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  To my wife, Becky




  Prologue




  Sylvia Cantrell is dead. She sleeps eternally at the bottom of the sea. Done in by her husband, the man she loved and lived with for eight years, but never knew.




  J. B. Cantrell was a smooth talking flim-flam man who honed his skills over many years. He lived by the motto that if you can’t make it in life by being yourself, be someone else. J. B. bluffed his way into marriage, but couldn’t bluff his way out. Ultimately, his search for meaning came at the expense of his beautiful wife.




  Sylvia was one of the unfortunate few whose journey into the twilight of life was cut short. Somewhere along the way, the Grim Reaper taps them on the shoulder. Seemingly at random, with no rhyme or reason, like lightning strikes.




  Detective Sergeant Vincent Lasorda would attest that it’s not uncommon for people, like J. B. Cantrell, to assume the Reaper’s role. For reasons only they can conceive, they take it upon themselves to make decisions otherwise ascribed to the divine. It’s then up to the rest to sort out right and wrong, the unlucky from the cheated, the hand of God from the hand of man.




  Survivors trudge on. The vast majority completes the journey, but very few complete it unscathed.




  Friedrich Nietzsche, the noted German philosopher, said: “He who has a why to live for can bear with almost any how.” His point is that if one understands the meaning of one’s existence, one would be able to cope with whatever it takes to continue that existence, no matter how impossible it would seem.




  That became the question for Detective Lasorda, Dr. Tiffany Case, and others. They were travelers, journeying through difficult and complex lives, each carrying their own millstone around their neck, each forced to come to terms with their own emptiness, challenged to understand their own why. Could they pull themselves out from under the weight of sorrow, or loneliness, or remorse and carry on? Could tragedy be turned to affirmation?




  J. B. Cantrell finally found his answers. He cast aside conventional notions and indulged a lifestyle befitting him all along. However, the cost of his epiphany was horrific. It became the responsibility of Detective Lasorda to overcome his own self-pity, sort through the tragedy left in Cantrell’s wake, and bring him to justice. Was he capable?




  In a battle of wits, Cantrell occupied the higher ground.




  Chapter 1




  It was two-thirty in the morning, yet the waterside subdivision of Hibiscus Bay was alive with the clicking and hissing of automatic sprinkler systems. The fragrance of night blooming Jasmine filled the air and tens of thousands of cicadas were emerging from the ground to inhabit trees, shrubs and mangroves where they’d shed their skins, emerge as adults and fill the air with their distinctive mating song. In one back yard the sprinklers had cycled off. A gray squirrel, oblivious to the cicadas, scampered down a tree and onto the glistening grass to forage for bulbs, shoots, or anything else that could comprise a morning meal.




  Coincidentally, a barn owl was circling overhead. In a perfect moment, it swooped. Blood spewed as the squirrel was lifted into the humid morning air.




  The carcass was carried to a nearby Banyan tree. Meat, hair, bone, and entrails were torn away and indiscriminately swallowed. The squirrel was wholly devoured save for the tail, which was discarded and fell to the ground. Turning its bloodstained face to the moonlight, the owl issued a series of shrill screeches that shattered the morning’s tranquility and startled J. B. Cantrell.




  J. B. was lying awake in bed. He lurched in response to the screeching. Owls were common in the neighborhood so the noise was nothing new, but this morning he was edgy and reacted accordingly. He was concerned that the screeching may have awakened the neighbors. That he didn’t want, not this morning.




  He pulled his sweat-soaked body to a sitting position, summoned his nerve, then stood and walked to the bathroom. A bottle of Xanax was next to the sink. He opened it and dumped the contents into his hand. Four pills lay in his palm. He took two and made a mental note to get the prescription refilled. His normal dose was a single .5-milligram pill but today was different; he was more anxious than ever and it was important that he be calm. J. B. needed to carry himself as if it were any other Sunday morning.




  The weather radio was clicked on and he conducted his morning routine. A synthesized voice droned on about atmospheric and sea conditions. The forecast was for clear skies and favorable seas. J. B. was pleased. The sooner he was on board his boat and in the open ocean, the better.




  He stowed his gear and pulled away from the dock some forty-five minutes before sunrise. Ostensibly, he would spend the day fishing and intended to be the first boat at North County Reef. He navigated east through the finger canal, then south down the Intracoastal Waterway. By the time he motored through the inlet, cleared the first navigational buoy and revised his heading due north, the sun, though not yet visible, was beginning to highlight the eastern horizon. He entered the appropriate destination coordinates into his GPS and settled in for the ride. The two hundred twenty-five horsepower outboard was pushing the twenty-four-foot walk-around style fishing boat over the calm water at a steady twenty knots. A travel mug of coffee rested in the helm drink holder. He was eating a bagel and cream cheese sandwich with one hand while maintaining the GPS directed course with the other.




  “J. B.” stood for Jonathan Boyd, a name he grew to dislike vehemently, since he was in high school where fellow students referred to him as “John-Boy,” likening him to the bland and pusillanimous character on the old Waltons television show. The more he demonstrated his dislike for the nickname, the more it was used to taunt him. His schoolmates were cruel and showed no mercy as they teased him in front of his few friends, and worse, in front of girls. It became sport to push his buttons and watch him go off.




  Four years of that provocation were all he could tolerate. Upon entering Engineering school at Emerson-Wright University in Florida’s panhandle, he introduced himself as “J. B.” He used it on his official school I. D., his assignment papers, everything. It’s entirely possible that, through four years of college, no one knew his full name. From those days forward, including his professional career as an aerospace engineer, he’d gone by “J. B.”




  The notification signal blinking on the GPS told J. B. he was at the desired coordinates. He pulled the throttle back to neutral and then momentarily into reverse. As the gears clunked into place, he revved the motor and brought the boat to a stop. The anchor wouldn’t be used here. The method of fishing this reef was known as drift fishing, a technique whereby one starts at a predetermined coordinate and drifts to another. It allows the fisherman to cover the largest possible area. Once the area is fished, the motor is started and the boat is slowly moved back to the original position to repeat the process. The calm waters this day meant that the drift would be gradual, a desirable situation.




  With the motor off and the boat adrift, J. B. removed a fishing rod from one of the holders at the aft end of the hard top, then pulled a six-inch squid from the bait bucket. Satisfied that the squid had sufficiently thawed during the ride out, he slid a No. 6 hook through the slimy mass and situated the tubular body in such a way that a minimal amount was dangling free. This was an important and practiced task because if a fish was able to bite on a dangling portion it would pull the entire bait from the hook. After the squid was effectively skewered, a ten-ounce lead weight was secured to the line.




  J. B. hung the rig over the side, released the reel lock, and allowed the bait to sink slowly to the bottom. When he felt it hit the sea floor he reset the lock and checked to assure that the drag was properly set. Being satisfied with that, he put the rod in the starboard gunwale rod holder and prepped a second one. He placed it in the portside rod holder. Now that the baits were set out, he could sit back and enjoy the sunrise and his morning coffee.




  The leading edge of the sun painted the horizon. Such natural beauty gave J. B. pause. He contemplated the serenity of the moment, just before a city wakes. Before traffic fills the streets and the disagreeable sounds of civilization choke the subtle songs of nature. He imagined the reef below. The brilliant colors of the sea plants and the teeming life, both predator and prey, that stirred with the first light. He contemplated turning the radio on to catch the morning news but decided against it. Peaceful moments were rare and he intended to savor this one. The Xanax was working fine.




  Relaxing in the warmth of the newborn sun, he became one with the rhythm of the water lapping at the hull. As he studied the tall condominium standing like a sentinel less than a half-mile away, he noticed the lights on in only one unit, one of two on the twenty-second floor. He pondered as to what the occupants were doing up so early; it was unlikely that anyone able to afford a condo in that building had to work on Sunday morning. At the same time, he wondered why anyone would want to live way up there. For him, living that far up would be another cause of anxiety and he didn’t need more of those.




  Unfortunately, the period of reflective tranquility was short lived. His contemplations were interrupted by the sounds of boats closing on the reef. He could see three coming from the north and two from the south. More, no doubt, would follow. There would soon be so many boats drifting over the reef that it would be difficult keeping lines from becoming tangled.




  A crowd of boats on the weekend was as predictable as the sunrise. Despite the fact that J. B. hated fishing in crowds, it was preferable to his unsatisfactory home life, so that’s where he was every Sunday. Dealing with too many boats in too small of an area, tangling lines, and engaging in verbal confrontations. The irritation seemed to be part of the experience, but not today. A reef full of boats was fine. It didn’t bother him in the least; in fact, he was counting on a lot of folks showing up.




  A pair of bottlenose dolphin surfaced off the starboard side. J. B. watched as they swam east toward the rising sun and disappeared into the shimmering distance. The morning sun reflecting off the calm water was hard on his eyes. He became aware of his squinting and put on a pair of sunglasses. He also donned a wide-brimmed hat to shade his face and spread a layer of sunscreen on his arms and legs. Comfortable and contented, he finished his coffee and watched the boats accumulate around him.




  An instant later, and startling him with its intensity, something attacked his starboard bait. Whatever it was, it was powerful and determined. It seized the bait and made a run, hell bent, out to sea and deeper water. Fortunately, it ran in the opposite direction of his portside line, thereby avoiding a serious entanglement.




  The fish peeled off hundreds of feet of line while the reel screamed in distress. J. B. gripped the rod firmly with both hands but let the reel run free. He didn’t dare try to stop it and chance dislodging the hook. A moment later, as quickly as it took the bait and bolted, the ill-fated creature stopped. J. B. tightened the drag, kept thumb pressure on the spool, and reeled in line. The fish, summoning a second wind, attempted another, then several more runs out to sea. The animal’s desperation was evident, the instinct for survival intense. It was allowed plenty of line. J. B. wanted to tire it out.




  During a brief respite, he wrapped a fighting belt around his waist, secured the Velcro clasp, and spun the plastic cup to the front. The butt of the rod was placed into the cup, thereby relieving the pressure on his groin. He pulled the rod back as far as he could, arching his back and angling the bowed rod toward the sky, then dropped the tip to the water and rapidly cranked the reel to take in as much line as possible. Again and again he repeated the motion, only to become frustrated when the fish sounded and took back the line he had worked so hard to retrieve. It was a battle of wills. Moreover, for the fish, it was a battle for life itself.




  The powerful prey pulled the boat well off the reef and into much deeper water. The deeper the water, the deeper it would sound, taking more and more line and making J. B.’s task that much more difficult. After forty minutes of heated battle, he still didn’t have the fish close enough for visual identification. By now, it was tired and not putting up the fight it once had, but J. B. was spent. His shoulders ached and his arms shook as he pulled on the rod and cranked the reel. Sweat burned his eyes. He was dehydrated. He had to summon more strength, reach deep and finish the fight. Boating this fish would be perfect for the plan.




  Several minutes later, the fight was over. J. B. cranked the exhausted fish to the side of the boat. It was a King Mackerel, a big King Mackerel. He estimated its weight at fifty pounds, minimum.




  He reached to the cockpit floor and probed for the gaff. When firmly in hand, he raised it shoulder high and brought it down in a swift and violent stroke. The sharp point pierced deep into the fish’s flank, causing the surrounding water to turn red with a torrent of blood. J. B. lifted the creature over the side and slid it, tail first, into the ice-lined fish box under the portside passenger seat. Once safely stowed, he reached into the fish’s mouth with a needle nosed pliers and removed the still baited hook. Exact weight and length would be determined later. He was keenly aware of the king’s razor sharp teeth and would limit further physical contact while it was still alive. Now it was time to rest and drink some water.




  By this time, several boats were in the vicinity and witnessed the event. Fellow fishermen applauded and sounded their horns. J. B. waved and gave them thumbs-up signs. He recognized most of these guys. They were at the reef as often as he. Actually, they were recognizable by the names on their boats more so than by their faces. Names such as “Reel Crazy,” “Empty Pockets” and “Sunny Daze” were emblazoned across the transom of boats that were weekend fixtures on North County Reef.




  After that initial excitement, things quieted down considerably. A rejuvenated J. B. resumed fishing but spent the next few hours without a single bite. Since he drifted off of his prime location during the fight with the big King Mackerel, he had to fish an area over the reef’s outer edges, a much less desirable location.




  Neighboring boats pulled up a few small Mutton Snappers and a Jack Cravelle or two, but all in all, nothing to get excited about. Be that as it may, J. B. couldn’t have been more pleased. With the number of people watching him boat that king, his plan couldn’t be off to a better start. He reeled in his lines and stowed the rods; it was time to move along. He started the motor, eased it into gear, and steered out to sea.




  A crackling voice came over the VHF radio. “Goldfinger, Goldfinger, this is Poppa’s Getaway. Do you copy? Over.”




  J. B. picked the handset off the clip, depressed the talk button, and responded, “Copy that, this is Goldfinger. Over.”




  “Congratulations on your catch, I couldn’t tell what it was. Over.”




  “Kingfish, fifty pounds. Over.”




  “Good job. Are you leaving us? Over.”




  “Nothing happening here anymore; gonna go out and troll for a while. Over.”




  “Good luck, Goldfinger. Out.”




  J. B. replaced the handset and laughed aloud as he set a course due east and out to sea. If only they knew, he thought, just remember what you saw.




  There was one more thing to do before he was too far out. He took his cellular phone from a pocket in his cargo shorts and entered the number for his home’s land line. As he knew it would, the answering machine picked up. He left a message for his wife.




  “Hi, honey, it’s around noon; just wanted to let you know that I’m going out to the stream to troll for awhile. Should be home around dinnertime. See you then. Love you.”




  He disconnected the call then entered a second number and left the same message on his wife’s cellular phone. He snapped his phone shut, put it back in his pocket, pushed the throttle forward, and motored toward the horizon.




  * * * *




  Engineering school, unlike high school, worked out well for J. B. Things started shaky but improved dramatically as a result of his reading an Ian Fleming novel someone had left on a cafeteria table. It was Dr. No, a story about a British agent named James Bond.




  He was so taken with the story of intrigue that he purchased and read all fourteen of Ian Fleming’s Bond novels. He became obsessed with the character. James Bond possessed a smooth and debonair demeanor, yet was hard edged. He personified grace under pressure and had a license to kill.




  J. B. came to regard James Bond as a mentor. He emulated the character by replicating his speech and mannerisms, interpreting and applying them to contemporary situations. Over time, he mastered the character. He believed that his initials portended his destiny. He would be as suave and sophisticated as James Bond.




  The analytical nature of engineering was well suited to J. B. He had a good head for it and was at the top of his class. What he never had was self-confidence or social acumen. Adopting the mannerisms of Fleming’s character changed all that. He became a self-assured man about campus. Classmates and teachers alike responded differently toward him. Women noticed him and he finally lost his virginity. It appeared that he was on top of his game.




  * * * *




  J. B. had traveled five miles due east. The wave heights increased and the color of the water became a much deeper blue. He knew he was well into the Gulf Stream, the northern flowing river within the sea that so often appeared in the stories of Ernest Hemmingway. A bend in the twisting stream brought it within five miles of the Palm Beach Isles shoreline, making it prime real estate for those seeking sailfish, marlin, or large mahi mahi. He pressed on for another mile or so, far enough to make sure he’d be alone. Knowing that he was farther out than the typical fisherman needed to be and satisfied with his isolation, he cut the motor.




  He drifted a while, scanning the horizons for oncoming vessels. The shoreline was no longer visible. He stood on the dive platform and relieved himself into the water. A swarm of Portuguese Man-O-War appeared; there were hundreds of them, their bright blue air bladders bobbing up and down in the waves. J. B. shuddered at the many thousands of stinging tentacles suspended just beneath the surface, remembering the time he was stung while swimming. He truncated his urine stream and quickly stepped over the transom and back into the boat. There was no way he ever wanted to relive that painful experience. He thought it best to put some distance between himself and the Man-O-War, and was about to start the motor to do so, when a Loggerhead Turtle surfaced and began feeding on the swarm. J. B. stayed to watch. It was a seldom seen and fascinating scene.




  Loggerheads were immune to the Man-O-War’s sting and therefore they made up a major portion of the great turtle’s diet. J. B. was impressed by the size of this one, without a doubt, the largest he’d ever seen. It was an old turtle. Barnacles covered a significant portion of its carapace, causing it to look more like a piece of hull from an old shipwreck than the shell of a turtle. J. B. watched it graze for some time, until most of the swarm had either been devoured or drifted away.




  Enough was enough; J. B. wanted to get rid of the turtle so he could concentrate on what he came to do. He threw sinkers at it and yelled for it to scram. He sounded the horn in an attempt to scare it, but quickly stopped and cursed himself for the mental lapse. A dumb stunt like that could chance bringing attention to himself. The Loggerhead finally dove and disappeared. J. B. was satisfied; James Bond could now go to work.




  He wasn’t going to do any trolling today; he never intended to. J. B. was out there to dispose of his unwanted cargo. The entire morning was a ruse, an exercise in misdirection intended for anyone that could possibly be watching. Thus far, the scheme was working even better then planned. It was a typical Sunday of fishing at the usual place in front of the usual crowd. By catching the kingfish he lucked into a best-case scenario. Fellow fishermen would definitely remember where he was and what he did that morning. It would probably become part of North County Reef fishing lore for years to come.




  J. B. Cantrell was about to commit a cunning and calculated act of liberation that could be executed only by someone with his superior intellect and flare for intrigue. The time had come for him to make his statement. The life of J. B. Cantrell would be different from this day forward. It was to be under his control and his control only, subject to whatever vagaries and whims were amenable to his fancy. Attempts to compromise his autonomy would no longer be tolerated.




  A self-satisfied smile spread across his face, a smug expression born of the successful accomplishment of an age-old challenge, committing the perfect murder. For in his boat’s small cuddy cabin, wrapped in heavy-duty lawn trash bags, was the thawing body of his dead wife Sylvia.




  Chapter 2




  Dr. Tiffany Case was tossing and turning; her bedding was a twisted mass on the floor. Wide-awake and acutely aware of a clicking sound coming from the ceiling fan, she exploded in frustration. She sat bolt upright, cursed, and threw a pillow across the room. The digital display on the clock radio clicked from two fifty-nine to three a.m.




  Fed up with too many restless nights, she’d had enough. She was well aware of the cause of her insomnia and possessed the expertise to resolve it. Hectic schedules and fatigue would no longer be valid excuses; it was time for action.




  She got out of bed, took a drink of water from the glass on her bedside table, and went to the kitchen. When she clicked on the light a palmetto bug raced from the countertop into the gap between the stove and cabinets. A startled Tiffany screamed then cursed a blue streak. “God damned roach! You fucking cockroach!”




  Arming herself with a can of Raid from under the kitchen sink, she went on the attack. She saturated the countertops and the gaps between the stove and cabinets, the area behind the stove, then the floor under the stove.




  “That’ll get you, you piece of shit dirty bug!”




  Now the kitchen reeked of bug spray. Tiffany hated that smell so she lit lavender scented candles in the hope of refreshing the air. The flickering flames and lavender scent helped to mellow her out. Her heart rate slowed to normal and she could again think about why she came to the kitchen in the first place.




  After cranking up the coffee maker, she took a dish sponge from the tilt drawer in front of the sink, dampened it, and carried it to the bedroom. Taking a seat at her desk, she placed the sponge on a Swarovski crystal drink coaster, then opened the double drawer in the right side of the desk and removed a bright red, shoebox-sized plastic case. She put the case on the desktop, snapped open the two lid stays, and lifted the cover. Inside was a professional quality soldering set, a birthday gift from her late father. She gazed at it, reminiscing.




  At the time, many thought the soldering set was an ill-advised gift for a fifteen-year-old girl. Indeed, her father was the recipient of a considerable amount of good-natured ribbing for giving it to her, but Tiffany treasured it. To this day, it remained one of her most precious possessions.




  In high school, Tiffany learned to build and repair computers, radios, and calculators, solder LED’s, fan connections, resistors, and so forth. Initially, she did it as a hobby, but before long she began accepting money for her labors. It became a successful part time business that created a source of income and helped pay her way through undergrad and medical school at the University of Miami.




  During those school years, she was a favorite customer at the local electronics store. When she’d sashay in wearing her cutoff short shorts and crop top, looking for a resistor or a certain color LED, the clerks would fall over themselves vying for the opportunity to wait on her. Almost all would make a pass and one actually succeeded in convincing her to date him. They dated for several months. Up to that point in her life, it was the longest relationship she’d had.




  As is the case with most good-looking schoolgirls, she was heavily pursued by the athletes and had short-term relationships with many of them. All ended poorly. By the time she was a junior, she had come to terms with the misogynistic nature of high-school jocks and moved on to the more cerebral boys. Even then, relationships never seemed to pan out for Tiffany; the magic was always missing. It eventually became apparent that her ambitions would preclude the possibility of a significant other.




  Her first order of business was arranging the work area. She removed the soldering iron stand, soldering iron, a can of flux, and a half used roll of solder. Each was positioned in precise locations, like instruments laid out for a surgical procedure. Finally, she removed an old stainless steel optical mouse pad and put it directly in front of her. It would serve as a work surface protecting the leather inlay on top of the expensive cherry wood desk.




  While the iron was heating up, Tiffany went to the French doors that led from the master bedroom to the spacious lanai overlooking the beach and Atlantic Ocean. She drew back the curtains and pushed open the doors, then turned and walked across the large suite to slide open an expansive window that provided a panoramic view of the Intracoastal Waterway. Warm, dewy cross breezes wrapped around and caressed her naked body. Goosebumps rose from her tanned skin then faded as she became acclimated to the gentle stimuli. Tiffany savored the sensuous delights associated with being nude and spent as much time as possible, and wherever possible, in that condition. In her home she wore clothing only when entertaining prudish visitors.




  The breezes streaming through the room would serve to remove the acrid smelling fumes created when the soldering flux touched the hot iron. It was a smell she found nauseating. So much so that, as a teenager, she learned to hold her breath at that moment when the solder touched the iron. She held it until the small puffs of smoke dissipated into the air.




  Comfortably situated over her project, she took a Phillips screwdriver from a sterling silver pencil holder and used it to remove the four screws securing the cover. She gently lifted it off and set it to the side. After a brief examination of the on/off switch, the problem was immediately evident. The solder connections were broke and the power cord was detached from the switch leads.




  She removed the cord from the serpentine channel designed to provide strain relief. Once removed, Tiffany used a pair of small wire cutters, also from the silver pencil holder, to clip the damaged ends of the cord and strip the coating to expose fresh wire strands. Subsequently, she swabbed the switch leads and wire strands with an alcohol soaked Q-tip. When all were cleaned to her satisfaction, she placed the cord over the serpentine channel and carefully pushed it back into position.




  With the wire strands in place over the appropriate switch leads, Tiffany put on safety glasses and picked up the hot soldering iron. Holding it like a pencil, she repeatedly pressed the hot tip into the cool damp sponge. Each contact resulted in a hiss, sending tiny steam puffs into the air.




  When satisfied that the tip of the iron was clean, she touched it to one connector lead and then to the associated stranded wire. Back and forth, again and again, touching each for only a second or two, heating each evenly. When the surface temperatures were deemed appropriately hot, she assiduously manipulated the solder into the flux, then ever so lightly against the tip of the iron. As puffs of smoke rose into the room and were carried away by the ocean breezes, drops of solder found their way between the exposed wire strands and the connector leads.




  She completed the soldering, placed the iron back into the stand, unplugged it, removed her glasses, and went to the kitchen for a fresh cup of Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee.




  The first sight greeting her as she flipped on the light and entered the room was a belly-up palmetto bug helplessly flailing its legs in the air. After groaning in disgust, she took a wadded paper towel, picked the disgusting bug off the floor and pushed it deep into the trashcan. A rush shot through her and caused her to shudder as she imagined feeling the body of the roach through the paper towel. She grabbed the can of Raid and sprayed a short burst into the garbage. Just to make sure the thing died.




  Tiffany got past that trauma and did some cursory cleanup. While doing so she noted that the scented candle and brewing coffee refreshed the smell in the kitchen and actually made it quite pleasant. Seated at the table, she relished the first swallow of freshly ground and brewed coffee. The aroma and flavor were heaven to her senses after smelling, and even tasting, the disgusting solder fumes. Each swallow was treated as a reward for a job well done; she was tingling with anticipation.




  As she enjoyed that first cup, she looked to the east and noticed a boat motoring to the popular fishing spot known as North County Reef. It was located a mere half-mile off her beach. This was the first boat of the morning. Usually, by the time she’d get out of bed, many boats were congregated over the reef, packed so tightly that she wondered how any of them could find enough space to fish. Tiffany recollected that this was the first time she’d actually witnessed the first boat arrive.




  She took a particular interest in that first boat. Did the fisherman (or woman) get started especially early to get this opportunity? Were they exhilarated when they arrived and found that no one else was there? Tiffany thought back to her years in Cleveland and the feeling of walking across a fresh layer of snow. Being the first to leave her prints on a freshly fallen blanket was uniquely exhilarating. It didn’t matter how old she was or how many times she’d done it, it was always special. Was that how the occupants of that fishing boat felt as they approached the reef? One thing she did know, she knew they weren’t freezing their butts off.




  She picked a pair of binoculars off the table and continued watching as the boat slowed and came to a stop. The cockpit lights came on and she could make out a lone figure. She could see him preparing tackle and setting out his lines. As she swallowed the last of her coffee she wished him luck and turned her attention back to the matter at hand.




  “All right,” she said to herself as she walked back to the bedroom, “let’s get this damn thing back together and working once and for all.”




  With her solder joints now cooled and the repair looking good, Tiffany placed the cover back over the switch and secured it with the Phillips screws she removed earlier. The job was complete. She could have tested it but chose not to, preferring to let the suspense build a little while longer. Instead, she packed up the soldering kit and squared away her desk. With that complete, she opted to enjoy another cup of coffee on the lanai.




  As she stood along the railing, twenty-two stories up, Tiffany watched as several boats converged on the reef. Vessels ranging from large sport-fishers to small runabouts approached from the north and south while the sun was edging over the horizon in the east.




  Moments later, the sky erupted in a flash of clouded coral and crimson. Ripples on the water reflected the intense burst of light and danced like glowing embers drifting in the updraft of an evening campfire. A school of flying fish broached the surface; their bodies, catching the same dramatic light, appeared as shimmering diamonds skipping across the glowing sea. Tiffany was awestruck by the spectacle. She wanted to stay and take more of it in but was preoccupied with her project. She promised herself that she’d get up early more often and take in more of these beautiful sunrises.




  After placing her empty cup on a chair-side table, Tiffany entered the bedroom. She took “El Toro”—the Dr. Ruth endorsed vibrator—off the desk, carried it to her bed and plugged it into a nearby outlet. Now was the moment of truth. A month of deprivation had culminated in this moment. Pleasure or hysteria was only seconds away.




  Tiffany held the vibrator in her right hand with her thumb on the switch. She closed her eyes and flipped it to the “on” position.




  The fondly remembered, and sorely missed, hum filled the room.




  She let out a yelp as she flung herself onto the satin sheets of her luxurious king-sized bed. Her head rested on one of the oversized pillows, her feet were flat on the mattress, knees in the air and legs spread. The pitch of “El Toro’s” hum changed slightly as it found its target.




  * * * *




  Tiffany was curled up with her pillows and sound asleep. She was blissfully unaware of a fisherman’s fight with a fifty-pound King Mackerel raging not far from her still open French doors. She was also unaware that she was about to be drawn into the world of a tortured soul. His name was Cantrell. J. B. Cantrell.




  Chapter 3




  There wasn’t an adult in Hibiscus Bay that didn’t know, and adore, Sylvia Cantrell. She sold many of them the houses they were living in, or met with them at the home owners association meetings. She was a picture of beauty and poise, blessed with an effusive personality and a petite, five-foot-three inch body. She lit up any room she entered. Her sense of fashion was impeccable and her culinary capabilities world class. By any sane man’s standard she would be considered the perfect catch.




  More a result of design than misfortune, she hadn’t worked in the past two years. For a decade before her hiatus, she was a successful realtor. Through her position as a real-estate broker (and in her opinion an act of providence) she met her husband J. B. She showed him a waterfront home and he charmed her with his self-confidence and smooth style. He bought the house and got the girl.




  During what experts consider the halcyon years in the real estate industry, Sylvia brought home serious money, far eclipsing the earnings of her engineer husband. When the economy turned and the industry waned, Sylvia’s earnings declined dramatically. The couple concluded that it didn’t pay for her to continue working. It was agreed that she would take some time off. She was happy to take a break; it would be the perfect opportunity to start a family. They were well off financially and she would be fulfilling a lifelong dream by staying home and dedicating herself to her husband and child.




  As her sabbatical progressed, currents of discontent rippled through the status quo. It was frustrating to her that two years were allowed to drift by without any progress relative to her goal of starting a family. She understood, but was aggravated by J. B.’s extended hours. The company he worked for was awarded a government contract that included rewards for successfully meeting aggressive milestones. He was typically at the office from Monday through Saturday, dawn until dark. On Sundays, he seemed to prefer the company of his boat. Nonetheless, he did claim to share her enthusiasm for starting a family. Moreover, he agreed that, with Sylvia being thirty-six-years-old, it wasn’t practical to wait much longer.




  Often, during evening phone conversations, he would describe in lurid detail his plans to ravish her when he arrived home, but it never happened. By the time he got home, all he wanted to do was eat, watch television, and go to bed. Sylvia became desperate to the extent that she bought an X-rated DVD for the purpose of learning arousal techniques. Sometimes those techniques worked, but more often they didn’t. Their relationship became increasingly strained, especially when Sylvia suggested he find a job elsewhere. Something with fewer hours, and if it involved less pay, so be it




  * * * *




  Tension was not something J. B. handled with aplomb. Xanax helped him through his days. Since his wife’s retirement, he had his dosage increased, claiming that he was under pressure at work and his irascible supervisor augmented his anxieties. But he understood what the truth was.




  The more he agonized over it, the more he convinced himself that he wasn’t up for the whole family thing. However, he wouldn’t dare share that information with Sylvia. That would be ill-advised. Yet, something needed to happen. He knew that bold action was required to break the Gordian knot that was his marriage. He was stressed out and felt on the verge of a full-blown panic attack.




  It was late Thursday evening. J. B. was taking his usual route home. He was consumed with thoughts of Sylvia, with what he should do next, what he should tell her, where their life was going.




  Should he acquiesce to her wishes and sire a child, even if it wasn’t what he wanted? He thought about his life and desires; was it all to be put on hold to fulfill the responsibilities of family life? Did he work so hard and reach this point only to cast his own felicity asunder in service to another’s dream? This need to have children was something J. B. couldn’t fully understand. In his experience, the need was stronger in women than men. He surmised that children must be an extension of a woman’s self worth. From childhood they’re taught that their value is in their beauty. The irony is that beauty, the thing they treasure most, they’re destined to lose. He wondered if that’s where children entered the picture? Children last longer than beauty. Mothers can project their sense of beauty from themselves to their children. It’s a sad thought but would explain why they take such pains with their offspring. They desperately want something that endures, something to which they can mirror their sense of self. They find it imperative to have a beauty that grows as theirs fades.




  J. B. considered himself fortunate to be a man. A man, by comparison, is cold and indifferent to this notion of children and domesticity. Women fear that, without children, they will lose themselves, while men fear the same fate with the onset of childbirth. A man’s self worth is not shackled to the rearing of offspring but in his ability to thrive independently and forge the tribulations of life into tools that serve him in living it.




  The glare of headlights, a blaring car horn, and scream of squealing tires jolted J. B. back to the here and now.




  He took evasive action, sharply turning the steering wheel and standing on the brakes. The car left the road, slid onto the shoulder and spun out of control. Myriad lights smeared across his windshield like the tangle of colors on a Jackson Pollock painting.




  He came to a stop, not knowing where he was or which direction he was facing.




  Being lost in the fog of his thoughts, J. B. had run a red light. He found himself in a ditch with his heart racing and sweat pouring profusely from every pore. His fear was unimaginable and became even more so when the other car, full of male teenagers, drove slowly by, hurling vulgarities at him. The certainty of an impending altercation caused him to tremble uncontrollably.




  They stopped their car in front of him. It was a yellow four-door Impala, jacked up and sporting low profile tires, oversized wheels and spinners. The spinners reflected Cantrell’s headlights like a pinwheel throwing sparks. It was a boom car. They turned up the music. Black Sabbath’s Iron Man blasted from the thunderous sub-woofers. J. B.’s dashboard rattled and his guts undulated in his torso. He held his hands against his ears to protect his eardrums. He was terrified. Then it stopped. The teenagers resumed their verbal torrent, all the while displaying a variety of obscene hand gestures. One hurled an empty beer can that struck the hood of his car. J. B. had his windows up and doors locked. He was paralyzed with fear and on the verge of crying. They were unrelenting, obviously attempting to bait him out of the vehicle.




  “Come out here, you motherfucker!” he heard several times. “Fucking blind asshole! Who taught you how to drive? Chicken shit bastard. What’s the matter? You in there hiding with your mommy? Get the fuck out here!”




  It went on for some time. Another beer can hit his windshield; this time it wasn’t empty. The windshield cracked.




  They had to have a gun. Why else would they be so bold without knowing who he was? It was just a matter of time before they got out and stormed his car. They would smash the windows, pull him out and beat him, or worse.




  J. B. was about to piss his pants.




  To his everlasting relief, the youngsters exhausted their arsenal of ad-hominem metaphors and sped off. The darkly tinted windows of his car most probably prompted the fortunate occurrence. Not knowing exactly who, or how many, occupied the vehicle eventually forced discretion upon the disrespectful hoodlums.




  It took several minutes for J. B. to compose himself. His fear was now displaced by humiliation and anger. He was ashamed of himself for the cowardice he displayed. He was outraged over this person he had become. Not a man, but a mouse, afraid of those strangers and afraid of his wife. One’s true character is exposed during the few moments in life that truly test you. J. B. was introduced to himself and was disgusted by the person he met.




  His natural reaction was to manifest his rage in the aggressive manhandling of his high horsepower automobile. He stomped on the gas pedal intending to tear through the ditch and back onto the pavement only to realize that the engine had stalled. He turned the key—and nothing.




  Frustration overwhelmed him. He repeatedly pounded the steering wheel and cursed at the world around him. It was only after bruising his hand and straining his voice that he realized the car had to be put into park before it could be started.




  He shoved the shift lever into park, started the engine, pulled it back into drive, and again stomped on the gas. This time spinning tires threw grass and gravel every which way until they found the asphalt, whereby flying earth gave way to billowing smoke accompanied by a protracted, ethereal squeal.




  J. B. was emboldened. He vowed to take control of his life, to no longer cower under the lash of convention. He didn’t want a family and Sylvia would have to accept that. Marriage was a two-way street and his desires counted for something.




  There was no talk of children during their courtship or marriage planning. The subject didn’t come up until the real estate market tanked and she decided to retire. Prior to that, she was content with being a career woman. Had she brought the subject up when they were dating, it would have been hashed out and each party could have gone their separate way if they so desired. She had no right putting him through this and he would tell her that to her face. Tonight he would clear the air once and for all.




  J. B. turned into his driveway, pushed the button on his sun visor to open the garage door and pulled in. He was still shaking, perhaps from the trauma of the close call with those kids, or from anticipating the confrontation with Sylvia, or a little of both. He got out of his car, pushed the wall button to close the garage door, and walked into the house. Sylvia’s voice was audible from someplace distant.




  “Is that you, dear?”




  “It’s me,” replied J. B.




  “I’m in the bathroom.”




  J. B. walked through the living room, the master bedroom, and up to the doorway of the master bath. Sylvia was sitting in front of her makeup mirror, pulling a brush though her shoulder length blond hair. She was naked except for the pair of jogging shorts she wore to bed every night. J. B. leaned against the doorsill and stared at her for a moment.




  “How was your day, sweetheart?” she asked with a smile covering her face.
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