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    Prologue


    Prologue


    Sweet little Jessie was the center of my life. From the day she was born and I held her in my arms—all pink and new, wrapped in a cotton blanket and singin’ a song that only she and God knew the words to—it was plain she was gonna grow up into somethin’ special.


    Her dark hair and beamin’ blue eyes put off enough light to kindle up a whole room. And not just an ordinary light neither. The kind of light that don’t appear without a purpose. No, that kind of light was put there. The Scripture says we know His voice when we hear it. What it don’t say, but maybe it should, is we also know His light when it meets our eyes. And Jessie was filled up with His light, no doubt about it. I saw it right away, and then I just kept on seein’ it the more time I spent with her.


    We got to spend some good time together, too. Her mama—my daughter—married a hometown boy, thank the Lord, and they settled just three blocks away from me over on Eaton Street in Slidell, Louisiana. Once she got old enough, little Jessie walked as far as my house every mornin’, and I’d be waitin’ for her out on the front porch with my coffee, black and strong, and I’d walk her the rest of the way to school. When the three o’clock bell rang at the end of the school day, we’d do the same thing in reverse. She’d walk as far as my house, and I’d walk her home the rest of the way. After we shared a cookie or an apple, she told me what she learned in school. Jessie always liked learnin’.


    “Grampy, you know what?”


    “Tell me.” This was the way nearly every one of our after-school chats began.


    “You know that planet with the rings around it?”


    “Saturn.”


    “Yeah, that’s it. Saturn. Well, if you had a big enough bowl o’ water, and you plunked Saturn down into it, you know what would happen?”


    “It might drown, I reckon,” I answered her, hidin’ my smile behind my coffee cup.


    “No! That’s the funny thing,” she said, that light lightin’ up her pretty face like a solar flare. “It would float.”


    “Nah, it wouldn’t float,” I teased. “It would sink like a stone.”


    “No, Grampy, it would float. I promise!”


    “Well, I’ll be.”


    Got me to wonderin’ that day—the way grandpops do sometimes—if my Jessie might become the first female astronaut or one of those astronomers who discover new planets. Whatever she did, I knew she’d be somethin’ special, and I prayed to the Good Lord every mornin’ and every night before my head hit that pillow that—whatever it was that she did—she would do it with faith in the Lord above.


    That’s a child’s only hope in a world that changes as fast as this one.

  


  
    Chapter 1


    1


    Watch this. If I hold my coffee at just the right tilt, the reflection off my ring will blind her.”


    “Jessie, stop that.”


    Jessie angled her hand so that the sunlight streaming through the café window bounced off nearly four carats of perfect clarity, ricocheting back toward the window. Just one slight adjustment and—


    “There!”


    “What are you? Ten?”


    “Ten-year-old Jessie would never have this ring.”


    She grinned as the woman two tables over flinched, squinting as the beam of sunlight hit her right in the eye.


    “And why are you acting like this anyway?” Jessie asked in a graveled whisper. “Support me in my cattiness like a good friend should. You know perfectly well that Shea McDermott has been talking smack about my marriage for three years now, since the night of Elton’s Oscar party.”


    They both glanced over toward Shea’s table, and Jessie offered the bleached blonde a forced, cursory smile.


    Through her tightened, pearly white expression, Jessie muttered, “She makes me crazy.”


    “I can see that. But you have an unfair advantage, Jess,” Piper replied with a serious tone as she tucked her short, streaked strawberry-blonde hair behind one ear. Then a sunbeam grin ignited her face, and her glossy green eyes shimmered with mischief. “You’ve got nearly two carats on her.”


    They both snickered just as the waiter approached the table.


    “Can I get you ladies anything else?”


    His nametag read Dirk. Jessie thought it was the perfect name for an obvious actor-turned-waiter like so many hundreds of them flanking trendy restaurant tables from Malibu to Glendale. Dirk-the-waiter looked like he belonged in a leading-edge fashion layout in Esquire rather than schlepping lunch for LA’s hot-du-jour.


    “It happens to be my friend’s birthday,” Piper told Dirk, and Jessie held her breath and used her birthday wish against Piper revealing which one. “We’d like a generous slice of amaretto cheesecake and two cappuccinos.”


    “Right away.”


    “Oh, and—” Piper wrinkled her nose at him and whispered, “put a candle in it?”


    “Piper, no.”


    With one hand, she waved Jessie into submission, and with the other she sent Dirk-the-waiter quickly on his way.


    “So what are we doing?” Piper asked. “Twenty-five again?”


    “Sounds good.”


    “Twenty-five it is. And you don’t look a day over twenty-four.”


    Jessie smiled. She didn’t feel her thirty-seven years either. At twenty-four, she’d been working the fragrance counter at Bloomingdale’s in the Beverly Center. Jack had parked outside of the store on his way to pick up a couple of new suits from Hugo Boss. On his way back through the store, he circled Jessie’s counter three times before he stopped and asked her to recommend a perfume for his mother’s birthday. They made a date for dinner at Moonshadows Malibu that very evening; a patio table at sunset. And Jack had swept her off the size-seven Manolos she’d borrowed from one of her roommates before the panna cotta had been served for dessert. Six dinner dates later, she learned that Jack’s mom had passed away in the previous decade, and he’d only summoned up her memory as an on-the-fly excuse to talk to “the pretty brunette with the light blue eyes.” But by the time the truth rolled out, he’d already reeled her in and Jessie dismissed his little white lie in the name of true love’s course. She’d fallen hard, and they were married that very summer on the white-sand Pacific shore, not far from that patio table at Moonshadows.


    “Funny how everything seems to come full circle, isn’t it?” Jessie mused as the recollection of her first days with Jack wafted through her mind. “I was just thinking about—”


    Dirk-the-waiter’s arrival at her table sliced her thought clean through. “Happy birthday,” he sort of sang as he set the cheesecake and coffees on the tabletop between them and lit the lone candle sticking out of the center of the dessert. “Make a wish.”


    Jessie smiled at Piper, closed her eyes—I wish this perfect life would last forever!—and blew out the candle before they both dug into the cheesecake from opposite sides of the gilded plate.


    “Uh, Jess?”


    Piper narrowed her eyes and scrunched up one side of her collagen-enhanced pout as she glared through the window toward the street.


    Jessie set down the large white cup after taking a sip. “What’s wrong?”


    “Isn’t that . . . your car?”


    Jessie’s eyes darted after Piper’s, and she caught sight of the rear bumper of her Deep Sea Blue convertible 640i BMW . . . just as the large tow truck dragged it around the corner of Cross Creek toward Pacific Coast Highway.


    Jessie instinctively smacked her heart to get it beating again, and she willed her wide-open mouth to shut tight when she caught Shea McDermott’s Botox-lifted eyes focused directly on her.


    “I . . . It couldn’t . . . But . . . Nooo. It had to be someone else’s . . .”


    “Ms. Stanton, I am so sorry,” Joseph-the-valet whimpered as he approached her table. “He took the keys and he said your lease had been revoked by—”


    “All righty, Joseph!” Piper intercepted. “That’s fine. We understand.” She leaned closer and lowered her voice considerably. “Call us a taxi, will you, please?”


    “Of course.”


    Dirk-the-waiter looked like some sort of canary-eating feline as he set the leather folder on the edge of the table. “Your check.”


    “Thank you, Dirk,” Piper replied.


    Jessie tasted a sour version of her coffee at the back of her throat as she plucked a credit card out of her wallet and slipped it into the folder, handing it to him.


    “Uh,” Dirk muttered. “Isn’t it your birthday?”


    She shook her head until it rattled. “Yes. Why?”


    “Well, normally the other person pays for the birthday lunch.”


    “Oh. Right.” Jessie inhaled sharply before continuing. “It’s our thing. She’ll get the check on her birthday. This one’s mine.”


    “Thank you, Dirk,” Piper interjected.


    The moment he left them, Piper leaned halfway across the table until her face was about eight inches from Jessie’s. “He said your lease was revoked, Jess. What’s going on?”


    “I have no idea. I need to call Jack.”


    Her hands trembled as she dipped into her Prada okra-orange Saffiano leather bag and pulled out her iPhone. She didn’t take the time to swipe through the address book, and just dialed Jack’s cell number herself. When the call failed to connect, Jessie inhaled sharply and tried again, but the shrill three-tone siren sounded again.


    “We’re sorry,” the robotic recording stated. “The number you have dialed is no longer in service at this time. If you feel you have reached this recording in error—”


    Jessie disconnected, but she continued to stare at the screen as if she hadn’t.


    “What happened?”


    “I got an out-of-service recording.”


    “That’s weird. Why don’t you try his office?”


    “Good idea. Okay.”


    Just in case it had been a simple user error, she used the address book to reach Jack’s office. Tears stung her eyes as she took a deep breath and held it tightly in her lungs for a moment. Jack would certainly know what to do. She just had to—


    “We’re sorry. The number you have dialed . . .”


    Jessie’s chest tightened, and the rogue tears streamed from her eyes and down both cheeks.


    “Jess?”


    “Piper, something awful is happening. I can feel it. His office number is disconnected too, and—”


    “I’m very sorry, Ms. Stanton,” Dirk-the-waiter interrupted, and when she looked up into his eyes, she spotted a flash of . . . almost . . . glee. “It seems your card has been denied.”


    Jessie’s eyes widened to the point that the strain of it ached.


    “Would you like to try another?”


    She couldn’t think. She simply turned her gaze toward Piper as the cascade of salty emotion reached her chin and dangled there for a moment before plummeting to the edge of the saucer beneath her cappuccino cup.


    “Here. Use mine,” Piper said, handing him her credit card.


    The next several minutes blurred like a watercolor painting left out in the pouring rain. When Jessie finally blinked, she found herself sitting next to Piper in the back of a hybrid taxicab as they turned onto Malibu Road.


    “Right up here,” Piper told the driver, and he rolled to a stop in front of the expansive hacienda-style home where Jessie and Jack had lived for the last several years. “Thank you,” Piper added, slipping the driver some folded bills before squeezing Jessie’s arm and shaking it. “Come on, sweetie. We’re here.”


    She somehow managed to drag herself out of the cab and mindlessly put one foot in front of the other until they reached the arched gate to the front courtyard. It took three tries to punch in the code, but just about the time that Jessie started to imagine that she’d been locked out of this one final part of her life, the gate buzzed and she pushed it open. She jumped as it clanked shut behind Piper.


    Thankfully, the front door code worked on the first try, and she stepped inside with a sigh.


    “What in the world . . . ?”


    She turned toward Piper to find her friend gape-mouthed and wide-eyed as she scanned the conspicuously empty walls of the lavish living room. Every piece of Jack’s extensive art collection had vanished, much of the landscape vacant and glaring at her. The remaining furnishings looked strangely out of place without it, like a half-decorated hotel lobby.


    “Piper,” she said, wincing. “What’s going on here? Do you think we’ve been . . . robbed?”


    “And the robbers paused to revoke the lease on your car and cancel your credit cards? I don’t think so, Jess.”


    “What then?”


    And with that, the hot tears erupted again, and Jessie’s chest began to pound with questions.


    “I have no idea.”


    The two of them stood in silence for several slow-ticking seconds. Jessie labored against the array of panicked and disjointed notions skipping across her brain like plump children playing hopscotch. Beyond the wall of glass at the far end of the living room, the blue Pacific Ocean carelessly cavorted beneath foamy, white-capped waves that tumbled over each other to land on the shore. Nearly two hundred feet of private beach—the attraction that drew her to this house out of all the others they’d toured—seemed to laugh at her now, taunting that it knew something she didn’t.


    As she surveyed the artless walls one more time, a sudden notion hit her with a thud. She gasped, and then she spun around and clomp-clomp-clomped across the Mexican ceramic tile in the hallway. Crossing the large master suite, she reached Jack’s walk-in closet at the far end and thrust open the door.


    “Empty,” she muttered.


    “Jessie?” Piper called from the hall as she followed. “What is it?”


    She turned back toward the door and waited for Piper to cross the threshold before she replied. “All of Jack’s clothes are gone.”


    “What? Are you sure?”


    Jessie didn’t bother to answer. She just shuffled toward the king-sized, four-poster bed and dropped to the edge of the pillow-top mattress.


    “Wow, you weren’t kidding,” Piper said as she peered into the closet. “Not even a dust bunny left behind.”


    Jessie couldn’t react. She just curled both of her hands into fists around the Egyptian cotton comforter beneath her as Piper rushed past her and tugged open the door of the second closet. Jessie held her breath.


    “Well, it looks like all of your clothes are still here.”


    She sniffed. “He left me.”


    “Nooo. Jack wouldn’t . . .”


    “He left me, Piper. That’s the only answer. He canceled my credit cards, surrendered my car, packed up his belongings, and he left me.”


    Just then, the front bell rang. Jessie and Piper both gasped.


    “See! That’s probably him now,” Piper exclaimed as she jogged down the hall toward the front door.


    “He’s not going to ring the bell to his own house,” Jessie stated softly.


    She grabbed a tissue from the ceramic box on the nightstand and dried her eyes on the way to the door, sniffling as she did.


    “You must be Mrs. Stanton,” the balding man standing in the foyer said as she emerged.


    “Yes. And you are . . . ?”


    “Anthony Grana. Your Realtor.”


    “My . . . what?”


    He quickly produced a business card from his jacket pocket and handed it to her. “Malibu Realty. I handled the sale.”


    Piper said it for her. “The sale?”


    “Your husband left his cell phone behind this afternoon, and I thought I’d return it on my way home.”


    Jessie accepted the phone and just stared at it.


    “You were with Jack this morning?” Piper asked him.


    “Yes, at the closing.”


    “The closing,” Piper repeated. “I don’t understand.”


    Jessie inhaled sharply before clarifying. “I think what he’s saying is . . . my husband sold our home.”


    “We got a very fair price, too, if I do say so.”


    Looking over Piper’s shoulder at the beckoning blue sea, Jessie shook her head.


    Déjà vu all over again, she thought, then moved on to consider whether to act on the instinct overtaking her at the moment, and just go ahead and rush over the wooden deck, across the sand, and throw herself into the laughing ocean.


    * * *


    The sun had only begun to peek its big head out over the top of the pastel horizon, but the surf had called Danny’s name early that day. He’d managed to step into the bottom of the wetsuit, letting the top of it hang down around his waist as he tucked Carmen—the name he’d given his surfboard—under one arm and trekked across the sand, bare-chested. The waves looked inviting, full of the come-hither allure only the morning swells of the blue Pacific could muster in him.


    He pounded three times on the side panel of the battered Volkswagen bus parked at the edge of the sand before proceeding toward the beckoning surf. Danny spread out his Zuma Jay beach towel and dropped Carmen on it, face upward. Squatting down to inspect her, he tugged at the leash to make sure the connection to the plug felt secure. He ran his hand down the length of the leash to check for frays, knots, or tears. Reasonably confident, he flipped her over to scrutinize the fin box. The screws looked tight; nothing loose or broken.


    He stood upright and slid his arms into the sleeves of the wetsuit and zipped it as he stepped out of blue flip-flops. He dropped to the sand and folded his legs into a sort of lotus position. Inhaling deeply, he closed his eyes and tilted his head back slightly.


    Man, I love mornings out here.


    Before he even had a chance to exhale, however, the clamor of Riggs’s approach sent all thoughts of quiet meditation upward into a puff of steam.


    “You’re early, man,” Riggs grumbled as he stalked across the sand. He dropped his bright orange board next to Danny and flopped down on it. “I haven’t even had my coffee. What’s with the crack of dawn?”


    “Sorry. I just wanted to get an early jump.”


    “Well, what are you sitting here for, then?”


    The corner of Danny’s mouth quirked as he leaned back and looked at his disheveled friend. Short, curly dark hair, dusky light-brown skin, cropped black beard. Riggs wore his multiethnicity like a permanent tattoo.


    “I was waiting on you,” he said, pointing out the obvious.


    “Well, here I am. We gonna get wet, or what?”


    He chuckled. “Yeah. Yeah, let’s get wet.”


    Riggs trailed Danny into the water, letting out a shriek as his stomach hit the cold board. They paddled over fairly meager waves, typical to the Santa Monica area north of the pier at this time of year. Heavy winds the night before had at least pumped the swell a couple of feet, so the morning wasn’t a complete bust. With an exchange of nods, they let the first wave pass them by.


    “I heard Mavericks is prime right now,” Riggs called out as they waited to catch the next one. “You wanna make a run up there this weekend?”


    “Don’t you have Allie this weekend?”


    “She’ll go with us.”


    He and Riggs hadn’t made it to Mavericks all year. Truth told, the idea really appealed to Danny. It wasn’t like he had any hot cases to keep him rooted in town. But the odds were mounted high against Riggs’s twelve-year-old daughter’s mother signing off on a six-hour drive to scout out better waves for the weekend.


    “This one looks pretty good,” Riggs called out, and Danny checked it out before giving him the nod.


    “Let’s try her out.”


    Everything else tumbled out of his thoughts as Danny paddled forward, positioning himself positively for the half-built swell. He made a clean entry into the wave, creating enough momentum and speed to set up the ride, then popped up to his feet. He glanced over at Riggs just in time to see his board pearl, its nose digging down into the water. Riggs groaned as he wiped out into it, leaving Danny to finish out the ride alone. Wiping out into a two-foot wave? He made a mental note against ever dragging a precoffee Riggs into the water again.


    He’d just started to consider turning back into the surf for a second go of his own when distant, familiar barking called his attention to the shore.


    Sure enough, one hundred twenty pounds of harlequin Great Dane stood in the sand, his pointed cropped ears erect, and his deep-throated barks cutting straight across the water. Danny dragged his board by the leash, trudging to the shore.


    “What’s up, Frank? What’s all the racket?”


    Frank pounded the sand with his front paw as Danny approached, his typical move when he had something urgent to share. Shielding his eyes from the sun with one hand, Danny spotted the car parked next to Riggs’s bus.


    “What’s a Jag doing parked at our place, boy?” he asked the dog.


    “What’s up with Frankenstein?” Riggs asked as he plodded out of the water.


    “Looks like I’ve got company.” Danny picked up his beach towel and followed Frank, calling out to Riggs over his shoulder. “Be back in a few.”


    “Nah, I’m headed in, too,” he replied. “I need a shower and some joe.”


    Danny knew he didn’t have much of a choice in the matter. Ever since he’d agreed to let his friend park in his driveway, Riggs had slowly infiltrated until he’d become as much a part of Danny’s home base as the leaky faucet in the kitchen.


    Frank rushed to the passenger window of the white Jaguar and peeled out a tirade of objections to its presence. From beneath the bass drum of his barking, soprano screams hit pitches he hadn’t thought possible.


    “Frank! Back!”


    He dropped his towel and leaned Carmen against the patio post before making his way toward the car.


    “Frank!” he repeated. “Get back. Now!” The dog reluctantly retreated, circling around Danny and standing behind him like a ready-and-waiting soldier. A white one. With giant black spots.


    He leaned down and peered into the car. His heart bumped a little as a gorgeous brunette with wide, glistening eyes looked back at him. Through the closed window, he thought he heard a muffled version of his name.


    “What? I can’t hear you.”


    She lowered the window by no more than an inch. “Mr. Callahan?”


    Is she looking for my father?


    “I’m Danny Callahan. Who are you?”


    The driver leaned across the blue-eyed beauty and spoke to the opening in the window. Her very short, streaked hair framed sharper features than her friend’s. “I’m Piper Brunetti, Mr. Callahan. I got your name from Vicki Washington.”


    The name skimmed his brain before coming back around for a landing. Cheating husband. He’d provided her with visual art to support a hefty divorce settlement the previous spring.


    “What can I do for you, Miss Brunetti?”


    “This is my friend, Jessie Stanton.”


    Weepy blue eyes glittered at him, and when she forced an unconvincing smile to her apple cheeks, dimples caved in at the base of them.


    “She has a situation. With her husband.”


    He looked back as huge tear droplets escaped her wide eyes, momentarily waylaid by the dimples before cascading from her chin.


    “I need to get out of this wetsuit,” he told them. “Why don’t you come inside.”


    Both women’s attention darted toward Frank, and the crier with the apple cheeks and heart-shaped face shook her head defiantly. “Uh-uh. No.”


    “Oh, he’s harmless,” he reassured them both. “Just noisy.”


    Neither one of them seemed to believe him.


    “All right,” he said with a shrug. “But I’m going inside. If you want to talk to me, you’ll need to get out of the car.” When he reached the doorway to his small bungalow, he turned back and called out to them. “His name is Frank. And he’s already eaten.”


    Danny slapped his thigh, and Frank obediently followed him through the door. A stream of fresh coffee dribbled into the pot on the counter, and Frank sniffed the air beneath it before curling up on the large padded rectangle bearing his name angled into the corner of the kitchen. Danny followed the sound of the running shower to find, as he suspected, Riggs had discarded his wetsuit and clothes in a heap in the hallway outside the open bathroom door.


    “Don’t come out of there in the buff,” he shouted through the door. “Females in the house.”


    “Yeah, okay.”


    “At least, I think they’re coming in,” he muttered as he peeled off his wetsuit en route to the bedroom.


    * * *


    Jessie poked her head through the open door and timidly tested the waters. “Hello?”


    “Go on in,” Piper whispered. “He said we should come inside.”


    “But the cow . . .”


    “It’s not a cow, Jess. It’s a dog.” With a sniff, she added, “A really, really big dog.”


    “With cow spots.”


    “Cow spots.”


    “Black blotches on white. Like a cow coat. Oooh, maybe he ate a cow and—”


    Piper giggled. “You are so—”


    The soft, menacing growl of the approaching cow-dog stopped them both in their tracks. At the top of the first full bark, Jessie squealed and pulled the door shut with a slam. Clutching the doorknob to hold it closed, she turned toward Piper.


    “Let’s run for the car.”


    “You need to talk to this guy, Jessie.”


    Leaning away from the barking, she shook her head. “Not enough to be mauled to death. Let’s go.”


    Piper’s lips parted in preparation for her objection, but the turn of the knob in Jessie’s hand jerked her focus to the only thing standing between her and a horrible, bloody demise. When the turn of the knob unlatched the door and it pulled back from her, Jessie screeched and clutched it with both hands, yanking it shut again.


    “Help me!” she shouted at Piper. “It’s opening the door!”


    With one hard wrench, the door flew open and the knob slipped straight out of her grasp. Instead of the perilous brown gaze of a giant dog on the other side of the jamb, she met the narrowed steel-blue eyes of a surfing private investigator.


    Jessie released a bumpy little nervous chuckle. “Sorry. I thought it was . . .” Her words trailed off, and she nodded toward the dog standing silently behind him.


    “Frank’s a pretty inventive guy,” he replied, “but I’m pretty sure it takes the advanced skills afforded by opposable thumbs to turn the knob and open the door.”


    “Uh . . .”


    When nothing of substance followed, Piper elbowed her in the back.


    “Why don’t you come in and tell me why you’re here,” he suggested, and he swung the door fully open. But when the dog straightened his big pointy ears, Jessie found her feet cemented to the spot. “Frank!” he said firmly. “Go lay down.”


    When the dog turned away and trotted across driftwood oak flooring, disappearing into the kitchen, Jessie exhaled and walked cautiously through the door.


    The décor astonished her a little, but she tried not to show it as she followed him past a casual assemblage of rustic farm tables and a blue leather sectional facing two light tan club chairs. A compilation of scenic framed photographs depicting blue waters and waves of all sizes and strengths adorned the otherwise bare board-and-batten walls. The mantle of the small corner fireplace had been constructed out of an old vintage beach sign.


    “My office is in the sunroom,” he said. “Through there. Can I get you coffee?”


    “No, thank you,” Jessie replied, and she grabbed Piper’s wrist as she carefully sidestepped the cow-dog.


    “I’ll have some water,” Piper blurted over her shoulder. “If you have bottled.”


    The sunroom provided another unexpected surprise. It was surrounded on three sides with light oak louvered shutters. A desk—the top of it made from a short, colorful surfboard—was angled into the corner across from two rattan loveseats cushioned in deep hunter green.


    “It looks like nothing but a rundown little beach shack from the outside,” Piper whispered. “It’s pretty nice in here, huh?”


    Jessie softly shushed her friend before nodding. “I know, right?”


    Danny Callahan stalked into the room, handing off bottles of cold water to them before scraping the light green distressed wood chair away from the desk and mounting it backwards.


    “So what can I do for you?” He slurped hot coffee from a mug. “Husband troubles?”


    Jessie lowered her eyes and examined her open-toed Ralph Laurens.


    “Cheater?” he asked Piper.


    “I wish I knew,” Jessie spoke up. “In fact, I wish I knew anything about Jack Stanton at all. We’ve been married thirteen years, and as it turns out . . . I don’t know anything for sure anymore.” She fought back the sting of the tears that rose in her eyes and groaned softly under her breath. “My husband has disappeared, Mr. Callahan. And he took my life with him.”


    “We were hoping,” Piper chimed in, “maybe you could help sort it out?”


    “He . . . he closed our accounts . . .”


    “And sold her house right out from under her,” Piper declared, her indignant anger showing. “We were sitting there having a nice lunch when we watched her car being towed down the street, Mr. Callahan. Please. You have to help her.”


    “Bearing in mind,” Jessie added, “that the life he took includes every cent I had.”


    The surfing detective lifted one eyebrow and stared at her; not for long, but long enough to burn a small hole.


    “I don’t work for free,” he finally stated, and Jessie deflated. “But that’s an interesting ring you have on.”


    * * *


    “Grampy! Help me!”


    My heart just about busted straight through my chest to hear the terror in my Jessie’s voice that day. I’d just been sittin’ out on the stoop waitin’ for her to make her way down the lane to my house when she come tearin’ around the corner at a full run. And the biggest dog I ever seen in all my days come barrelin’ behind her.


    “Grampy, heyyy-yelp!”


    Set down my cuppa joe and stalked straight down to the end of the driveway. Opened up my arms, and Jessie jumped clean into ’em. She crawled up over my shoulder like a monkey in the jungle, holdin’ on to my head and screamin’ bloody murder.


    That old hound dog clomped to a stop in front of me like a clumsy horse, his ears pasted back and his tail a-waggin’.


    “Ain’t nothin’ to be scared of here, child,” I told her, but her vise grip on her Grampy’s head didn’t budge. “Just a hound dog. Look at ’im.”


    She must have taken a peek because she squirmed a little. “But he was chasin’ me.”


    “He’s just chasin’ yer light,” I told her. “He sees it, too, and wants to be buddies.”


    “I don’t want to, Grampy. Make him go away.”


    “All righty, child,” I said with a laugh as I carried her up the driveway to the porch. “G’on, dog. Git!”


    “You’re always savin’ my life,” she told me, once inside the safety of the screen door.


    “Yeah?” I said. “Well, yer savin’ mine right back.”


    Jessie found this incredibly funny, and she laughed until her belly hurt. “I can’t save you. I’m just nine. How old are you anyway, Grampy?”


    “A hundred and nine,” I fibbed.


    “You’re a hundred and nine?” she cried, her big blue eyes round and shiny as half dollars. “That’s really old, Grampy. That’s prolly why your whiskers are all silver, huh?”


    “Could be.”


    My sixty-nine years seemed ancient as all git-out most days.
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    Jessie instinctively tucked her left hand under her right arm and narrowed her eyes, scrutinizing Danny Callahan in an effort to interpret his meaning. Was he going to yank three-and-a-half karats of Neil Lane brilliance right off her finger?


    “Relax,” he said, pausing to suck back more coffee. “I’m not gonna steal it. I’m just pointing out that you’re obviously not completely without resources.”


    Outrage sloshed from one side of her insides to the other—kind of like the coffee he nursed in that chipped blue mug. Jessie grabbed her purse and stood up. “Thank you for your time, Mr. Callahan.”


    “Jess,” Piper hissed softly. “You need his help.”


    “I’m not handing over my ring to him, Piper.”


    Danny chuckled, the mere sound of it stoking the flame of Jessie’s irritation. She shifted her entire body and stood over him, glaring at him as he continued sipping his coffee casually, looking so unbelievably smug!


    “You find my situation amusing?” she asked.


    When he glanced up at her and their eyes met, she thought he may have withdrawn slightly. She took a little pleasure in his apparent astonishment at the sparks of anger in her eyes, but it didn’t last long. His pompous smirk returned in a fraction of a second, and Jessie resisted the uncharacteristic urge to slap him.


    “Look,” he said. “I know a guy who can get you a good price for that ring. It won’t solve all your problems, but it will get you more than enough to hire me.”


    “You’ll help her then?” Piper interjected.


    “Piper . . . My ring?”


    “Your ring from the husband who disappeared and left you holding the bag!” she pointed out, and Jessie’s heart dropped a little deeper.


    “From the look of it, you’re wearing a lot of green on your finger there,” he told her. “Enough to pay me and give you some walking-around money until I can figure out what happened.”


    “It was appraised at sixty-two,” she said softly.


    “He’s not going to give you that much on a used ring,” he replied.


    “What’s this about a ring?”


    Jessie turned to find a caramel-skinned man—wearing nothing but a bath towel wrapped low around his waist—standing in the doorway to the sunroom, grinning at her.


    “I told you about wearing something,” Danny snapped.


    “I am wearing something. I’m wearing a towel.”


    “Riggs!”


    Extending his hand toward Jessie, he ignored Danny’s objections. “Aaron Riggs.”


    “J-Jessie Stanton,” she replied, reluctantly shaking his hand. “And this is my f-friend, Piper Brunetti.”


    Danny jumped up from the chair and scraped it away as he swooped in and clamped Aaron Riggs’s shoulders with both hands, leading him out of the sunroom.


    “Go put some clothes on,” she heard Danny demand, “and take off.”


    Jessie and Piper locked eyes. Piper blinked first and cackled softly.


    “Let’s get out of here,” Jessie whispered. Piper nodded and stood up but, before they could head for the door, Danny returned to block their way.


    “I’m sorry about that.”


    “Does he . . . live here?” Jessie asked. “Is he your . . . your . . .”


    “What?” he exclaimed. “No, he’s not my . . . anything!”


    “I just thought, with the towel and everything . . .”


    Danny chuckled and shook his head. “He’s a buddy I went surfing with this morning.”


    “Oh.”


    “Sit down and let’s talk about your case.”


    “You’re taking her case then?” Piper asked him.


    “I’ll do some digging . . . see what I can find out for you.”


    The three of them awkwardly backtracked, returning to their places in the sunroom. Danny opened a large laptop and punched a few keys.


    “I’ll need a contact number and address,” he said, and once again, Jessie felt her shoulders slump.


    “I only have somewhere to live for the next week or two before the new owners move into my home. And I don’t really know where I’m going to be yet . . .”


    “You can stay with us,” Piper told her.


    “Oh, Piper, you have a houseful already with Antonio’s family in from Italy . . .”


    “We’ll figure it out. I’m not going to see my best friend homeless!”


    “Who’s homeless?” Aaron Riggs asked from the doorway, fully clothed. “You’re looking for a place to crash?”


    Jessie’s heart fluttered. She could only imagine what he might have in mind.


    “Easy there. I’m not inviting you to join my harem,” he said with a chuckle when he saw her expression. “I own a couple of properties. One of them is a duplex here in Santa Monica, and there’s a vacant unit that came available yesterday.”


    “Riggs,” Danny intervened. “You promised Charlotte you’d move into that place so Allie would have somewhere to go when you have her.”


    “She has somewhere to go. We’ve got my van. We’ve got the bed in your guest room . . .”


    “Riggs.”


    “Look,” he said, staring at Jessie. “If you want to see it, I can take you over there right now. It’s nothing fancy, but from what I overheard a minute ago, you can’t really afford fancy anyway.”


    Well, that’s the sad truth.


    Jessie closed her eyes and massaged her throbbing temples as she wondered how this had become her life.


    * * *


    “Chaz, it’s Danny Callahan.”


    “Callahan. Where you been, buddy? Haven’t seen or heard from you in three months.”


    “Oh, you know. Listen, I’m sending a jpeg over right now,” Danny said as he hit Send on the email. “It’s Neil Lane, three and a half carats, appraised at sixty-two. What can you do for me?”


    “Lemme have a look . . .”


    While he waited, Danny opened another browser window and clicked on one of the bookmarked pages. He typed in Jack Stanton’s name and last known address, and his screen went flush with a wealth of information on Jessie Stanton’s missing person.


    “Ha!” Chaz clucked. “It’s still on her hand?”


    “She’s not so willing to part with it until I talk to you and get the straight dope.”


    “Got yourself a new girl, Callahan?”


    “New client. The husband vanished and took their assets with him. Pretty much all she’s got left is this ring and some expensive shoes.”


    “Clarity looks pretty good,” he said slowly, obviously lingering over the image. “The band going with it? I can give her more for the set.”


    “Let’s talk about the set then.”


    “I’ll have to see it in person, you understand.”


    “Sure.”


    “I might be able to do ten.”


    “Ten,” Danny spat. “C’mon. You can do better than ten grand, Chaz. It’s nearly four carats. And I’m no expert on upscale jewels, but even I know Neil Lane is a pretty big ticket.”


    “She got paperwork to prove it’s Neil Lane?”


    “You can’t verify that online or the logo in the ring or something?”


    Chaz paused for a long moment, sputtering and mumbling; typical song and dance. Finally, “Where’s the hand now?”


    “She went with Riggs to check out one of his crash pads.”


    “Gimme the address, and I’ll meet you there.”


    “Not for an offer of ten grand, buddy,” Danny objected. “It’s a sixty-thousand-dollar ring.”


    “Maybe I can do twenty-five.”


    “Or thirty-five.”


    “Nah, not thirty-five.”


    Danny shook his head. “Chaz. This woman’s in a choke hold here. She needs to catch a break.”


    “Not to mention that there’s a big price tag on her PI,” he pointed out.


    “Thirty-five?”


    “Lemme have a look. I’ll do the best I can.”


    “Personal favor, buddy,” Danny told him. “Let me check in with Riggs and find out where they are. I’ll text you the address.”


    Danny disconnected the call and composed a quick text to Riggs to verify the duplex address.


    Duplex scared her, Riggs texted back. On the way to the Pinafore property.


    If the duplex freaked her out, he could hardly wait to see her reaction to Riggs’s Pinafore apartment building. Danny laughed at the mental picture of prim and proper Jessie Stanton coming to terms with the idea of living in an eight-hundred-square-foot apartment with a closet the size of that big bag she carried around.


    Hang there. Bringing Chaz to look at the ring.


    10-4.


    Thirty minutes later, Danny parked his Jeep behind Riggs’s VW bus on Pinafore Street. The shiny white Jaguar on the opposite side near the Coco Avenue intersection looked glaringly out of place amidst the row of Toyotas, Fords, and Buicks with dented fenders and dull paint jobs. He hadn’t been to the property since he pitched in to help Riggs finish off the corner unit a couple of years back when he’d first bought the apartment building.


    “My second rental property, dude!” Riggs had declared. “I’m officially a real estate magnate.”


    Danny had questioned his friend’s decision to invest in rental properties around the time the economy took a dive, but it had worked out pretty well for him. He’d always been a handy guy, so it seemed like a good fit for Riggs; not to mention the landlord role left free time for a lot of surfing, and generated enough income to keep Charlotte in their former La Crescenta hillside house and Allie in private school. So what if Riggs had to do it from the inside of a Volkswagen minibus?


    Jessie Stanton appeared somewhat shell-shocked to Danny when he made his way to the vacant apartment and walked inside. He could hear her friend chattering about morning light and parking spaces with Riggs in the adjacent bedroom while Jessie stood in the middle of the living room—pale and fragile—looking like Dorothy in her first few seconds outside the front door of her fallen house.


    “You all right, Mrs. Stanton?”


    Delayed reaction. When she finally looked up at him and blinked, she brought a sluggish internet connection to Danny’s mind.


    “Yeah,” he said, taking a stab at a reassuring smile. “It’s not Malibu, is it?”


    She didn’t reply. She just blinked at him again and faintly shook her head.


    Danny scanned the small living room, trying to look at it through the eyes of the likes of Jessie Stanton, lingering over chips in the windowsill paint, two-toned brown shag bearing a striking resemblance to a roadside bear he’d once seen in Angeles Crest. The single light bulb dangling from the loose overhead socket created an interrogation-room ambience.


    “You know, I can maybe help you fix the place up a little,” he said. “I mean, some paint and a good shampoo for the—”


    He sliced his own words in two. No use continuing when she’d already turned and left the room. With a shrug, Danny followed her to the doorway of the narrow galley kitchen where she mindlessly opened the refrigerator and stood there glaring at the inside of it.


    “Yo, Callahan,” Chaz called out from the front door. “You here?”


    Danny took one last look at the bewildered woman still staring into the fridge before he returned to the front room to greet Chaz.


    “Dude. Riggs is trying to rent this place to a skirt with a Neil Lane ring?”


    “She’s a little out of other options,” he growled in a low voice. “Hang on, I’ll get her.”


    She hadn’t moved a centimeter, still staring blindly into the old, empty refrigerator.


    “Mrs. Stanton?”


    Jessie’s attempt to shut the crooked door to the Frigidaire was met with resistance, and Danny stepped forward to help her.


    “Maybe we can get Riggs to spring for new appliances before you move in,” he commented. “Listen, my buddy is here to have a look at your ring.” She looked a little zombie-esque as she obediently turned and put one foot in front of the other.


    “Chaz, meet Jessie Stanton.”


    Chaz brushed coarse, dark hair away from his face and nodded. “Charles Decker, at your service.” Jessie hardly flinched. She just stood there gawking at him. “You got a ring set you want to sell, yes?”


    “Chaz thinks you can get much more if you sell the set,” Danny pointed out. After another moment of queer silence, he picked up her hand and displayed it for Chaz. “Let’s give her a break, huh? What’s your top dollar?”


    Chaz produced a gem loupe from his shirt pocket and inspected the ring on Jessie’s motionless finger.


    “This is really good quality,” he commented, sounding a little surprised. “How old is it?”


    When Jessie didn’t respond, Danny nudged her wrist.


    “Oh. It’s . . . uh . . . my hus—J-Jack . . .” She paused and swallowed noisily before continuing. “He gave it to me for our tenth wedding anniversary. A few years ago.”


    Chaz turned the loupe and leaned in until Danny guessed she could feel his breath on her fingers.


    “Three and a half carats, platinum setting,” she managed. “Our insurance broker had them appraised for sixty-two thousand last year.”


    Chaz chuckled as he slipped the loupe into his pocket again. “I might have a buyer in mind. I’ll have to check with him and get back to you.”


    Danny shot him a glare.


    “Wait right here. I’ll step outside and give him a jingle.”


    As Chaz took off in one direction, Piper and Riggs appeared from the opposite one.


    “Is that Decker?” Riggs asked.


    “Yeah, he’ll be right back. He may have a buyer for the rings. He’s checking in with him.”


    Piper hurried to Jessie’s side just as an ounce or two of tears spilled down her face.


    “I know, sweetie,” her friend reassured her softly. “I know. But it’s going to be okay.”


    “So what do you think about the apartment?” Riggs asked, clueless. Danny wanted to slug him.


    Jessie shook her head, her eyes locked with her friend’s and brimming with desperation. “I can’t . . . live here, Piper. It’s just awful.”


    She probably hadn’t meant for Riggs to hear her, but he absolutely had. “Hey!” he exclaimed. “If you’re not into it, lady, fine. But there’s no need to throw around words like awful!”


    Jessie wiped her eyes before looking up at Riggs. “I’m sorry, Mr. Riggs. It’s just not . . . what I’m used to. And this is all just a little bit overwhelming for me.”


    “You’ll come home with me,” Piper repeated. “Antonio’s mother is making manicotti, and his aunt brought over a case of Italian wine from their vineyard. We’ll have a nice dinner, and you’ll—”


    “I just want to go home while I still have one to go to,” she said, sniffling. “Will you take me home?”


    Piper nodded and led Jessie toward the front door, but Chaz reappeared and blocked the way.


    “Okay,” he stated. “I have good news. I’ve texted over that photo Callahan sent me, and my buyer is interested. I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you eighteen grand for the set.”


    Jessie stared at him blankly, and Chaz finally lifted his hand and snapped his fingers in front of her face.


    “Yes? No?”


    “I . . .” Her mouth stayed propped open like that, not a peep escaping from it.


    “Fine. I’ll give you twenty.”


    Jessie glanced at Piper before fixing her light, glistening eyes on Danny. He felt the weight of them somewhere deep in his gut.


    “Do you have a card?” Piper asked Chaz, and he blurted out a cackle.


    “No. I don’t have a card.”


    “I have his number,” Danny interjected. “You go ahead and get her home. I’ll check in with her tomorrow.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Callahan.”


    “Danny.”


    Piper led Jessie out the front door like a medical aide leading a blind patient. “Come on, sweetie. Let’s go home.”


    “What about the apartment?” Riggs called after them, but the women didn’t hesitate for even a moment. “Are you even interested . . .” He didn’t bother to finish once they disappeared around the corner; he just tossed his head and chuckled.


    “Let’s give her a little time to think it all through,” Danny suggested. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    Riggs nodded. “Yeah, she’s a little PTSD, isn’t she?”


    “She is.”


    “Well, there’s a time clock on the offer for the ring,” Chaz cut in. “If she wants to sell it, I will need to hear from her within twenty-four hours.”


    “Why? You got more pressing offers to sift through?” Danny snapped. “Just give the woman a break. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    Chaz smacked the doorjamb and shrugged. “All righty then.” And with that, he left.


    “Same old Chaz,” Riggs commented. “Ever the empath.”


    “Said no one about Chaz Decker, ever,” Danny added.


    Riggs stepped into the kitchen and flipped off the overhead light, then he did the same in the bedroom. Danny walked outside with him and waited while he locked the dead bolt.


    “What happened to her . . .” Riggs commented. “She never saw it coming?”


    “I don’t think so.”


    The two of them ambled down the broken concrete driveway, and Danny stopped at the end next to a tall palm tree.


    “If she moves in here, how about we work together to clean up the place a little?” he suggested, and Riggs grinned at him.


    “I hope you haven’t gone all sweet and sappy on this one, Danny. She’s the walking wounded.”


    “So that makes it all the more important to help her out, does it not?”


    Riggs turned and headed toward his bus. Halfway down the sidewalk, he called to Danny over his shoulder. “I’ve been meaning to give the place a little attention anyway. Now’s as good a time as any.”


    That’s the spirit.


    “I’m headed out to take Allie to dinner and see her school play rehearsal. I’ll catch you waveside in the morning.”


    “See you then.”


    * * *


    Jessie didn’t know how long ago she’d stepped out of her shoes, thrown open the glass doors, and crossed the deck, climbing up on the railing and sitting there like a fat, pathetic lump of anxiety and remorse; but she’d been staring at the ocean so long it felt warmly imprinted on her retinas. She’d apparently hung out a sign on her brain—Temporarily Out of Order—and simply stopped thinking about Jack or their house or the BMW she’d seen bobbing around Cross Creek and up Pacific Coast Highway. And most of all, she’d evicted all thoughts of crummy apartments with mangy carpet in the living room, loose floorboards in the bedroom, and zero water pressure from the single faucet.
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