

        

            

                

            

        




	



ONE BULLET CAN DESTROY AN ENTIRE FAMILY.


	 


	A South Florida shootout doesn’t just end an innocent girl’s life — it pulls a young journalist inside Miami PD and ignites the pursuit of an impossible target.


	After his brother’s girlfriend is killed, Butch Sands befriends a rookie cop and together they search for her killer. When they confront him at his home in the Florida Keys, a gunfight sparks a chase across the Sunshine State.


	Family loyalty can bring down the most powerful and corrupt men. Butch has the platform to defeat an entire network of drug dealers with words. Pitted between a reckless cop and a hopeless older brother drowning in despair and rage, Butch manages to keep them together across a Florida landscape he knows well.


	The chase finally ends on a remote island. Butch is held captive to prevent the Associated Press from ever reading his story about the partnership between Miami PD and a drug dealer who has stayed under the radar for years. When hope is lost, an unlikely reunion brings the three of them back together for an unexpected final attempt at justice.


	 


	“... vivid imagery throughout the story truly brings it to life...”—Marcy Shortuse, Editor of Gasparilla Magazine and the Boca Beacon.


	"A suspenseful thriller that you won't be able to put down."—Michael Kinney, Writer/Director of The Good Die Young.


	“Irresistible thriller! Terrific! Herbert gives readers a masterful story of suspense and action.”—JM Fisher, author of Desire.


	“Herbert balances friction between a breakneck pace of his plot with the languid rhythms and details of the Florida landscape..."—JP Eason, Big Seed Productions.


	"His characters are authentic, and drive this tale of crime and vengeance forward with reckless abandon.— Mark Chasing Palms down as your next must read." Dylan Lee Peters, author of The Dean Machine.


	“...a must read for anyone who loves action and suspense.”—Lincoln Kearney, author of The Art of Social Climbing.


	“...breathtaking suspense that keeps your brain whirling from start to finish...”—Julie Isphording, Author, Keynote Speaker and Olympian.


	“...a fast paced, well written mystery of twists and turns, making the reader want more . . .”—Don Storch of The Storch Report.
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	Chapter One


	 


	Chase Anderson stood in the second level foyer of his abandoned stilt house and watched the incoming tide run along a mangrove coastline that wrapped itself around sugar sand and bent palms. His sharp pale features and streaked blonde hair absorbed the last rays of sunlight as he gripped a worn baseball the way he would a two-seam fastball. Blood stains covered his right shoulder and he struggled to breathe.


	“Feel that, Butch?” Chase asked. “Feel that sunlight?”


	“Yeah, I feel it,” I said. 


	“Part of me dies when I watch a sunset. Grace always made me watch them on days I wasn’t working late. She said her day wasn’t complete without one. It took losing her to finally know what she meant.”


	“You need a hospital. You’ve lost too much blood.”


	He nodded and looked through the oversized squares where pane glass windows should be. This place seemed to speak to his loneliness and despair, like an addiction, his sullen face showed a need for saltwater and warmth.   


	“Every three days or so, I drive up from North Miami to watch it,” Chase said. “Anytime I need a drink . . . when police work fails to give my life purpose . . . you don’t get this on the East Coast.”


	The house faced Gasparilla Sound, a sacred body of water from my youth. The very place my older brother, Kevin taught me how to long drift for Tarpon. I stood in the middle of the room without responding and watched the distant blue waterline with my own thoughts about Kevin and where he might be now. I can only hope he’s not dead. Our shared vision of Tatum Jones and his final moments alive put an end to several maddening days of violence across Florida.


	“We did a great thing. I know you’re worried about your brother right now but believe me, he’s never felt better. Justice, be damned.”


	There is a cracked seawall twenty feet below that protects the narrow wooden legs of the house. Faded blue paint outlines the untreated wood panels below a hurricane damaged metal roof and a line of mature coconut palms parallel a plot of sand and gravel where the concrete driveway was supposed to have been poured. Pedro Island is a distant barrier against the ever-changing currents that move in from the Gulf of Mexico. 


	Chase Anderson was once named Mr. Baseball in the state of Florida. The award itself meant something to him, but where he ended up after baseball diminished it. He never favored pitching but it was the only commonality he ever shared with his self-absorbed father.


	Irony made its way inside the creases of his roller coaster life. The same day he was cut by a third minor league team, he received a call from the Miami Police department. His young auspicious wife of two years was found dead from an apparent heroin overdose. Her body covered by a Florida Marlins beach towel, motionless between two large sabal palms near a high-rise hotel. A night out with girlfriends turned violent after she agreed to try something she had never tried before. And now, whenever he drives by a baseball diamond, something inside wakes up and the disappointment of losing her and baseball in the same moment shows in his irascible expression. No way would he lose their house, too.


	His decision to quit pitching went mostly unnoticed by major league baseball scouts and he spent the next few years pursuing the only thing that fed his sanity, catching every possible heroin dealer in Greater Miami. His prize target was Tatum Jones, the last person to call his wife’s cell phone. Every lead, every undercover bust gives him hope to find this illusive killer known on Miami streets as Tone.


	I first met Chase Anderson inside a cramped room with two facing brown chairs and a round table with gang signs etched in the oak legs. He came at me with a full charge of energy. The temperamental detective repeated questions over and over and smoked hand rolled cigarettes. His flush red cheeks moved side to side and he talked with lanky arms that dropped to emphasize each point of contention. He used strange metaphors when my answers frustrated him, “Butch . . . you’re just a proud lion with no appetite. No reason in the world to hide a million dollars on some remote island, right? Where’s Cayo Costa Island? East or West coast?”


	“I’m not talking without an attorney,” I said.


	My police report was scattered across the table. The less I talked, the more he paced. He finally stopped to look at the report, twenty minutes after I sat down. “Butch Sands, a lone survivor even? This is made for television. Small town reporter escapes death with millions.”


	Before I continue on about Chase Anderson and his contempt for being assigned to my case, I should mention Hailey Thomas and our recent engagement that has given me a false sense of security. I should be flying home from a weeklong vacation with her, preparing to go back to work reporting on the quiet streets of Pedro Island. There are necessary things about our rustic boring life that I have not had in weeks. These often help me forget about the corrupt cities and back roads of South Florida.


	Less than a month ago, I was left to die on a desolate island. But without detailing everything that happened to me, the truth is, I just want the life outside my corner office window inside the Island Courier news building. The palm trees that bend over clear blue inlets where tarpon shadows fold inside thick mangroves and banyan trees that line side roads ending with coarse Bermuda plots of beachfront property, the humid morning streets and seafood trucks unloading before sunrise. Hailey Thomas smiling with brown eyes, folded arms over a white tablecloth, and a burning candle. The smell of coconut shrimp and pan seared red snapper. The clank of pint glasses at the bar and buzz of tourists talking over locals tucked beneath cigar smoke on chairs in the dark corners of Marker 17 Tavern, a centerpiece of Pedro Island. 


	Weekly stresses from unrealistic deadlines enforced by my overanxious editor about news that means nothing outside this small island community. News that matters to me the same way it matters to Hailey. We built this island life together, and hope to hold on as long as possible.


	The one person lost in this is Kevin, my noble brother, who insisted on driving me to Miami for that scheduled meeting with Chase Anderson. Kevin and I share an understanding about most things. We truly trust one another the way brothers should, but our lives will never be the same after what happened on this road trip, and the aftermath. 


	Kevin left Pedro Island late last night saying it wasn’t safe to know him anymore. He said killing her murderer was unavoidable and that he lost all desire for living when his first and only love was murdered. He insisted that Hailey and I could still chase our dream.


	***


	It happened about a week ago, on a Thursday morning in the inclement heat of the Everglades. I stood pumping gas beneath a rustic canopy. Traffic moved with urgency beyond the worn asphalt. Wind swept lives passed green swampland and disappeared inside the calescent black line of Alligator Alley.


	Kevin and his unsuspecting crush, Rose, were inside the convenience store. We had been driving Eastbound across Florida for over an hour and needed fuel. I felt the stubble on my chin and thought about the meeting I had in two hours with Miami Police. They had been calling for weeks, leaving the same message, “Butch, this is Chase Anderson with Miami PD. I’ve made several attempts to reach you. No need to explain . . . you know why. I left my number the first time. Call me back.”


	A call was finally made at the request of my editor, Dudas, and concerned fiancée, Hailey. They know most of the truth about what happened to me in a Key West bar almost a month ago, followed by my time marooned on a no name island. They know nothing about the buried money I’m protecting for someone.


	I have not slept well in weeks. Nights run together like one of twenty unsolved crossword puzzles scattered in my top desk drawer. Television makes it worse, so I walk the quiet streets of Pedro Island and try to forget things that happened to me. Truth and evidence live in the depths of my subconscious, far beyond the Florida Keys. I have seen the sunrise three straight days from the seawall at the end of Banyan Street and find clarity each morning when the last rays of light ascend over the distant blue waterline. This is the moment my story comes to life. And once the new day starts, I am reminded of this meeting with Chase Anderson and know it will be a grind.


	Luck saved me on that island. A complete stranger helped me live at the cost of fulfilling a promise. So I did. And now, to start new with Hailey, I had to clear my name.


	The fuel pump clicked off just as a watermelon truck came to a stop near a boiled peanuts stand. Workers jumped from the bed of the truck and immediately began moving watermelons to the storefront. A black Rolls Royce pulled in next. The driver stepped out. Smoke from a cigar rose up over his dark face and puffy Afro. I noticed his white gloves as he reached for the fuel pump.


	Kevin held Rose’s hand as they walked out of the store and around the workers. Both seemed to notice the mint condition of the car. The rear window came down and Kevin removed his blue tinted sunglasses and rubbed his bushy beard. He made eye contact with the driver.


	“Can I help you with something?” the driver asked.


	“No,” Kevin said.


	“Never mind, I just—” 


	The driver’s gaze wandered away from Kevin to something overhead. I turned to look in the same direction and spotted a seaplane. It approached the busy road, half a mile from the East, and landed into oncoming traffic.


	“Oh my God!” Rose yelled.


	The seaplane accelerated in front of a moving station wagon, cut off a semi-truck, and turned across the median directly toward us. I was amazed the wings stayed level with the hard turn. 


	“Boss!” the driver said with panic in his voice. 


	“What is it?” the man asked from the rear window. 


	“I think Tone followed us.” 


	The driver climbed back inside and started the engine. A loud buzzing sound came from the propellers as the seaplane taxied. Watermelons were dropped on the pavement and the entire crew of workers scattered. 


	A shirtless man with tattoo-covered arms bolted from the cockpit. He ran and jumped on the black hood with a tec-9 in hand. The Rolls Royce came to a screeching stop. 


	“Out of the car!” the man said. 


	I noticed a second man step down from the cockpit without much urgency. He was dark skinned, wore a black double-breasted suit, and held two .44 magnums. Tattoos covered the side of his neck and face, one teardrop just under his right eye, a small cross of gold hung around his neck. He fired one round in the air and smiled at the chaotic scene. 


	“You can’t run forever,” he said. “Your time is up, old friend.” 


	I looked over at Kevin. He leaned in to bear hug Rose’s petite frame. Both gave their full attention to the gunmen. 


	“Tone!” the man inside the Rolls Royce said.


	“Vamanos!”


	“Muy bueno.” 


	His shirtless comrade jumped off the hood and walked over to join him. A long pause came next, everyone watched with anticipation. A nod preceded a shower of bullets and the deafening sounds of combustion and steel-on-steel power. Tires spun in reverse and I fell to the ground to crawl under the truck. A sudden sting shot through my left leg as sparks danced around tires and growing puddles of gasoline. 


	The gunfire finally stopped and all sounds were muted. I watched both men run across the parking lot. Flip-flops stepped up and out of sight inside the seaplane. My leg burned from the bullet graze. I rolled over to see the target. The driver hung from a partially opened door full of gray holes. Blood spilled down his arm, staining the white gloves. There was no movement from the rear door, also full of bullet holes.


	Horns sounded from the road. I used the truck door to stand as the seaplane taxied through traffic. The camera in the backseat caught my attention. I grabbed it just as the seaplane turned around in the grassy median and passed the gas station for takeoff. I focused the lens and took two shots just before its ascent.


	I sat down on the filthy asphalt and held my pulsating leg with the smell of smoke and burning steel everywhere. I looked over at the front entrance and saw Kevin pushing down on Rose’s chest. Blood covered her shirt. She was unconscious.


	***


	I hoped Rose would live. A constant rush of adrenaline moved through me, even now, twenty hours after that bullet grazed my leg. Gunfire and panic slammed together inside two minutes of terror. Those menacing eyes and tattoo covered arms burned in my short-term. I could still hear the screaming targets, smell the gasoline, and see the crimson blood splattered across my brother’s beard and sunglasses. 


	I looked at my unfamiliar reflection in the mirror windows of a Miami Hospital. My torn khaki shorts and blood stained shirt smelled of benzene. I felt the coarse Bermuda grass under bare feet.


	In the hours waiting, I watched palm trees draw long shadows across the asphalt parking lot. The emergency doors would constantly open and close. I watched them with anticipation and wondered how Kevin would react to fatal news. Rose was his first love. Only I knew this because he told me he loved her. Rose had no idea. 


	Kevin finally appeared. His hands clutched white running shoes. His sunglasses hung from a wire and tears collected in bloodshot eyes. The moment floored me and I knew before he said anything. His sullen face said everything as he found a seat on a bench. 


	“Smoke?” Kevin asked. 


	“I don’t have any. What did the doc say?” 


	Kevin leaned forward and looked at the white shoes. His head dropped. He cleared his throat and raised dark eyebrows the way our late father always would before he said something important. 


	“Rose bought these last week . . . thought I’d start running with her. She said white makes you look faster than you are. She was always doing things for me. I told her I wanted to start running. That was her, always thinking of others first.” 


	“Sorry, Kev.” 


	“Should’ve told her how I felt. I loved her. Never felt that before her. She was the one, Butch. I almost had it.” 


	“What’s that?” 


	“The life.” 


	I looked past my reeling brother at a waiting, unmarked police cruiser. The driver made a hand gesture at me. I wanted to stay with Kevin but knew it was time to go. 


	“They’re waiting, Kev. I can’t believe this happened to her. I’m so sorry.” 


	“Get it over with, Butch. We came down here to clear your name in the first place. I should go inside. Doc is probably waiting.” 


	I stood and shared a moment of silence with my defeated brother. We hugged for the first time in years, then turned and walked away in opposite directions. Once inside the unmarked cruiser, I sat back in the big cloth seat without saying a word and turned to watch Kevin enter the hospital as we drove away toward the Miami skyline.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Two


	 


	A lone ceiling fan cut through the stench of stale coffee. I wanted this meeting to end soon and felt ready yesterday. But today, I cannot think clearly about any of the reasons that brought me here. 


	There was a sudden change in Chase Anderson the moment Chief Diggs walked in the room and sat down across from me. The broad shouldered man scanned my police report with oval bifocals. He finished reading the first page and sat back in his chair. Both hands rubbed a cleanly shaven brown head as he took in a deep breath followed by a long exhale. Chase reacted to him the way a neglected child would do something for attention. 


	“I’ve got this one,” Chase said. “Let me handle the questioning this time.” 


	“Too much money involved, Anderson,” Chief Diggs said. “This needs to be sent down to the district attorney’s office.” 


	Both men stared at me for what felt like a full minute. I cleared my throat and shifted in the uncomfortable wooden chair. 


	“At least we know Butch Sands exists,” Chief Diggs said. 


	“We only need a few minutes to sign off on this, right?” Chase asked. “He just tells us where he’s hiding the rest of the money and we’ll agree to a plea bargain. No lawyers?”


	I looked up and made direct eye contact with Chase and reminded myself to say as little as possible without a lawyer present. Chase flicked ash on the floor and held his arms up the way a referee signals for a made field goal. 


	“I’m not talking without a lawyer,” I said. 


	“First you hit a Key West cop, and then you skip a court hearing. What leverage do you have, even with a lawyer?” 


	I stayed silent and countered direct eye contact from Chase. His cheeks were red but the initial nervousness was gone with his boss in the room. He pulled a soft pack of cigarettes from his white shirt pocket and began to pack it against the bottom of his hand. 


	“This one should be cake, Chief Diggs. Frat boys are easier to break than most of the scumbags I deal with downtown.” 


	Chief Diggs turned toward me and nodded approval. He probably assumed I was a college student, maybe a below average business major at some Florida community college. 


	“What college, Butch?” Chief Diggs asked. 


	“No college,” I said. 


	Chase laughed and moved in closer, hands on the back of my chair. I could smell the cigarette smoke on his clothes. 


	“Unshaven, hair’s a mess. You wear this shirt all week, Butch? If not college then what? You obliviously don’t have a job the way you present yourself. You’re a mess.” 


	The chief joined in with a low bellowing laugh. Chase pushed away from my chair and stood upright. He lit another cigarette. A long pause followed the laughter. They waited for my reaction but I was in no mood for laughing. My mind was on Kevin, still out there, alone inside a strange hospital with a dead girlfriend. 


	Chief Diggs reached for his vibrating cell phone. Putting it to his ear, he closed his eyes a moment later. Chase turned his attention away from me. 


	“Tatum Jones? Was it him?” Chase asked. 


	“Remember this morning? You’re off that case, Anderson,” Chief Diggs said. 


	Chase stepped aside as the chief stood up from the table. Both men looked at me then at each other. I thought about offering to leave them alone but decided to stay put. 


	“We can’t discuss this right now, Anderson,” Chief Diggs said. “You’ve had more chances than most seasoned guys get for a case like that.” 


	“But I’m close—” 


	“Forget Jones. Focus on this case for now. And remember, half the money is still missing. Butch may be your only chance at finding it.” 


	“Excuse me, Butch,” the Chief said. “Something urgent has come up.” 


	“I understand.” 


	Chase waited for Chief Diggs to leave before he sat down across from me. He looked at the scattered pages between us. My name in bold letters. My actions italicized. Life altering experiences broken down to a ten digit case number. 


	The dollar amount listed as missing caught my attention. There was way more than a hundred thousand dollars buried on Cayo Costa Island. Chase took a drag from the cigarette and adjusted his collar. 


	“I know a lot about you,” Chase said. “So let’s make this quick. I should be leaving with Chief Diggs but am stuck with you.” 


	“We can reschedule.” 


	“No way, you’re as hard to pin down as one of my undercover heroin dealers. Something broke in a case I’ve been tracking for almost two years now. Big time trafficker gunned down a Miami Politician at a gas station of all places. From a seaplane of all things.” 


	I knew he had no idea about my connection to the same shooting. He put the cigarette out under the table and smirked. His focus was on everything but me. I took this opportunity to end this pointless meeting. 


	“I need to get back to the hospital.” 


	“What? We’re just getting started here.” 


	I stood from the table and headed for the door again. My leg hurt with every step. The bullet had grazed my left calf and an unexpected pain shot through my leg with each step. 


	“Sit your ass down, Sands.” 


	I stepped away from his wide blue eyes and flush red face. His attention was back on me. The doorknob jiggled and he grabbed it. 


	“All good Francine,” Chase said. “Everything is under control in here.” 


	I turned from the door and grabbed the stack of paperwork on the table. Before he could react, I tossed it in a nearby wastebasket. He leaned over and pulled it out. 


	“Appears you need me more than I need you,” I said. “Sounds like your bosses have some trust issues with one of their rookies.” 


	“Do you know what they do to young white guys in prison?” Chase asked smiling now. “Especially pretty ones.” 


	I sat back down at the table without making eye contact. A stale mate is a hell of a place to be when you are in a hurry. I decided to bring up the shooting. 


	“Was it the same gas station?” I asked. 


	“Same? Same as what?” 


	“Never mind. Let’s get back to me and my problems.” 


	“Your case can wait. What do you know about the gas station shooting?” 


	“Tell me what you know first,” I said. 


	“So, this pilot runs most of the heroin traffic North of Miami to Fort Lauderdale. Never shown his face in public before this morning. He shoots and kills a few people, including one of those hands-across-America; I’m going to protect our children from drugs, politicians. His street name is Tone but his real name is Tatum Jones. I’ve been chasing him for a long time. Chief Diggs is meeting with a few witnesses to confirm what we already think.” 


	“So, that’s who killed Rose.” 


	“Rose? Who is she?” Chase asked. 


	I stood up from the table and walked over to the door. Chase followed me out to the hallway. 


	“Where are you going? Why do you keep limping? We have two hours to get through this. The Atlanta Braves are in town tonight and I have box tickets and a sure thing waiting for me to pick her up.” 


	“Stray bullet grazed my leg during the same gas station shooting. Move, I need to tell Kevin about Tatum." 


	Chase grabbed my shoulder and hurried by me. We stood face to face in the crowded hallway, both out of breath. I tried to get around him but could sense more people behind me now. There were no outs. 


	“Eyes right here, Butch. You’re surrounded and very close to spending a few nights in county jail. I’m concerned about your leg. Do you need a doctor?" 


	"I don't think so. Not yet." 


	"Fine. Now, personally, I think you’re hiding something. But the people around you, your editor, fiancée, and brother all vouch for you. Can you believe that?” 


	“Why wouldn’t they? I was kidnapped and should’ve died on that island.” 


	“We’ll get to your case in a minute. Right now, I need to know why you just reacted like that. Do you know Tatum Jones?” 


	“I was at the gas station this morning. Tatum killed my brothers’ girlfriend, Rose.” 


	“Okay, I understand. Let’s first do a little Q and A before we get to Tatum Jones.” 


	“Look, I’m here with good intentions. But what happened yesterday with my brother and his girlfriend. . . I don’t know. She was murdered and I’m standing here with you talking about what? I know what happened. Just tell me how I can cooperate and get this behind me? My brother is alone in a hospital room. Can’t this wait?” 


	“Wait?” 


	“Yes, wait.” 


	Two street cops forcefully directed me back to the room and made me sit down at the table again. Chase followed us in and lit another cigarette. Smoke rose above neatly combed blonde hair. He picked up the top page with the missing money amount and cleared his throat. 


	“Tell me if this sounds like something to put off yet another day . . . Butch Sands. Twenty-two years old, white male. Suspected of double homicide, one count of money laundering, two counts of grand theft, one count of aiding and abetting a known con artist, and finally, my favorite, one count of police evasion.” 


	“I’m innocent.” 


	“Sure you are. Why not run to us first? If there’s nothing to hide, right? Why drive to Gainesville before the Miami Police station? You could’ve just called the son and told him about his dead father.” 


	I leaned back in the uncomfortable chair and looked up at the ceiling fan. Kevin remained at the forefront of my mind. I wanted to tackle this pompous detective. 


	“I fulfilled a promise. He saved my life. Telling his son in person was important.” 


	Chase put both hands on the table. He leaned in close with raised eyebrows. 


	“Good story, Butch. Now, if I had a dollar for every bullshit sob story about brotherhood and promises that became an excuse for making bonehead decisions, I wouldn’t come in tomorrow. I wouldn’t need the money they’re paying me to catch dealers.” 


	I shrugged and ignored the prodding comments. This was useless without a lawyer. I knew there was nothing left to say that would not be held against me in a court of law. The room temperature was uncomfortably hotter than when we first sat down. 


	“We know about the con artist. Nobody cares about his death. He was a victim too, just like you. And somehow, you survived . . . and ended up with another man’s life savings. What about his three sons and widow? Did they ever cross your mind?” 


	I had simply followed a dying father’s request without thinking about the repercussions on his own life. The missing details in the police report were my own, as was the buried money. 


	“Am I being charged with a crime?” 


	“Look, we know there was money. The widow wants to press charges against you if you don’t comply. We also know about the money you gave her son. Just tell me where the rest of it is and everything will be dropped. Be a hero, Butch. Not another dealer with something to hide.” 


	There was a long silence as I contemplated a sudden idea. The pictures of the seaplane had to be valuable to Chase Anderson. But could I make him want the pictures?


	“I think we can help each other out.” 


	“What are you talking about? How can you help me?” 


	Chase turned stone-faced and backed away from me. He shook his head and blinked with confusion. Smoke rose between us. I knew he was being pushed to his limit. 


	“I have pictures of the seaplane.” 


	“Tone’s seaplane?” Chase asked. 


	“Yes.” 


	“Why were you there again? Chief could’ve mentioned that before you came in. Does he know this?” 


	“He sent someone to pick me up from the hospital. You didn’t know?” 


	Chase sat back down at the table. He leaned forward, elbows on paper, and stared at the tan walls. I took the opportunity to stand again and open the door. The hallway was empty now. 


	“We’re not done, Butch.” 


	“Are you interested or not?” I asked. 


	“You know the answer.” 


	Chase was sullen now and spoke in a lower tone. He almost seemed uninterested in the offer. I stayed inside the office and waited for him to make eye contact with me again. I could see defeat in his eyes. The confidence was gone. He was officially out of the Tatum Jones business and there was nothing he could do about it. Chief Diggs had clearly lost trust in him. 


	“There’s a small diner near Naples called Leo’s. Be there tomorrow morning around nine. I’ll bring Kevin and the pictures of the seaplane.” 


	I turned away before Chase could respond, down the narrow hallway and passed a group of well-dressed lawyers escorting a Latino man in orange prison garb. They moved as one organism without acknowledging me or anyone else. I squeezed by them and limped outside toward the humid Miami streets.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Three


	 


	The blood-orange sun hung low over a distant waterline. Brown pelicans glided just above the sand and landed in the strong current that rolled through the wide mouth of the pass. I sat with my back against the glass of the lighthouse and watched the gray strip of beach along neighboring Cayo Costa Island, green and dormant, a few hundred yards away from two tarpon boats. 


	My aching leg was still loosely wrapped in gauze and medical tape. I kept it elevated on the surrounding bars of the lighthouse. Nearly a month before, in this same spot, I asked Hailey Thomas to marry me. She is in Cancun, Mexico for her sister’s wedding. I am supposed to fly out tomorrow evening. 


	I closed my eyes to remember the excitement in hers, the moment she said yes to my proposal, and wondered about her inevitable disappointment when I don’t walk off that plane. What would she be thinking when the flight attendant calls for final boarding and I’m not standing there next to her. I hope she was more worried than upset. It is better that she does not know about Rose or the shooting. I know she will understand what happened when the time is right. 


	An hour passed and I watched darkness follow the sunset and blanket the surrounding seascape. I tried to relax and focus on what needed to happen with Chase Anderson in the morning. The silence lasted a long time before the noise from a car engine interrupted my thoughts. It sputtered to a faint roar that gave way to the roll of the incoming tide. I listened until the car was gone and stood with all of my weight on one leg as the large light bulbs began to brighten behind me, and stepped inside through the open window and walked down the narrow steps. The first floor had an open room without furniture and limited décor. Large windowpanes surrounded me as I slowly walked through the entranceway and locked the door before placing the key underneath the conch shell behind the white rocking chair on the front porch. 


	The road was dark and I limped in the shadows of street lamps without thinking about the pain. Kevin probably waited for the incoming tide and got a late start tarpon fishing. Just being out on the water eased Kevin's nerves, and tonight without Rose in his life, a bottle of green label was probably as necessary as fishing. 
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