle Beach Road. He had been concerned about the young eighteen year old, As he drove he was happy and relieved to have found her. Boys were less of a worry, but girls were always vulnerable, the ever present issue of pregnancy was there. Eighteen year old girls easily fell pregnant, at that age they are very fertile. Then the inevitable emotional train wreck when she’s dumped. Life can be tough for young girls.

As he approached Santa Rosa, he thought about the next problem, how to advise her parents of the situation. 

He would have to choose his words carefully. 

Easing into his driveway, he shutdown the Crown Vic. It was the weekend, he needed the time-out. Satisfied he had found the missing daughter, Paula, and that boy Matt was a relief. The jewelry store, the sales girl, and her expensive drug habit. It could wait, he needed to close out the missing kids case files, then move forward.  
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Kirby revelled in the deception, the way his disguises granted him invisibility in plain sight. The priest persona was his masterpiece, a perfect blend of authority and innocence that made people drop their guard instantly. The black wig transformed him completely, its neatly combed strands and severe part making him look older, more solemn. The suit, crisp and unassuming, lent him an air of quiet dignity, while the Catholic collar acted like a shield, repelling suspicion before it could even form.

The horn-rimmed glasses were a stroke of genius, thick enough to obscure the sharpness in his eyes, giving him a benign, scholarly appearance. And the fake bible in his hands? A prop so obvious it became invisible. No one ever looked too closely, too reverently, at what a priest carried.

He strolled through her neighborhood with leisurely confidence, nodding at passersby, offering gentle smiles to elderly women who clutched their rosaries a little tighter at the sight of him. Some even murmured blessings under their breath, their faces lighting up with relief, as if his presence alone sanctified the streets. The irony was delicious. If only they knew.

The thought sent a thrill through him every time. Their trust was so absolute, so blind. They saw the costume, not the man beneath it. And why wouldn’t they? The world wanted to believe in goodness, in holy men who walked among them untouched by corruption. The scandals, the whispers of child sexual abuse, all of it faded into background noise when faced with the reassuring sight of a priest on his daily rounds.

Kirby loved it. The power of the disguise, the way it made him untouchable. He could almost stand right outside her house, watching, waiting, and no one would think twice. To them, he was just a man of God, offering silent prayers as he passed by.  He could almost stand right outside her house, watching, waiting, and no one would think twice. To them, he was just a man of God, offering silent prayers as he passed by.

And when an old woman stopped to greet him, her wrinkled face beaming as she said, “God bless you, Father,” he dipped his head in a practiced gesture of humility.

The grin that spread across his face once she turned away was anything but holy.

The surveillance paid off, Blondie did have one routine, walking down the street to a local deli every Friday evening. 

It was five blocks through the quiet residential streets. He walked the route several times. At one intersection the street light was broken. It was perfect. A tall mature tree, it’s branches arching out over the side street. A perfect location to stand and wait, the big tree trunk hiding him from anybody that might pass. Across the street a child day care building, he checked, no cameras. He walked the side street, it connected with another street that ran north. He checked the maps, tracing his route, he drove it, staying on the back streets, checking street traffic cameras, ensuring there were no problems. 

He walked by the intersection, studying it carefully, yes this was the spot. He rubbed his hand together in excited anticipation. Next Friday evening, this should be fun.

Kirby eased the old GMC van into a parking slot almost under the big tree, shutting off the lights and engine, darkness enveloped him, he sat for a moment. The vehicle was nondescript, parked just far enough away to avoid suspicion, it’s dark color blending into the gloom of the oak tree, making it almost invisible. The night was thick with shadows, the dim glow of distant streetlights doing little to pierce the darkness. He waited, motionless, his breath slow and controlled. The air was cool, carrying the faint scent of fresh cut grass and the quiet chirp of a crickets

He was giddy with excitement. The van was old, but almost stealthy quiet, he had modified the exhaust with an extra muffler, making the engine whisper quiet. He checked that he had everything, yes everything was ready. Again he giggled with excitement. Easing open the side door, he climbed out, then practiced stepping quietly to the street corner and back to the van. He glanced back, the van was almost invisible, blending into the darkness of the street. Sitting in the drivers seat he waited. A woman walked across the intersection she glanced up the side street, at the van then continued on. 

He nodded, satisfied she saw nothing of interest. 

He stepped out and eased to the corner, Opening the little makeup mirror, he held it out, allowing him to see back up the road, and suddenly there she was. Her distinctive long blond hair fanning out in the soft breeze.  

She appeared, her footsteps were light, almost hesitant, as if some primal instinct had whispered a warning she couldn’t quite hear. She didn’t see him. She didn’t even glance toward the side street where he stood.

He moved, quick and silent. Every step was calculated, his body coiled like a spring. The taser was already in his hand, its weight familiar, its purpose absolute. She was steps away from the road, where headlights might catch her, where a passing car could ruin everything. He couldn’t allow that.

Just as she was about to step onto the road, he jammed the high-power taser into her neck and pressed the button.

The crackle of electricity split the air. A jagged pulse of pain ripped through her nerves, locking her muscles in an instant, brutal seizure. Her breath vanished, no scream, no gasp, just a choked, silent shudder as her body betrayed her. Her fingers spasmed grasping the night air

Her knees buckled, but she didn’t fall, not yet. For one second, she hung there, suspended, her mind screaming even as her voice failed her. Then, gravity took over.

He caught her as she collapsed.

She was limp, her body still twitching with residual current. He adjusted his grip. She was wonderfully light. Fragile, almost. Like a doll. The thought sent a thrill through him.

He carried her back to the van.

The side door was open. An inflated camping mattress lay waiting, a medical kit, and a small cooler. He laid her down carefully, watching as her fingers twitched, her eyelids fluttering.

She was having muscle spasms, her face contorted in fear and pain. A thin line of drool escaped the corner of her mouth. Her breath came in shallow, panicked hitches. She was conscious now, but disoriented, her pupils dilated, her gaze darting wildly, unable to focus.

He knelt on one of her arms, pinning it effortlessly. She whimpered, a weak, broken sound.

The syringe was already prepared. The morphine glinting in the dim light as he flicked the needle, then pressed it into the soft flesh of her arm.

He injected her.

At first, she flinched, then, slowly, the tension drained from her body. Her breathing deepened. The fear in her eyes softened, replaced by a hazy, distant glow.

He held her, watching.

Her lips parted. A sigh escaped her, almost content. The morphine was hitting her brain receptors, flooding her system with artificial warmth. Her muscles unclenched. Her face smoothed into a calm, almost peaceful expression.

Then, a little smile.

It was faint, involuntary. The drug doing its work, wrapping her in a euphoric embrace. She was floating now, untethered from fear, from pain, from the reality of what had just happened.

She was on a high, lost in a drug-induced pleasure experience.

He watched, patient, satisfied. Because this was only the beginning.

Searching thought her pockets, he found her phone. Switching it off, he tossed it into the bushes beside the tree. 

Smiling he watched her enjoy the drug high. “Good girl, enjoy the ride.” he whispered.

Quietly closing the van door, eased into the driver seat, he glanced around. It was quiet, starting the van, he eased out onto the street, quietly diving away from the intersection. Only when he was half way down the street, switching on the lights. He looked back as Blondie lay there, a little smile on her lips, feeling no pain or anxiety.

He excitedly laughed. “Don’t worry girl, we’re going to have a lot of fun.”
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Dan, dressed in a warm sweater walked along Castle Beach, his track shoes leaving shallow imprints on the damp sand, each step sinking slightly before the tide rushed in to erase them. The afternoon sun slowly sinking towards the west, turning the sky into a canvas of yellows and deep reds, casting long shadows over the shoreline. The air smelled of salt and seaweed, crisp and invigorating with each breath.

Around him, the beach was quiet apart from a group of die-hard wet-suit clad surfers, braving the cold winter water. Their voices carried on the cool breeze, carefree and bright. Their joy and  laughter riding the last good swells of the day. Dan walked along listening to the ever present  rhythmic crash of waves and distant cries of seagulls wheeling above.

He tried to lose himself in the sounds, the fading sunlight, the cool spray of the ocean. For a moment, it almost worked.

But the thought of the court case clung to him like a shadow, persistent and unshakable. No amount of crashing waves, golden sunsets, would make it disappear. The trial loomed ahead, a storm on his horizon, and no matter how far he walked, he couldn’t outpace it.

He shoved his hands into his pockets, the sea could wash away footprints, but not doubt, not anxiety. With a slow exhale, he kept walking, the sand shifting beneath him, the tide inching closer. Maybe, just for this evening, that would have to be enough.

Back home with a fire going in the open fireplace. The crackling logs more than just warmth, they were a living presence in the room, a crackling counterpoint to the quiet weight of the completed files on the coffee table. Dan leaned back in his armchair, the leather sighing beneath him, and let the heat from the hearth soak into his bones, trying to dissolve the residual chill the day’s work had left behind.

The case of the missing girl, Paula, had been a peculiar kind of resolution. The report had gone through three drafts. The first was stark, clinical: Subject located cohabitating with adult male, no signs of coercion. 

It was true, but it was a hammer blow. The second draft tried too hard to cushion, sounding almost apologetic. Finally, he’d settled on a tone of measured, respectful fact, acknowledging the family’s fears while presenting the undeniable reality. Paula was safe, and for the moment, happy. She had chosen a path vastly different from the one they had charted for her.

He sipped his drink, watching orange sparks spiral up the chimney. The relief of finding a missing child alive was the bright, obvious flame. But the shadows it cast were long and complicated. The mother’s concern would be a quiet, gnawing thing, worries about stability, respectability, a future derailed. The father’s disappointment would be hotter, sharper. Dan could picture him, a man who saw university degrees as bulwarks against uncertainty, now facing a handsome car salesman as the architect of his daughter’s new life. That confrontation wasn’t just a possibility, it felt like a tectonic plate shift waiting to happen. Would it be about protection, or possession? Disappointment, or a challenge to his authority?

The fire popped, sending a small log collapsing into a bed of brilliant coals. The other file, the second missing kid, lay beside Paula’s. That one had no such ambiguities. Its conclusion was a void, a cold silence that made the warmth of the fire feel almost like a taunt. The contrast was brutal. A family would have to deal with the messy reality of a son who had deliberately stepped out of their orbit. Trapped, or seduced by the darker side of life, hookers and booze. In reality, the daughter Paula, appeared worse, but the son of the other family, Matt, was probably worse than any car salesman.

Dan finished his drink, the ice cubes clinking softly. He was the messenger, the bearer the complicated truth.. The fire could ward off the cold of the night, but the chill he carried from the thresholds of these two homes was a different kind. It was the chill of fractured stories, one running recklessly towards an unknown future, the other frozen in a past that grew more distant and distorted with each passing day. The logs crackled, cheerful and indifferent. The warmth was real, but so was the knowledge that, outside the circle of its light, two families were learning to live with two very different kinds of cold issues. 

Dan was a messenger, nothing more. He would hand over the reports, and that was that. His contract was fulfilled. Find the kids, and report.
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Kirby stopped the van, he was on a rise in the road. 

He looked back, checking on Blondie. She was lying quietly, in her own happy drug aura. 

He shut off the lights, and stepped out, holding an infra-red camera out, he slowly panned around, checking for any heat spots or unusual movement. 

Everything was quiet, the only sound, the crinkle of the van’s cooling engine. He stood for a moment, listening, watching. The night air was still, thick with the scent of damp earth and rust. Satisfied that no one had followed, he climbed back into the driver’s seat.

He didn’t dare use the headlights. Instead, he relied on the green nigh-vision mounted on the dashboard, its ghostly green display casting an eerie glow over his hands as he gripped the wheel. The world outside was reduced to shapes, pale outlines of skeletal trees, the jagged edges of abandoned structures, the occasional glint of broken glass. The van moved forward slowly, tires crunching over gravel and debris.

Ahead loomed a large iron gate, its black bars streaked with rust. He brought the van to a stop and stepped out into the silence. The padlock was heavy, cold to the touch, its surface pitted with age. A quick twist of the key, a metallic clank, and the lock fell open. 

The hinges groaned as he pushed the gate inward, the sound too loud in the stillness. He guided the van through, then stepped back out to secure the gate behind him, the lock clicking shut like a final seal.

The area beyond was a graveyard of industry. Piles of broken concrete, some as tall as a man, lay scattered like the ruins of a forgotten civilization. Rusted rebar jutted from the rubble like exposed bones, tangled with weeds and wild grass that had reclaimed the land. In places, nature had won, thin cracks in the pavement split open by roots, tufts of grass and stubborn bushes pushing through.

This was all that remained of America’s industrial might. Once, these grounds had throbbed with life, machinery roaring, workers shouting, smokestacks belching black plumes into the sky. But the factories had shut down years ago, one by one, their owners chasing cheaper labor overseas. Asia. Mexico. Anywhere but here. Now, only ghosts lingered: sagging warehouses with broken windows, skeletal frames of old assembly lines, and the slow, inevitable decay of steel and stone.

He exhaled, his breath misting in the cool air. The past didn’t matter. He was here for a reason. And in a place like this, no one would hear a thing.

Using the green nigh-vision, carefully navigating along the broken road, heading to one of the old factory buildings. It had been empty for decades. 

Easing the van around the back he stopped. Again he checked the area, tt was clear. 

Opening the big back doors he drove the van in. 

Using a small head mounted flashlight, he closed the doors. Checking around, to ensure some drunks or druggies had not got into the building, he walked to the side of the van, slid the door open, and lifted out Blondie. 

Carrying her to the office, then into a smaller back office. He placed her on the mattress, already fitted a new clean sheet. He watched her for a moment, she was relaxed with a small smile. 

Returning to the van he took the cameras, tripod and battery operated camping lamps. With the lights switched on and cameras set up he finally could concentrate on the young pretty girl.

For the first time he gazed at her, as she lay back on the bed. My god she was so beautiful. Young pretty, with flawless skin. She was gorgeous. 

His heart thumping in his chest, and with trembling hands he began to unbutton her top, gasping in amazement at the sight of her young body. She was creamy white, her boobs were at that stage, just starting to grow, little cones topped with surprisingly big puffy bright pink nipples. 

Kirby had never seen such a perfect girl. He undid her jeans took off her tennis shoes, then gently eased off her jeans. Checking the camera were recording, he slid off her small lace panties. 

He gasped in amazement as he gazed at her young naked body, the way her blond hair spilled out across the sheet. She was so sexy and beautiful. 

He quickly undressed. “Time for fun Blondie.” 

The sex was amazing, she actually giggled. He was astonished at her orgasms. What normally would last for one hour, stretched into two hours of sexual lust and passion.

Finally he eased away from her, his sexual drive and lust slated, passion spent. 

It had been so erotic and sexy. Little Blondie had been, so erotic, so good. 

He was surprised, amazed, she had been better than he imagined. 

He gazed at her, then noticed the change in her expression, the frown, her eyes trying to focus, she was beginning figure out where she was. The morphine was starting to ware off. He prepared another injection. The needle sliding into her young flesh with ease. Pressing the plunger he watched as she relaxed. 

“Sorry Blondie, we had our fun. Parting is such sweet sorrow. But all good things have to end.”

He dressed, switched off the cameras. She was wearing a gold chain and bracelet, A ring was on her finger. He removed her jewelry, placing it on the desk. 

He stood looking at her. She was still, her little boobs no longer rising and falling. Stepping over to her, he placed his finger on her neck, no heart beat, she was gone. 

The last injection had been what he called his hot shot. She had drifted into unconsciousness, the drug overwhelmed her system, it shut down, she fell into a sleep, one she would never awaken from.  

“Au revoir ma cherie, you were amazing.” 

Placing all her clothes beside her, he wrapped her in the sheet, which became her death shroud. Then ran tape around securing the sheet. With the head mounted flash light, he carried out. Opening the heavy metal doors, he slid her into the enclosure then closed the steel doors. The silence broken by loud squeaked from old rusted hinges.

From the van he took the two full propane cylinders, carried them to the furnace, connecting them to the flexible gas pipes. He spent time checking everything was connected correctly, satisfied he stood back and nodded, then he lit the furnace. 

It was once used to heat steel and metal. Adjusting the valves he stood watching the old temperature gauge. It quickly passed 500, then one thousand, finally he adjusted the valves at 1500 degrees. He stood watching, making small adjustment as the temperature steadied at 1490 degrees. 

With the furnace running, he returned to the back office. Removed the cameras and tripod, returning them to the van. He stopped for a moment, looked at the furnace, orange light danced along the wall from cracks in the heavy steel doors. 

Returning to the back office, he switched on a small handheld gas torch. Then inspecting the gold chain, he smiled, noticing the 18ct gold stamp.

Holding the chain in the gas jet, he watched as it melted, dripping into a small ingot, he did the same to the bracelet. With the gold chain and bracelet gone, he had a nice little ingot of 18 ct gold. The ring was harder probably 9ct, he melted that into a different ingot. 

With that done he popped the little ingots of gold into a small tin box, brought it and the gas torch to the van. The furnace had been running for almost two hours. He checked the temperature, it was stable at 1450 Degrees, he shut off the gas, disconnected the propane cylinders, returning them to the van. He peered through the small openings in furnace steel doors. It was too hot to touch the radiating heat keeping his face away, but he could see the pile of ash. Blondie was gone. He knew what high temperature did to the human body, nothing but ash remained. 

Satisfied he returned to the back office, checked everything had been removed.

Returning to the furnace, it was still glowing red inside. It would take many hours to cool. 

He nodded. “Bye bye Blondie...you were great.”

Opening the big back door of the factory, he eased the van out. 

With the big factory doors closed. He drove without lights, using the nigh-vision to navigate through the almost black night. Stopping at the big gate. Climbed out and scanned around with the infrared app on his phone, heat from the furnace exhaust the only thing standing out against the cool background. 

Returning home, he quietly eased the van into the old barn at the back of his house and shut down the engine.

He sat, letting the quiet darkness envelop him, it had been an amazing sexy evening. 

Blondie had been better than he expected. He was a little sad she was gone, he shrugged, 

“c’est la vie.”

He was feeling tired, glancing at the dashboard clock, it was after midnight. Taking the cameras, camping lights and the small tin with the gold, he walked up through back garden to his house. 

In the basement, he put everything on the desk, yawning, he climbed the stairs, had a shower, then hit the sack sleeping soundly.  
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Pulled from a deep sleep by the constant beeping of his alarm. Kirby, through sleepy eyes focused on the clock, The green numeral glowed back 04:00 am. 

Remembering he was against the clock. Rolling out of bed, he didn’t bother to shower. Pulling on his old dark track suit, grabbed an apple. He went straight to his garage. Picked up the small hand brush, a big plastic bag, and the old cookie tin full of dust, he sat into his car and started the engine, opening the garage door, he eased out, keeping his engine as quiet as he could. He glanced around, it was still dark, the neighborhood quiet, everybody was asleep. 

Heading north, he drove toward the old industrial area. 

Kirby yawned, opening the window, letting the cool morning air help blow away the sleepiness. He had to get this task finished before sunrise. 

Twenty minutes later he parked at the back of the factory, opening the big doors, he slipped in. Wearing his head mounted flashlight he went to the furnace, surprisingly, even after all the hours, it still retained a little of the heat. Opening the steel doors he gritted his teeth as the rusty hinges screeched in protest. 

Gazing in, the ash pile was smaller than expected, but it didn’t really matter, gently pulling out the steel tray, he used a small hand brush to sweep the ashes into a plastic bag, As he swept, the remains of her skull were still there, he tapped it with the back of the brush, it instantly crumbled into dust. 

With all the ashes in a plastic bag, he gently pushed the steel tray back in, and closed the old heavy steel doors. 

Then he went to the office. Inside he checked around, opening the cookie tin, he grabbed a handful of dust, tossing into the air, The dust would settle, giving the appearance nobody had been there for a long time.

Next he stepped back to the furnace, sweeping his footprints from the floor as he went. The tire tracks from the van were noticeable. Quickly he swept the tracks then tossed handfuls of dust into the air, it would settle, obliterating the tracks. With that done he stood and looked around. Making sure everything looked normal. 

Taking the plastic bag, he stepped out, closing and locking the big doors. 

He looked down at the bag full of her ashes. “Alright Blondie, time for a swim.” 

Threading his way down through trees and bushes to a stream. Crouching at the edge, he slowly emptied the ashes into the flowing water. Watching as it mixed with the water and disappeared. He nodded, satisfied.

Rinsing his hands in the water then returned to his car. The eastern sky was turning from inky dark blue to a lighter colour. Dawn was coming. He didn’t delay, driving out of the old industrial area, locking the big metal gate. 

It was almost 5:40am when he slipped his car back into his garage. 

Inside he stripped off the old track clothes, then together with the clothes from last night he put everything in the washing machine, selecting a long wash cycle.

With a fresh coffee, he sat in his basement office, looked over the photos and video of Blondie. Transferring everything to his computer, he deleted all the photos and video from the cameras. 

Then he edited the video, deleting sections that were not good, he added in the photos. In the end he had a movie that was as good as any porn video. Except Blondie was so young and pretty, and very sexy. 

Saving the movie to a USB memory stick he deleted it off his computer, running a cleaner program to ensure no trace of the video remained. Then hid the memory stick inside an old electrical switch. 

When he climbed up the basement stairs to his kitchen, the sun was up. He made breakfast, and sat thinking how good the night had been. The adrenaline and excitement, how beautiful and sexy little Blondie had been.

Kirby wanted to present a normal Saturday. He showered, even though he was tired, he decided cut the grass on his front lawn. He mowed the lawn, trimmed the edges and swept the clippings. His neighbor stopped for a talk, they chatted about the upcoming game between the 49’ers and the Dallas Cowboys. It was shaping up to be a good game. 

Kirby needed to present a normal weekend, After he cut the grass, he took a nap, then went shopping to buy is weekly groceries, just like he did every weekend.

As he walked around the supermarket, a small smile twitched the corners of his mouth every time he remembered the amazing erotic time he had last night. 

Sunday he did watch the game on TV. It would be a talking point at work on Monday.

The facade was necessary, especially after what happened with Blondie. 
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Dan drove up the curving drive way, through manicured lawns, ornamental trees and designer shrubs, to an imposing entryway that was the expression of wealth. Compared to the other mansions in this district, this one stood out ostentatiously as if it needed to one-up its neighbours at all costs. He parked beside a new Tesla, his Crown Vic, looking decidedly old beside the sleek modern vehicle.

The house was big, and impressive. He walked to a semi circular portico, supported on white fluted columns. Engraved oak double doors, with gleaming brass adornments. He stood, pressed the doorbell. The soft muted chime barely audible through the solid door. 

The silence that followed the chime felt thick and expensive, absorbed by the sheer mass of the door and the vastness beyond it. Dan shifted his weight, the worn soles of his shoes quiet on the polished limestone. He could smell the sterile sweetness of recent fertilizer from the gardens, undercut by the faint, waxy scent of new luxury.

A security camera, discreetly housed in the soffit above, gazed down with a dark, unblinking eye. He gave it a neutral nod, the practiced, professional acknowledgment of a man used to being observed. His own reflection in the brass door-knocker, a lion’s head with a ring clenched in its teeth, was warped and fragmented.

Finally, a series of precise, hushed clicks signaled the disengagement of a heavy lock. One of the oak doors swung inward without a sound.

A woman stood there, not a housekeeper in a uniform, but a sleek, sharp-lined assistant in a cream-coloured dress. Her smile and professional makeup was as calibrated as the thermostat.

“Mister Murphy? Missus Sanderson  is expecting you. Please, come in.”

The air that washed over him was several degrees cooler, carrying the subtle, generic aroma of filtered air and lemon-tinged polish. The foyer soared, a cavern of marble and glass. A double staircase swept upward in a curving embrace, and a chandelier, a contemporary explosion of crystal shards, hung like frozen rain above. To the left, through a wall of glass, an infinity pool bled visually into the city skyline far below.

Dan followed the assistant’s click of heels across the vast, echoing floor. His Crown Vic, with its sprung passenger seat and coffee-stained console, seemed a world away. The opulent mansion’s decadent decor, from the imported marble floors and walls to the ornate hand-carved woodwork and gilded accents, was a testament to extravagant tastes. He was shown into a side room. 

The assistant smiled. “Please wait, I will advise Missus Sanderson you are here.”  She eased out of the room the door closing with a soft click. 

Dan stood and looked around. Beautiful high arched windows lined one wall, framed by dark red velvet drapes held in place by gold sashes and cords, lace inner curtains remained drawn, allowing daylight to enter while rendering the outside a blur. The windows flanked a plush soft fabric sofa, burgundy throw. Shining marble floor, with an expensive rug. Small sculptures of Greek gods in white marble stood beside potted ferns. Each piece chosen and carefully arranged to create an atmosphere of elegance and comfort. It was almost surreal, the quiet still air broken by the gentle hiss of the air-conditioning.

Dan cringed, it was over-the-top interior design screamed of excess, rather than sophistication and refinement. He did not understand why people needed these big oversized ridiculous homes. 

Missus Sanderson arrived, she was in her late forties, botoxed and liposuctioned into a body a twenty year old would be proud of. Dressed in a form hugging dark blue dress, emphasizing her small waist. Shoulder length salon styled auburn hair fell into waves, sky blue eyes looked out under perfect arched eyebrows. She was going for that Gene Tierney look, except in this case, failed.

She smiled, “Mister Murphy.” Her voice carrying a subtle note of concern.

Dan smiled. “Missus Sanderson.”

She moved across the room in graceful practiced steps. There was no small talk. “My son, you have found him?” 

“Yes ma’am.” Dan replied as he clicked the catches on his briefcase. Lifting out his report he turned and handed it to her. “My report ma’am.”

She hesitantly took it. “It’s...um...all in here.”

“Yes ma’am..” Dan replied, keeping his replies short.

She looked at the document like it was toxic, her face hardening, lips compressing into a thin line. 

“Ah ...um...” She was struggling to face reality. “Ah.....mister Murphy. Where is he?”

Dan gestured to his report, she was holding. “It’s in my report ma’am.”

“Y, Y- yes, I presume so. I...er...can you please tell me where he is?”

Dan lifted out the envelope. “My invoice ma’am..” he cleared his throat. “Your son is living in the city, the tenderloin district.”

“Tenderloin...” her voice trailed off.

Dan snapped the latches of his briefcase closed, the sound signaling the end of the meeting. 

“It was nice to meet you ma’am.” he turned to leave.

“Wait, Mister Murphy.”

Dan reluctantly stopped. “Yes.”

“Is he alright, I mean, where...um..what...?”

“Ma’am, it’s all in my report. Your son Matt, he’s living with a girl. I think she is what you’d describe as Latino.” He shrugged. “She has that look. She’s young probably the same age as Matt.” 

Her face hardened. “A girl, a young Latino girl?”

“Yes ma’am.” Dan headed towards the door. 

“Wait Mister Murphy.” Her composure cracked.  “Wait, please, um, can you bring him home?”

Dan stopped. He had been expecting something like this. The thoughts of going through the grimy back streets of San Francisco, out of this bubble of false reality was unimaginable to her. He shook his head. “No ma’am, I can’t. Matt will not react well to any attempt I might try to get him back home. It would be much better if you and your husband went to see him.”
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