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			For Loretta and John

		

	
		
			1

			Jack Bertolino moved briskly down the polished terrazzo floor of the American Airlines terminal at San Francisco International Airport. He walked past travelers who were deplaning, waiting to board, eating, drinking, and queuing up at ticket counters. Through the windows on either side of the crowded terminal he could see a line of Boeing MD-80s and 737s. 

			Jack had his game face on. One thought only: take down the manager at NCI Corp who was dirty. 

			Todd Dearling had been hired as one of five project managers, developing a new generation of semiconductors meant to challenge Intel’s control of the market. Yet the new engineer was plotting to steal the proprietary architecture for the company’s most advanced technology and sell it to an Argentinean competitor. 

			Jack had done a thorough background check on Dearling and found no skeletons in the man’s closet, no gambling issues, no drugs, no priors; it was greed, pure and simple.

			Cruz Feinberg, Jack’s new associate, had arrived in Silicon Valley two days prior and wirelessly inserted a program onto Dearling’s iPad while the stressed-out manager was sucking down his daily chai latte at the local Starbucks. Any text or e-mail sent to or from Dearling was cloned and sent to Cruz’s laptop. A piece of cake to pull off for the young tech whiz. 

			Jack was being well paid  to catch the thief in the act—let the money and the technology change hands, and then drop the hammer. 

			Todd Dearling had made reservations at the Four Seasons Hotel in East Palo Alto. A car would be waiting at SFO to ferry his Argentinean counterpart to the suite where the exchange was scheduled to take place.

			Jack had booked Cruz into that same suite two nights earlier, where he had set up wireless microcameras and wired the room for sound, to be routed to the suite next door, where Jack’s team would document the crime.

			Jack lived for these moments. Outsmarting intelligent men who thought they were above the law. Badge or no badge, Jack loved to take scumbags down.

			Ten minutes ago, Flight 378 from Buenos Aires had flashed from black to green on the overhead arrivals screen. Dressed in a gray pinstripe business suit and wheeling a carry-on suitcase, Jack walked toward a limo driver stationed near the exit door of the international terminal. The man held a sign chest-high that read EMILIO BRAGGA. 

			Jack reached out a hand toward the driver, who was forced to lower his placard, shake Jack’s hand, and make quick work of grabbing up Jack’s bag. Jack headed quickly toward the exit, explaining to the driver that he was traveling light and had no checked luggage. 

			As soon as the two men exited the building, Jack’s second employee, Mateo Vasquez, dressed in a black suit, moved into the same spot, carrying a sign that read EMILIO BRAGGA. 

			Jack and Mateo had once been on opposite sides of the thin blue line, Jack as an NYPD narcotics detective, Mateo as an operative for a Colombian drug cartel. When Jack busted the cartel, he made Mateo an offer—spend thirty years in the big house, or come to work for the NYPD as a confidential informant. Mateo had made the right choice and Jack had earned himself a loyal operative when he became a private investigator.

			Thirty seconds later, the real Emilio Bragga walked up to Mateo, stifled a yawn, and handed off his carry-on. He was short and stocky with a rubbery face.

			“Buenos días, Señor Bragga. I hope your flight was acceptable?” Mateo asked deferentially.

			“Barely. First class isn’t what it used to be.” Bragga’s accented English was spoken in clipped tones. “Take me to the First National Bank. I have business to attend to.” 

			Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars’ worth of business, Mateo might have added, but refrained. 

			

			Jack arrived at the Four Seasons, generously tipped the limo driver, and hurried up the elevator to the suite where Cruz was waiting. Once Jack stripped off his suit jacket, he joined the young genius by his array of monitors.

			“They should make these baby ketchup bottles illegal,” Cruz said as he tried to pound the condiment out of the room service minibottle of Heinz. Growing frustrated, Cruz shoved a knife deep into the viscous ketchup and poured a heaping red mound onto his fries. Happy with the results, he chowed down on three drenched fries before wiping his hands on his jeans and returning his gaze to the computer.

			“It looks like he’s getting ready for a date,” Jack said as he took a seat. Cruz kept his eyes trained on the four screens corresponding to the four different camera angles of the room they were covering. 

			“Guy’s squirrelly,” Cruz said, biting into his cheeseburger.

			They watched as Todd Dearling twirled a bottle of champagne in the ice that had just been delivered from room service, along with a tray of finger sandwiches and crudités. He was a slight, pale, middle-aged man with thinning hair that he kept nervously brushing back off his forehead. He shrugged out of his tweed sports jacket, but when he saw the sweat stains in the armpits of his blue dress shirt, he slid it back on. He hurried over to the thermostat near the door, appearing on a new screen, and turned up the air. 

			Jack checked his watch and then his phone to make sure he was receiving enough bars to communicate with Mateo.

			“I’m getting a little nervous. You?” Cruz asked before sucking down the last of his Coke. He crumpled the aluminum can with one hand and executed an overhand dunk into the bamboo trash bin.

			Cruz’s mother was Guatemalan, his father a Brooklyn Jew who founded Bundy Lock and Key. That’s where Jack first met him. Cruz, who took after his mother’s side of the family, looked taller than his five-foot-nine frame. Dark-skinned, intelligent brown eyes, a youthful angular face, and at twenty-three, he could still pull off the spiky short black hair.

			“I’ve got some energy going,” Jack said, “but it’s all good. You’d have to worry if you didn’t feel pumped.”

			Just then Jack’s phone vibrated and the number 999 appeared on his text screen, code for It’s a go. Mateo and Emilio Bragga had just pulled up to the front entrance of the Four Seasons Hotel.

			“We’re on,” Jack said with a tight grin.

			In another minute, a loud rap on a door made Cruz jump. “Is that here?” he asked, and glanced over at the door to their suite.

			“No, it’s next door. Great sound, Cruz,” Jack said, trying to keep his newest charge calm.

			Jack and Cruz watched as Dearling’s image moved from one screen to the next, went over to the door, unlocked it, and ushered in Emilio Bragga. The man of the hour wheeled his carry-on across the white marble floor, pushed the retractable handle down into the bag, and gave Dearling an unexpected bear hug, lifting the thin man off his feet. Once the blush faded and he had regained his composure, Dearling was all smiles. He could smell his fortune being made.

			“First, tell me you have them,” Bragga said brusquely, his smile tightening.

			“I have them and more, Emilio. There are even some preliminary renderings for the next series of chips. Consider it goodwill,” Dearling said.

			He lifted the champagne bottle out of the melting ice with a flourish, dripping water onto his dress shirt. 

			“A celebratory drink and then business.”

			“No, business first,” Jack said.

			“No. Show them to me. Now,” Bragga ordered, his voice unyielding.

			“Now we’re talking,” Cruz said to Jack, barely able to control his excitement. 

			The next knock was more subdued than the first, just a quick double knock.

			“That’s here,” Jack said as he slid out of his chair and opened the door. Mateo was thirty-nine years old, tall, handsome, with striking gray eyes, long brown hair, and a thousand-dollar suit. He beamed at his old friend as he walked in, bumped fists, and moved into position behind Cruz, eyes trained on the computer screen.

			Emilio Bragga placed his carry-on luggage on the couch as Dearling pulled a slim buffed metal briefcase from behind the table and snapped it open on the tabletop. Inside was a series of blue, red, silver, and gold flash drives, seated in foam cutouts next to three bound technical binders. 

			Bragga leafed quickly through one of the binders, visibly relaxed, and placed it back inside the case. He looked at Todd Dearling and nodded his head. Then he smiled. 

			“This is the money shot,” Jack said. “Make it the money shot.”

			Emilio Bragga walked over to the couch, ceremoniously produced a key, and opened the lock. The sound of the zipper ratcheting around the circumference of the bag got everyone’s full attention. And then Bragga flipped open the canvas top.

			Two hundred and fifty thousand, in crisp, banded hundred-dollar bills. Jack’s team could almost hear Dearling’s breath catch in his throat. 

			“You see those appetizers?” Bragga said, gesturing to the tray of crudités. “That is what this is.” He turned his gaze to the thick stacks of money like it was nothing. “Antipasto . . . before the meal.”

			The two men shook hands. The deal was consummated. 

			It was all gravy now, Jack thought. He would contact Lawrence Weller, CEO of NCI, who would have Bragga quietly arrested at the airport and Dearling picked up outside his condominium, thereby avoiding any negative publicity regarding the security breach that could affect the value of NCI’s stock. 

			“Start taking sick days as we get closer to the rollout date,” Bragga advised. “Then you’ll take a forced medical leave. I’ll set you up with a doctor in San Francisco who’s a friend. He’ll recommend you spend a month at a local clinic to recuperate while we launch and beat NCI to market. Six months later and with two million in your account, you’ll give notice and head up my division. Did I ever tell you how beautiful the women in Mendoza are?”

			Bragga’s speech was interrupted by another knock on the door.

			“Room service,” a muted voice said.

			“We’re good,” Dearling shouted as he moved toward the door while Bragga instinctively closed the lid of his bag, covering the money.

			Jack gave his team a What the hell? look. “Who are these jokers?”

			“Complimentary champagne from the management of the Four Seasons,” intoned the muffled voice.

			“Don’t open the door,” Bragga hissed.

			“Don’t open the door,” Jack said at the same time.

			But Dearling had already turned the handle.

			Three men dressed in navy blue blazers with gold epaulettes pushed a service cart draped with a white cloth into the room with a bottle of champagne in a silver ice bucket and a huge bouquet of flowers in a crystal vase.

			“Three men on one bottle,” Jack said as he pulled his Glock nine-millimeter out of his shoulder rig and headed for the door.

			“We weren’t the only ones who hacked his computer,” Cruz intuited. 

			“Don’t leave the room,” Jack told him over his shoulder. He quickly exited the suite, followed by Mateo. Cruz nodded, but his wide eyes never left the computer screen.

			

			The lead man pushed the cart toward Dearling, but instead of slowing down, he muscled the cart up against the timid man’s waist, picked up speed, and forced him to backpedal across the room. Dearling’s eyes bugged, his face a mask of terror. The flowers and champagne tumbled off the cart, and the crystal vase shattered on impact. The champagne bottle exploded. Flowers and glass and water and bubbly flooded the slick stone floor. Dearling’s body slammed into the television set on the far wall; his head whipped back and splintered the flat screen. Glass rained down on the Judas as he slid to the floor behind the cart.

			Bragga placed himself in front of his bag of cash and took a gun barrel to the side of his head. The gash spurted blood, drenched his shirt, turned his legs to rubber, and took him down onto one knee. The gunman made a fast reach past him for the bag, but Bragga grabbed the thug around one thigh and tried to bulldog him to the ground.

			“I’m gonna shoot you, you dumb prick,” the gunman grunted, rapidly losing control of the situation.

			“So much for keeping it on the QT,” Jack said to Mateo as he kicked the door open and followed his gun into the room.

			The third uniformed man spun as the door smashed against the jamb and Jack’s fist exploded into his face. The man’s head snapped back, and blood streamed out of his broken nose. His arms flailed, and his gun was suspended in midair for a split second before the man and the gun hit the floor.

			The man who’d pushed the cart turned his weapon on Jack, who fired first, blasting the man in the shoulder. The force of Jack’s bullet propelled the gunman’s body backward onto the cart before he flopped to the stone floor, landed on his shoulder in the broken glass, and cried out in pain.

			The gun discharging in the close confines of the hotel suite stopped the action. The room smelled of cordite, the only sounds heavy breathing and Todd Dearling’s whimpering. Mateo picked up the third man’s pistol and covered Jack’s back. 

			Jack turned his Glock on the second man. “Give me your gun or your friend’s going to bleed out,” he stated with extreme calm.

			Before Jack could take control of the weapon, Bragga stripped it from the gunman’s hand and smashed him in the temple with surprising violence. Then he swung the confiscated Colt back and forth between Jack and Mateo, stopping them in their tracks.

			“Nobody move and nobody follow,” Bragga said as he half-zippered the suitcase with one hand and picked up the carry-on bag. 

			“Drop your weapons,” he ordered Jack and Mateo through clenched teeth as blood continued to drip down the side of his face. They complied, knowing he wouldn’t make it as far as the lobby. Bragga walked around the couch on unsteady legs, muscling the heavy bag. His eyes bored into Mateo, the “driver” who had betrayed him, and ordered him to clear the doorway with a sharp wave of his gun barrel. 

			Mateo took a half step to the side, gave the short man just enough room to pass, and pistoned with his full two hundred pounds of muscle, leading with his elbow and hitting Bragga in the back of the head, just above the neck. The Argentinean went down hard. 

			The overstuffed bag bounced on the floor, the luggage’s zipper split open, and a green wave of banded hundreds cascaded out onto the polished white Carrara marble.

			“That was a cluster fuck,” Jack said with disgust as he picked up his Glock and surveyed the carnage in the suite. 

			Mateo collected the fallen weapons, grabbed a towel off the wet bar, and used it as a compress to stanch the first gunman’s bleeding wound. He was all business.

			“Call 911 and have them send an ambulance,” Jack said to Cruz, who he knew could hear him over one of the multiple microphones.

			“That was insane.”

			Jack turned around and found Cruz standing, wild eyed, in the hall directly behind him.

			“Call 911 and lock the door. Did we get it all?”

			“I copied Lawrence Weller and you on your cell, iPad, and laptop.”

			“Good man,” Jack said.

			“No, really, you, Mateo . . . man.” Cruz shuddered as he pulled out his cell and dialed the emergency phone line.

			Jack was not one normally given to second-guessing, but at the moment he found himself seriously questioning his new career choice as a private investigator. 

			Muttering a curse, Jack holstered his nine-millimeter, crossed the room, and proceeded to snap plastic flex-cuffs on the broken assembly of thieves.
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			Maggie Sheffield was having her last gin and tonic of the night, or so she promised herself. She pulled her thick mane of red hair back, out of her eyes; steadied her hand as she added the Bombay; stopped once; and then kept pouring. Well, it was the last of the night. She set the blue bottle down and glanced out the kitchen window of her double-wide, perched high atop the cliffs. The moon was a fat three-quarters and reflected brightly on the calm waters of Paradise Cove below.

			Maggie thought she saw something cut through the moon’s reflection on the water’s surface. At the same time she heard the faint hum of an outboard motor through her screen door. Then a huge, echoing, thumping roar as a powerboat blasted through and shattered the reflected light.

			She stepped out onto her porch in time to hear the throaty sound of a cigarette boat powering out to sea, arcing left beyond the wooden pier and traveling south at a high rate of speed. Seawater rooster-tailed behind. 

			Maggie hadn’t seen one of those tricked-out boats since her favorite show, Miami Vice, went off the air back in the eighties. 

			It had left in its wake a low-slung boat that was motoring directly toward the black rock outcroppings.

			Pull up, she thought. “Pull up,” she said out loud. “Pull the fuck up!” she screamed.

			The wooden boat crashed into the rocks, rose up, and splintered in half. It violently ejected what appeared to be the boat’s pilot onto the rocky shore. The wreck exploded in a fireball that lit up the dark cove and then extinguished like an antique flashbulb.

			Maggie carefully set down her gin and tonic. Then she ran inside the house to dial 911.
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			The pink Venus disposable razor cut a clean swath through the Foamy shaving cream down the perfect curve of Deputy District Attorney Leslie Sager’s leg. 

			A fine leg, Jack Bertolino thought as he watched her meticulous preparations from his bed. Hard to believe such a feminine woman could turn into a raging pit bull in a court of law.

			He laughed to himself as he looked at her array of potions and creams and cosmetics scattered around the sink. He had offered closet and bathroom space in his Marina del Rey loft, but Leslie came and went, rolling a small piece of carry-on luggage like a stewardess on an international flight.

			Their routine was irregular, usually four days on and three off, but they never took their time together for granted.

			“When did you get in?” Leslie asked.

			“After midnight. You were out cold. Chris canceled on me, so I grabbed the first flight back.” 

			Chris was Jack’s son, presently attending Stanford on a baseball scholarship. The two weren’t getting along these days, because the Colombian drug dealer Jack had taken down a month ago had decided to get personal and had run Chris down in a Cadillac Escalade. One of the main casualties of the assault was Chris’s pitching arm. 

			As Jack watched Leslie rinse off under one of the double showerheads in his white, subway-tiled bathroom—her shoulder-length blond hair turban-wrapped in a bath towel—he had to think about baseball stats to keep his morning libido in check.

			Oh, what the hell, he thought as he jumped out of bed, dropped his pajama bottoms, and stepped in behind her.

			“Don’t get my hair wet,” she said. It was a deep-throated challenge, not an order. 

			It just got Jack hot. He soaped her back and nuzzled her neck.

			“My back’s clean,” she murmured. 

			Ever dutiful, he turned her around to lather her front. He found her lips and ran soapy hands down her athletic body as Leslie found him and they both experienced early-morning bliss.

			Breakfast of champions, Jack thought, boyishly proud of himself as he toweled off, grabbed the remote, and snapped on the local news. 

			He caught the tail end of a boating accident at Paradise Cove in Malibu but was already knocking back two Excedrin to dull the ever-present pain shooting down his spine. It was a chronic condition brought on by a fall from a steel girder while doing cleanup at Ground Zero. He spooned beans into the Braun coffeemaker and didn’t really catch the story. He knew if the accident was an important story, it would be replayed every fifteen minutes for the rest of the day. 

			Leslie’s three-inch heels clicked crisply as she strode across the concrete floor of the loft and slid her arms around Jack’s waist. He poured a cup of coffee and turned to her, offering his lips and the coffee.

			“Minty fresh,” he all but growled after the kiss.

			Leslie took a sip of the fresh coffee and gave Jack the once-over. His black hair was longer on the sides, feathered with silver, and now crowded his collar in the back. It tempered some of his innate intensity. She approved and told him so with her eyes. 

			His chiseled face had a new cut to add to the arsenal. Twenty stitches on his right cheekbone created a small crescent scar that lay flat when he smiled. The handiwork of Hector Lopez, a serial killer Jack had personal contact with on his last case. The bump on his otherwise straight Roman nose was due to a hard right from a crack dealer named Trey. Just one of many gifts he’d collected working twenty-five years on the mean streets of New York. 

			“I’m relieved you’re in one piece. Ice your hand.”

			“Yes, nurse.”

			Worry lines marred her smooth forehead. “Why did you enter the hotel room when you knew there were three armed men? You could’ve been killed. What were you thinking?”

			“Things got fluid.”

			“It was a white-collar case, Jack. That’s what you signed on for. That’s what you should be doing.”

			“I’m fine.” Meaning, That’s enough.

			“Take the mayor’s offer, Jack. It’s not too late. He cornered me at the courthouse when you were up north. Seriously, he wants you on his team.”

			Jack had recently turned down the mayor of Los Angeles’s offer to join his security force as a paid consultant. He was promised autonomy and the power of the badge without having to wear a uniform. 

			“It’ll end up being too political,” he said.

			“Welcome to my world, Jack. Give it some thought, that’s all I ask. You’re getting too old for this hand-to-hand combat.”

			“Ouch. I’ll give you some hand-to-hand.” Jack leaned in close, his brown eyes seductive with a flash of anger Leslie chose to ignore. She pushed him good-naturedly away. 

			“You have got to be kidding me, Jack Bertolino. I’m late for work. Think about it,” she said, eyebrows raised. “Are you free this evening?”

			“Let me check my book. I am,” he said without breaking cadence or eye contact.

			“Then keep your powder dry and you might get lucky.”

			Leslie flashed her killer smile, finger-combed her hair behind one ear, handed Jack her coffee cup, picked up her briefcase, and started for the door.

			“The defense doesn’t stand a chance,” Jack said as he followed in her wake, not happy with the direction the conversation had taken. He picked up the light scent of her perfume and then the morning paper as he watched her walk toward the elevator, then locked up behind her.

			Jack threw the paper onto the dining table and paused to read the headline. 

			PARADISE LOST IN MALIBU.

		

	
		
			4

			Jack carried a Subway turkey sandwich, a tall unsweetened iced coffee, a bottle of water, and a smile as he keyed the security gate that led to the dock in Marina del Rey where his boat was moored. The marina was always quiet during the week. Just the way he liked it. 

			He stopped to admire his twenty-eight feet of heaven before stepping onto his boat’s transom and then . . .

			“Yo, Mr. B.”

			Jack never forgot a voice, which explained his reluctance to turn around.

			“Yo, yo, Mr. B.”

			Miserably persistent, Jack thought. He turned to face Peter Maniacci, who was dressed head-to-toe in black. With his outstretched arms draped over the chain-link fence, Peter looked like an Italian scarecrow. The black circles under his eyes belied his youth. The sharp points of his sideburns, his boots, and the .38 hanging lazily from a shoulder holster added menace to his goofy grin.

			So close, Jack thought. His only worry that day had been whether to eat his sandwich dockside or out on the Pacific with a view of the Santa Monica Pier.

			“How you doing, Peter?”

			“How you doin’?”

			Jack let out a labored sigh. “We could do this all day. What’s up?”

			“That’s funny, Mr. B. How’s the boy? How’s his pitching arm?”

			Jack’s face tightened. He wasn’t happy that Peter knew any of his son’s particulars. When he didn’t answer, Peter continued.

			“Hey, nice boat. I used to fish for fluke off the North Shore. Long Island. I think I must be in the wrong business.”

			“Count on it,” Jack said. “What can I do for you?”

			“My boss was wondering if you could spare a few minutes of your time.”

			As if on cue, a black Town Car materialized behind Peter and came to a smooth, silent stop. The car rose visibly when Peter’s boss, a thick, broad-shouldered man, stepped out of the rear seat. 

			Vincent Cardona. Expensive suit, the body of a defensive linebacker—fleshy but muscled. Dark, penetrating eyes. Cardona looked in both directions before leveling his feral gaze on Jack. An attempt at a smile fell short of the mark. A thick manila envelope was tucked under one beefy arm. 

			Jack had been aware there would be some form of payback due for information Cardona had provided on Arturo Delgado, the man responsible for the attempted murder of his son. He just didn’t think it would come due this quickly. He opened the locked gate and let the big man follow him down the dock toward his used Cutwater cabin cruiser. 

			As Peter stood sentry in front of the Lincoln Town Car, Jack allowed the devil entry to his little piece of paradise.

			“How’s your boy? How’s the pitching arm?” Vincent asked bluntly. Just a reminder of why he was there. 

			“On the mend.” Jack gestured to one of two canvas deck chairs in the open cockpit of the boat. Both men sat in silence as Jack waited for Cardona to explain the reason for his visit.

			Jack wasn’t comfortable with Cardona’s talking about Chris, but the big man had taken it upon himself to station Peter outside Saint John’s Health Center while his son was drifting between life and death. Cardona’s enforcer had scared off Delgado, and that might have saved his son’s life. The unsolicited good deed was greatly appreciated by Jack. The debt weighed heavily.

			“It rips your heart out when your children have problems and you can’t do nothing to help,” Cardona said with the raspy wheeze of a man who had abused cigars, drugs, booze, and fatty sausage for most of his life.

			“What can I do for you?” Jack asked, not wanting to prolong the impromptu meeting.

			Cardona, unfazed by Jack’s brusqueness, answered by pulling out a picture and handing it to Jack.

			“Angelica Marie Cardona. She’s my girl. My only. My angel. Her mother died giving birth. I didn’t have the heart to re-up. I raised her by myself.”

			Mobster with a heart of gold. Right, Jack thought. But Cardona’s wife must have been a stunner because Angelica, blond, early twenties, with flawless skin and gray-green eyes, didn’t get her good looks from her father. Cardona’s gift was her self-assured attitude, which all but leaped off the photograph.

			“Beautiful.” 

			Jack Bertolino, master of the understatement, he thought.

			“And doesn’t she know it. Too much so for her own good. You make mistakes, my line of business. Whatever.”

			“What can I do for you, Vincent?” Jack said, dialing back the attitude.

			Cardona tracked a seagull soaring overhead with his heavy-lidded eyes and rubbed the stubble on his jaw. 

			Jack would have paid good money to change places with the gull. 

			“I shoulda never moved out here. L.A. I’m a black-socks-on-the-beach kinda guy. East Coast all the way. Never fit in. But I’m a good earner and the powers that be decided they were happy with the arrangement. Everyone was happy except Angelica and me. 

			“She turned thirteen, didn’t wanna have nothing to do with her old man. Turned iceberg cold. I tried everything—private schools, horses, ballet, therapy, live-in help; nothin’ worked. She closed up tighter than a drum. I finally threatened to send her to the nuns.”

			“How did that work out?”

			“I’m fuckin’ sitting here, aren’t I? On this fuckin’ dinghy . . . no offense meant,” he said, trying to cover, but the flash of anger told the real story. “I hear you’re an independent contractor now.”

			It was Tommy Aronsohn, his old friend and ex–district attorney, who had set him up with his PI’s license and first client, Lawrence Weller and NCI Corp. But Jack Bertolino and Associates, Private Investigation, still didn’t come trippingly off his tongue. 

			And thinking of the disaster up north, he said, “We’ll see how that goes.” 

			“This is the point. I haven’t seen my daughter in close to a month. Haven’t heard word one since around the time your son was laid up in Saint John’s,” he said. Reminder number two. “It’s killing me,” he continued. “I’m getting a fuckin’ ulcer. Then this.”

			Cardona pulled out the L.A. Times with the front-page spread reporting on the woman who had died when her boat crashed on the rocks at Paradise Cove. As it turned out, a second woman down in Orange County had washed up on the beach a few weeks earlier at the Terranea resort, scaring the joy out of newlyweds taking photos at sunset. Talk about twisted memories, Jack thought. As if marriage wasn’t tough enough. He’d already read both articles with his morning coffee and hadn’t bought into the pattern the reporter inferred.

			“And the connection?”

			“I got a bad feeling is all. She’s never disappeared like this before—not for this long anyway,” he said, amending his statement. “And then . . .” Cardona said, waving the newspaper like it was on fire. “It says here they were both blonds. Both about Angelica’s age. They could be fuckin’ cousins. Could be nothing.”

			“Did you file a missing-persons report?”

			Cardona gave him a hard side eye. “Jack, don’t fuck with me. We take care of our own.”

			Jack thought before he spoke. “I’m not one of yours.”

			“Semantics.”

			“What about your crew?”

			Cardona flopped open his meaty hands. “I get angina, I don’t call my cousin Frankie, who has a certain skill set but stinks when it comes to open-heart surgery. Look, I get it. You were on the other team. But this is straight-up business. One man to another. One father to another. I need you to find my girl. You got my number. Use it, Jack. Money’s no object. Find my baby.”

			Strike three. 

			Jack didn’t answer. He stared out at the navy-blue water of the marina, past row upon row of beautiful yachts, symbols of dreams fulfilled, and knew they were empty notions compared to family. 

			Cardona hadn’t actually spoken the words you owe me, but they filled the subtext of everything he’d said. He was not subtle. The big man had reached out when Jack was in need, and Jack had accepted the offer. Now Vincent Cardona wanted his pound of flesh. 

			“This is everything I know. Last address, phone numbers, phone bills, e-mail accounts, bank, credit cards, friends, and whatnot. The whole shot,” Cardona said, holding the manila envelope out in Jack’s direction.

			“I have other commitments,” Jack stated.

			“You look real fuckin’ busy, Jack, if you don’t mind my sayin’. ” His eyes crinkled into a sarcastic grin. Vincent Cardona does charm.

			Jack accepted the overstuffed envelope with a sigh. 

			“If she don’t want to come back, fine. No funny business, no strong-arm bullshit from my end. You got my word. I just need to know that my blood is alive. I’m fuckin’ worried and I don’t do worry too good. Sleep on it, Jack. But do the right thing.”

			Cardona’s eyes locked on to Jack’s. Jack remained silent. He’d take a look. No promises, not yet.

			Vincent’s knees cracked and the canvas chair squeaked like it was in pain as he stood up. He covered a belch behind his fist and rubbed his gut as he moved stiffly past Jack. The boat rocked when Cardona stepped off and walked heavily away, his Italian leather shoes echoing on the wooden dock. 

			The weight of the world. Jack could relate.

			Peter Maniacci opened the gate for his boss and then the door to the Lincoln Town Car, which plunged to curb level as the big man slid in. Peter ran around to the other side of the car and tossed Jack a wave like the queen mum. He jumped into the Lincoln, which lurched forward before Peter could slam the door shut.

			Jack walked into the boat’s deckhouse, grabbed a bottle of water, and downed two more Excedrin. He stretched his back, which was going into a spasm from yesterday’s violence, and chased the pills with a Vicodin to stay one step ahead of the pain that he knew was headed his way.

			Jack had already decided to take the case.
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			Thirty minutes later, Jack pushed hard on the throttle as he exited the five-mile-per-hour zone of the protected jetty. As the boat geared up, the vibrations ran through his body, and the salty wind whipped his face and hair. Cirrus clouds knifed the bright blue sky and jagged whitecaps stretched to the horizon. As he powered through a mild wake, he felt the stability of his modest craft and started to breathe normally again. 

			In the rapidly approaching distance he could see the Santa Monica Pier. Its psychedelic Ferris wheel and neon-lit roller coaster remained still in the morning light. The crowds were thin, but it was early.

			Ten feet off the boat’s stern, a formation of pelicans flew in a V pattern inches above the water, looking like prehistoric birds of prey. The sight cheered him. Jack wasn’t in a stellar mood after the unexpected visit from Vincent Cardona, but his day was definitely looking up.

			He left the pier behind in his rearview. After Cardona’s visit, there was no question where he was headed.

			Paradise Cove.

			If the incident in the news was an accident, no harm, no foul. He’d have a beautiful cruise up the Malibu coastline. If a crime had been committed, he’d better take a look before the site was picked clean.

			Paradise Cove was a special piece of California real estate befitting its name. The protected cove of emerald water was surrounded by rocky shale cliffs draped in electric-red bougainvillea and mescaline-green succulents. Eucalyptus and palm trees fanned out high overhead and framed the high-end prefab mobile homes with their million-dollar views of the Pacific and the Paradise Cove Beach Café below.

			Up closer, yellow police tape cordoned off a hundred-yard perimeter where technicians were collecting large pieces of debris from the boat crash and videotaping the scene. A grease stain spread ominously from the site of the explosion, fouling the pristine water.

			Jack spotted bloody smears where the young woman had been thrown onto the rocky outcropping, but the body had long since been removed. Jack made a mental note to find out which coroner was handling the case.

			Perched high on the cliff, Jack noticed, a middle-aged woman with a tangle of red hair, standing on the deck of her double-wide, was holding court. Her hands moved a mile a minute as she regaled a small crowd and pointed at the accident scene below. Jack decided to get her story after he got the lay of the land.

			He dropped anchor, reached into the waves, and snagged a jagged piece of white-painted wooden debris that clearly had once been attached to the wreck. He stowed it for later examination. Then he pulled down the small inflatable Avalon that was secured onto the roof of the boat’s cabin. 

			Jack paddled for shore along the rickety wooden fishing pier. When he hit the beach, he jumped out and dragged the inflatable up onto the soft white sand.

			Rows of Adirondack chairs were set up under faded grass-thatched umbrellas fronting the café’s picture windows. A smattering of patrons were eating an early lunch, and small groups of people stood on the beach watching the tech crew hard at work in the late-morning sun. He didn’t recognize any of the crew. He was just approaching the yellow security tape when he was stopped in his tracks.

			“You have got to be shitting me, Bertolino. What the fuck are you doing here?”

			“Where’s the warmth, Lieutenant Gallina?” Jack said even before he turned around. He couldn’t help but grin as Gallina and his partner, Tompkins, a lean, six-foot-tall African-American detective, kicked up a cloud of sand as they drew closer.

			Gallina was an acquired taste, and Jack wasn’t a fan. A head shorter than his partner, midthirties, with pasty-white skin that hung loose on his jowls. The lieutenant’s receding hairline looked to have taken another step back and he’d put on some weight. He didn’t have the bones for it, Jack mused, enjoying the observation a little too much. The lieutenant had arrested Jack for a murder he hadn’t committed, an event that understandably put a strain on their relationship.

			“Tompkins,” Jack said with a little more enthusiasm.

			“What, things too quiet for you after you set off an international incident?” Tompkins asked, tongue in cheek. He wiped some sweat off his forehead. “Good police work,” he added.

			“I got pulled in kicking and screaming,” Jack said, deflecting the compliment.

			“I know you’re on the wrong beach and not here to fuck with our crime scene,” Gallina stated.

			“It was a crime?” Jack asked.

			“Leaning that way; we’re waiting on the coroner’s report,” he offered, instantly regretting his decision to share intel.

			“Either that or suicide,” Tompkins added. “But it looks like the throttle could’ve been locked down. Too early to tell.”

			“Any witnesses?” 

			Gallina exchanged an extended look with his partner. He came to a decision and answered the question.

			“Some boozy broad. Gave off enough fumes I was afraid to stand near her when she lit up. Kept yakking about the crush she had on Don Johnson and a Miami Vice boat she saw heading away before the explosion.”

			“She saw the accident. Nothing specific except the direction the other boat was headed. South,” Tompkins added.

			Jack nodded. He’d had a lot of experience with cigarette boats in Miami. The cartels used them to pick up bundles of cocaine dropped in international waters and then ran them back into Miami cloaked in darkness. He couldn’t remember offhand how far a cigarette boat could travel on a tank of gas, but he’d get that information in case there was a connection between the two dead women.

			Tompkins raised his eyebrows in a question that Gallina put words to.

			“You are blessing us with your presence because . . .”

			“I was approached with a missing-persons case this morning. The client, who shall remain nameless, brought up the possibility of a connection. His daughter has the same look and the age is spot-on for both women who turned up dead in the past few weeks.

			“I haven’t made a commitment yet,” Jack said. “Just thought I’d take a look around since I was in the neighborhood.”

			“If you come up with anything we should know, call. Let us handle it, Bertolino.”

			“Will do,” Jack said as he turned and walked back toward the café. No one believed a word of it.

			Instead of heading back to the inflatable, he turned left through the parking lot and hiked up the road that led to the mobile homes.

			By that time the crowd had dispersed, and the woman in question was sitting on her front porch in a wicker chair with her eyes closed, burning what wasn’t already dangerously tanned on her face. One hand was wrapped tightly around a red metal goblet that might have contained iced tea. Long Island iced tea, Jack suspected. The pink lipstick mark on the rim was covered in beaded condensation. She had red hair that had been augmented with red dye and wore a red zip-up Nike workout suit revealing cleavage that demanded to be zipped up another six inches.

			Jack rapped on the wooden railway and the woman almost leapt out of her sun-damaged skin. Not unattractive. Just tired.

			“I didn’t mean to startle you. I just wanted to ask you a few questions about the accident,” he said.

			When the woman’s eyes cleared from the sun blindness and she focused on Jack, she purred, “Come up.” She held out a once-elegant hand. “Maggie Sheffield. And if it was an accident, the woman had to be stoned, dead, or asleep at the wheel,” she noted with a nasality that shattered any notion of elegance.

			Jack shook her hand, and she held on for an uncomfortable moment too long.

			“Jack Bertolino.”

			“You’re certainly easier on the eyes than the other two detectives I spoke with.”

			Jack would be sure to share her critique the next time he ran into Gallina and Tompkins.

			“You saw the actual crash?”

			“I heard it before I saw it. Sounded like a mosquito. Small outboard engine. Old wooden boat. Sat low in the water. When I walked out the door, I could see she was headed for the rocks. Stevie Wonder could have seen the rocks. The tide was out and there was no way she could have mistaken them for sand. I shouted, but it didn’t do any good. I’m still shaking.”

			Maggie held out her hand and indeed it betrayed a slight tremor. More booze-induced than from nerves, Jack suspected.

			“I can still see that poor girl’s body lying on the rocks. She looked broken.”

			“What else did you see?”

			“She was naked. I mean, who goes out in a boat at night dressed in nothing but her birthday suit? It’s too damn cold.”

			The question was rhetorical, but Jack noted Gallina hadn’t shared that little tidbit. Both women were found naked. 

			“And then there was that sexy boat that drove away before she crashed,” Maggie said.

			“What did it look like?”

			“Well, like Don Johnson should have been driving it. Like a jet.”

			“A cigarette boat?”

			“Yes,” she said, a little too excited. “That’s what they called it on Miami Vice. They don’t make TV like that anymore. I used to—”

			Jack stopped her with, “Color?”

			“Colors,” she said, annoyed he had interrupted her flow. “Three long thick stripes. Different colors but I couldn’t tell you for the life of me what they were. Just different shades of color.”

			“Did it look like the two boats were together? Did they arrive together?” Jack asked.

			“I couldn’t say, but the girl was butt-naked. They couldn’t have missed her. They must have gotten an eyeful, but they sure as hell didn’t turn back to help.”

			“Did you see the pilot? Man or woman, how many?”

			“Now that I think about it, there were two. Men, I think. It was too dark to really tell, though, and they were already beyond the spillover from the café’s security lights.”

			“Anything else you can think of?”

			“Not offhand, Detective, but why don’t you leave me your card? If anything comes to mind I’ll ring you up.”

			Jack knew he might live to regret it, but he pulled out one of his cards and passed it to Maggie, being careful to keep his fingers away from her snapping manicured nails.

			Jack didn’t trust coincidence. Not when two women, both young, blond, and naked, turned up dead on the seashore. Either they’d been enjoying a good time that got away from them, or someone had deliberately sent them to an early grave.
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			Back before noon, Jack laid out the contents of the manila envelope on the kitchen’s center island. Phone bill, no phone. Address of Angelica’s apartment, no key. A short list of her friends, with phone numbers. A quick glance found matches on the phone bill. He’d put those names at the top of his list. 

			He placed a call to Tommy Aronsohn that went directly to voice mail. He filled him in on the Cardona case before snapping on the television, where all of the local stations were covering the discovery of the second dead woman in the past three weeks. Nothing new was being reported, but it was a story that would get churned because the similarity between the two women was startling. No cause of death was reported for either woman, which Jack thought odd because the second woman appeared to have died when her boat hit the rocks at Paradise Cove. And their identities had yet to be released, which Jack thought equally odd because of the time line at play. Three weeks in was more than enough time to notify the next of kin of the first victim. He picked up the picture of Angelica and understood Cardona’s discomfort. Same age, same hair color, same type. Jack pulled out a yellow pad and started to make lists. 

			For a privileged young woman, Angelica didn’t have extravagant tastes or shopping habits. The credit cards weren’t maxed out. The last purchase made was at the Macy’s makeup department in Century City on the seventeenth of April. The bill totaled $129. A reasonable sum.

			The apartment was paid in full on the first of every month from a Wells Fargo account in Beverly Hills. Vincent paid for the rent and incidentals so that Angelica . . . could do what?

			The last personal check she wrote, in the sum of three hundred and fifty dollars, in perfect cursive, was made out to the Lee Strasberg Theatre and Film Institute, and notated at the bottom of the cashed check was the name Barry Freid. 

			So that she could become an actress. Ask and ye shall receive, Jack thought. But why didn’t Vincent Cardona know that? 

			Angelica’s father was a mobster and she was trying to change her persona? Maybe. Maybe she just had a gift. Or a private dream. At least she was studying, Jack thought. From everything he had read, show business was a really tough racket. Maybe she’d suffered a string of rejections, gotten fed up, and taken a road trip.

			Jack picked up Angelica’s photograph and was again taken with the intensity behind her green eyes. The girl didn’t seem to have any quit in her.

			Three-and-a-half-week trip? Could be, he thought. But no phone calls, no credit card receipts—it just didn’t feel right.

			He would get started with his interviews after he had laid out the ground rules to Cardona. 

			No money would change hands. The police would be brought in if necessary. No guarantee of success. This wasn’t his only commitment. The only outcome Jack demanded was that his debt be paid in full.

			It was a take-it-or-leave-it proposition for Jack, who was painfully aware that Vincent Cardona was a man who played by his own book of rules. 

			The Mafia handbook.

			The phone rang, and he saw it was Tommy Aronsohn. 

			“You have got to be kidding me,” was Tommy’s opening remark. “What did Leslie say?” 

			Tommy had been a baby DA working lower Manhattan when Jack was cutting his teeth as a rookie narcotics detective. They had run some wild, seat-of-their-pants cases back in the day and were still thick as thieves.

			“She doesn’t know yet.” 

			A deep laugh rumbled from his friend like a storm warning. “You’re dating a deputy district attorney, Jack. There are politics involved.”

			“Don’t start, Tommy.”

			“A missing person. What the hell. You should be able to clear that up in a few days. When you find the kid you’ll be a hero in the old neighborhood and they’ll treat your mother like a saint.”

			“I thought I moved out of the neighborhood.”

			“Good luck with that. So FYI, Lawrence Weller chewed off my ear after your undercover operation lit up the airwaves.”

			“It’s a gift.”

			“But then Larry turned on CNBC and discovered that his stock had ticked up two dollars in after-hours trading. It seems the Street decided he was a proactive manager protecting their investment. Good work, by the way.”

			“It got hairy.”

			“The fee got fatter. Hazard pay, I argued. He folded.”

			“Great. The guys will be happy.”

			“There’s more to come. What did I tell you?”

			“Hang out a shingle, you’ll keep me busy.” 

			“I did, I will. Now, when’s the arraignment?”

			“Midweek. I’ll spend a couple of days doing prelim on this case before I hit the road again. Maybe I’ll get lucky.”

			“Keep me in the loop,” Tommy said, and he clicked off.

			

			A large painting of Lee Strasberg was hung high on a maroon wall and appeared to be looking down on the proceedings like a wizened deity.

			Jack had entered the lobby of the Lee Strasberg Theatre and Film Institute, filled with men milling around muttering to themselves. They all looked pretty much the same. Same physical type. A little too much like himself, he thought. It was weird but he shook it off and asked a young, gaunt actor type carrying a pile of papers where he could find Barry Freid. He was handed a few stapled pages of what looked like dialogue of some kind, and told to sign in and get into character. Before he could argue, the door to Studio A swung open and a very worked-up young man, breathing hard, in a full-blown panic, banged out of the studio, pushed through the crowd, and all but ran out of the lobby, slamming the double glass doors behind him.

			Another acting career bites the dust, Jack thought.

			He took the opportunity to step through the door himself.

			A single spotlight shining center stage momentarily blinded him. When Jack’s vision cleared, he could see that he was standing in a round pool of light, on a black stage, in a theater painted entirely in black. Of the ninety-nine seats in the house, only two were occupied. 

			A long-legged, long-haired man with the bearing of a monk and a round, shiny bald pate that reflected the spotlight was rubbing his temples with such intensity, it looked as if he were trying to keep his head from exploding.

			An overweight, attractive thirtysomething woman wearing a black turtleneck sweater, jeans, and black knee-high boots sat next to him. Her pen was poised, presumably waiting for him to utter something brilliant.

			“Take it from the top,” was all the man could muster in a tortured voice, not looking up.

			“I’m not here to audition,” Jack stated.

			The man’s head shot up out of his hands like it was spring-loaded, and he looked at Jack for the first time. He wasn’t disappointed.

			“Did you hear that?” he said to the woman at his side. “I believed him. He sounded like a cop.”

			“Are you Barry Freid?” Jack asked.

			“Guilty,” he said with growing anticipation. “Go on when you’re ready.”

			“I’m not here to read.”

			“That’s what I told my class last night. Walk into an audition like you own the stage. Like they can’t succeed without you.”

			The young woman’s pen was a blur of motion as she notated his every word.

			“Did you study with Lee before he passed?” 

			Barry said Lee with a reverence that most men reserved for the Pope.

			“No,” Jack said simply.

			“Do you hear the way he answered my question?” Barry went on. “Pure, honest, direct, no acting . . . Sandy?”

			“Sandy?” Jack asked, like What the fuck?

			“Meisner.”

			“No.”

			“Perfect, I’ve seen enough. You’ve got the part. You look like a cop; you’re the first actor who walked through the door who sounded like a cop. I can work with you.”

			“I was a cop; I’m a private investigator. I’m looking for a girl.”

			“I’m confused,” Barry said, his theatrical joy dissipating.

			“Angelica Cardona? She’s in one of your classes?”

			“I have an Angelica, but the last name is Curtis.”

			If Jack were a betting man he’d have placed odds that Curtis was her mother’s maiden name.

			He stepped off the stage and held out his hand to Barry, who reluctantly shook it. “Jack Bertolino.” 

			Jack nodded to the woman sitting next to the director. She returned his gaze, unblinking. The door to the theater banged open and the casting director stuck her head in, confused by Jack’s presence. She checked her list. 

			“Give me five minutes?” Jack asked Barry, who nodded and waved off the young woman at the door; she clearly did not appreciate being waved off. Jack showed Barry the picture of Angelica that Vincent Cardona had provided. Both Barry and his assistant clucked in unison.

			“Angelica is AWOL. Hasn’t been to class in, I don’t know, a few weeks?” he said.

			“That’s why I’m here. She hasn’t been seen in close to a month. Her father’s extremely worried. I’m sure you can understand his concern.”

			“She never showed up for her final scene. A semester of grueling work for naught.”

			“Any idea where she might be?” Jack asked. “I’ve read that the relationship between an acting teacher and their students can be a very personal one.”

			“I’m afraid she was a student of limited ability. Not that she didn’t have talent. But whenever it was time to pull emotion from her personal life—we call it emotional recall—and confront her past, she’d block and shut down. Beautiful, but that isn’t enough for this kind of work. I knew very little about her social history outside of class.”

			“Did she have any close friends at the institute?”

			Barry’s assistant spoke for the first time. “She had a scene partner who was very upset when Angelica did her disappearing act. Carol Williams. She felt betrayed. I don’t blame her. People don’t come here to study because they want to. They’re compelled to.”
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