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“Train up a child in the way he should go; and when he is old, he will not depart from it.”
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Chapter 1

It hadn’t rained for quite a while in San Diego, but people were still driving like fucking nuts 

on the slick streets. As I drove home, I kept a watchful eye a patch of dark clouds hovering over 



me. Like massive balls of soiled cotton, they pre-empted every inch of northbound Park 

Boulevard. Squalls of heavy rain skipped randomly across sections of the city. The monstrous 

clouds and me were in a race, as if to see who would get to the next stoplight first. Remarkably, 

the day’s sun was fading over my left shoulder.

I listened to Howlin’ Wolf chant and wail about ‘evil going on’ while the moist air buffered 

against a restless worry somewhere inside me. Even with the daily dose of California’s sun, it 

was always easy to feel uncomfortable about something. You just didn’t know what was coming 

your way. It could have been forgotten bills, or the presage of a mysterious event. Whatever it 

was, it turned the moist, breezy winds into a raging tempest.

I rolled up the car windows and drove cautiously down University Boulevard. I felt more 

trustful of the words from the mechanic at the auto shop when he said ‘everything was perfect’; 

especially when I thought about the amount of money I spent to get the suspension tuned back in 

order.

I was returning home from downtown after having a meeting with a prospective business 

partner at a small restaurant. We were discussing the possibilities of starting a small trading 

company together, bound by our common interests for making our first million dollars. We had 

been talking for several weeks about the deal before we finalized our partnership. I turned into 

the driveway; the smart phone began to buzz like a stifled, angry bumblebee.

“Hello?”

“Hello? Forrest Greenley?”

“This is Forrest.”

“Mr. Greenley?” the woman’s voice asked again.

“Yes?”

“You still do the P.I. stuff?”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m sorry. Do you still find people who are missing?”

“Yes. Yes, I do.” The caller had a southern-tinged voice.

“Well, I’d like use your services, sir.”

“Can I ask what this is concerning?”

“I would like to know if you can find someone for me.”

“A missing person you mean?”



The female caller hesitated and blew through her lips lightly.

“Yes. Someone’s that missing. She’s one of my employees, or at least she was.”

“How long has she been missing from work?”

“About a week?” The female caller began thinking aloud. “Yeah. About a week.”

“About a week, huh?”

“You sound as if you don’t believe me, Mr. Greenley.”

“It’s not that I don’t believe you, miss. It’s just that something like this should be reported to 

the police,” I offered as calmly as I could. “I’m a private investigator. I’m not the police.”

“But I’ve already called the police.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“How long ago was this?”

“About two days ago.”

“What have they told you so far?”

There was another pause on the phone.

“They said that they’re working on it.”

Another pause.

“Well, why can’t you go along with that?”

“Because…well, because I don’t believe them.”

While listening, I watched a humongous, shiny black bug slowly crawl up the middle of the 

windshield. It had pinchers that looked like lobster claws and large dewdrops on its Teflon back.

“Well, miss? I really don’t know what else I can tell you. Are you helping them the best way 

that you can?”

“I don’t know. What’s the best way to help the police?”

“You could give them as much information as you can about this missing person. The more 

information that they have, the quicker they’ll be able to find…this person.”

I drifted after realizing that I didn’t even know whom it was we were talking about.

“She’s an employee of mine.

“The best advice I can give you is to continue working with the police.”

I was anticipating ending the call when she continued talking.

“Well, seeing how helpful you are, is there any way that you can meet me tonight? Just to 



give you a few more details. To be quite honest, I’m really not comfortable talking about this 

over the phone.”

“That would be fine,” I told the strange caller after I made up my mind. “I’d be more than 

willing to help you out. But on one condition.”

“And what would that be?”

“Don’t you think I would have to know who you are before we meet?”

 “I’m sorry. I apologize. My name is Gia Matthieu.”

“Of Matthieus’s downtown?”

“You would be correct. I just found it kinda funny that Rhonda would not show up like that 

for a full week. She’s such a nice girl. A real hard worker around here. I just wanted to make 

sure that she’s okay.”

“Did you call her at home?”

“We’ve tried calling her several times ever since Monday but got no response from her. And 

she has no family here in San Diego….At least that what she told me.”

“Hmm…”

“Yes. She told me that her family stays back east in St. Louis or somewhere. She came out 

here to California alone. I was the first person to give her a real job out here.”

“How old is this person?”

“I think she’s…what, in her twenties? Twenty-four maybe?”

 “She’s a grown woman. There could be a million things going on in a young woman’s life at 

twenty-four, Miss Matthieu.”

“That may be true and all, but it doesn’t hurt to have someone looking out for you when you 

least expect it.”

“Look, Miss Matthieu. What is it exactly that you would like for me to do for you?”

“I just want you to help me find Rhonda. That’s all I’m asking for, Mr. Greenley.”

“How did you get my number, by the way?”

“I looked it up on your web site. How else?”

“Just curious.”

“Nice photo. Very handsome I might add.”

“Well…thank you. But I hope that had nothing to do with your decision.”

There was another brief pause between us before she continued.



“Mr. Greenley, can I be frank with you for a moment?” she asked very impatiently.

“I don’t see why not.”

“Well, lemme put it to you this way. There are just some things that I’m not really 

comfortable telling the police. You know what I mean?”

“I can understand that.”

“So…that’s the reason why I called you. I really need someone to find Rhonda as soon as 

possible. This place been almost lifeless since she’s been gone. But she’s hurting my business, 

too.”

“So you really care about this young lady that much, huh?”

“She’s been such a good worker.”

I checked my watch and wondered if I should go inside to get a quick dinner.

“Tell you what. Give me about a half hour and I’ll meet you at the restaurant.”

“Great. I’ll be here waiting.” The restaurant owner sounded relieved.

It was then that I realized that I hadn’t eaten nearly all day. A tall cup of coffee and an apple 

fritter was all that I had before a busy Friday got under way. I knew I could go all day without a 

good meal if it was necessary. However, you never knew what to expect whenever a strange call 

comes from out of nowhere.

Chapter 2

I parked the Nissan GT-R about two blocks away from Matthieu’s. I decided to wear 

something casual yet sporty: a mocha silk sport shirt that Tariah had bought for me, a pair of 

black khakis and my favorite walking shoes. I always took care of my feet. You just never knew 

how much walking and running you would have to do in this line of work. In my free time, I was 

either running away from trouble.

Or getting into more trouble.

It was just part of the job.

Matthieu’s was a large bar & grill restaurant located in downtown’s Gaslamp Quarter. The 

area was synonymous with fine eateries and culinary delights offered by various chefs of 

different cultures.



I walked into the opened doors of the dimly lit restaurant and took a soft look around. A 

beamed high ceiling covered the deep area, filled sparingly with customers split between nursing 

drinks at the bar, and others lounging, eating or laughing at brown-clothed dining tables.

I’d never paid much attention to Gia Matthieu before, even when I’d seen her on ads around 

San Diego. You can always tell when someone is in charge of a business. They stand out from 

the average Jane and Joe. Apparently, she had taken the money she inherited from her late 

husband, a former naval commander and boating company CEO, and put it to good use. The 

place was nice, inviting and imbued with favorable memorabilia from Texas.

A tall, raven-haired woman was definitely hard to miss. She stood at six feet with modest 

posture in her casual cream business suit. It fitted her better than her husband’s medaled naval 

uniform I saw on his large picture. Racks and racks of tall, multi-hued bottles of good liquor 

raced along the north wall, surrounding his life-sized portrait. The wrinkly, sun-burned Texan 

had a smile that still seemed to radiate the entire place through his weathered-beaten mask.

Gia Matthieu smiled a wide, inviting grin full of pearly whites when she finally seen me. It 

was as if she was pleased by her expectations. When she got within arm’s length, she dropped 

her smile before stretching out her hand.

“You Forrest?” she asked with a pair of tired green eyes. I noticed the thickened eyebrows 

below her furrowed forehead.

“Yes. Gia Matthieu?”

She blinked her eyes once.

“Great. Let’s go back here to my office. Much quieter there,” she nodded before leading. We 

passed under large wooden ceiling fans and a long, staggered row of dining tables along the way.

When we got to her office, Gia Matthieu flipped her wrist at one of two comfortable chairs 

set before a smoked-glass desk. The desk was clean, orderly, and scarce of paper and other office 

amenities. There were two smart phones parked in front of a large notebook computer.

The modern business office: where less brings in more.

She flopped into her pneumatic black chair and blew through her ruby lipstick.

“I just come from helping in the kitchen back there.”

“Oh,” I mumbled.

“Not enough people on board. Somebody has to pick up where Rhonda left off. I had a lot of 

switching up to do throughout the week. Move folks around. Give new duties and all that. You 



know the deal.” She waved off the comment with a flip of her wrist.

“Well…Mr. Greenley—“

“You can call me Forrest.”

“…Forrest. The reason why I’ve called you here is simple. I want you to help me find 

Rhonda.” She clasped her long fingers together and stared straight into my eyes. “I’m just…

just…” She wiggled her hands at her head. “I’m just really concerned about where this young 

lady is. I mean, Rhonda? I just couldn’t get her off my mind at all this week. This situation is 

really bugging me. No one knows where she is. Nobody’s seen her. I want to know what’s going. 

I’ve done all of the right things. Now, it’s time to get down to business.”

She gave another bland stare that could have defined a million emotions.

Before I could say anything, a large white envelope was pushed it before me. She returned 

the fold of her small hands. I picked up the envelope and opened it.

Twenty-five crisp one-hundred dollar bills were placed neatly inside.

“I can pay you whatever you want to charge me now. However, when you find Rhonda, I 

will give the rest in one full payment. Cash.”

“Fine. We can work with that.”

Apparently, business was that good to her. So I told her what my real rates were.

“That’s fine with me,” she nodded too quickly.

“But there’s a few more things that I’m going to have to know about Rhonda before we get 

started.”

“Whatever you need.”

“Do you have any pictures of her?”

Without a word, Gia Matthieu pulled a 5 x 8-color photo from the file rack on her desk. It 

was Rhonda Stephens at a Kodak moment, captured smiling genuinely and unexpectedly. The 

picture must have been taken on a cool day, with a blue, cloudless sky in the background. She 

was dressed in a chic yellow blouse and elegantly-flared violet slacks. A long sash of red curly 

hair flowered on her left shoulder. Her shiny, tanned skin reflected the camera’s flash with 

features that were genetically puzzling. Like most modern woman, she could have had a storied 

and complex ethnic background that peeled like an onion, originating from all four corners of 

Mother Earth.

Above her upper lip was a small beauty mole that sat just below her left nostril. The 



brilliance of her face masked a hardness that some young women try to hide after living a rough 

life as a young girl. However, her beaming smile enchanted me, enough to explain why anyone 

would be attracted to her beyond the surface of beauty. The dark orbs of her eyes were focused 

and penetrating, and possessed a mystic glance that she knew secrets that I’d never know about. 

I had to admit that finding a woman like Rhonda Stephens was going to be a lot harder than 

Gia would imagine.

“How long has she been working here?”

“Oh,” the businesswoman sighed with puffed cheeks before looking up to the ceiling for the 

right answer. “Let’s see…it’s gotta be at least a year and a half? Come in here just like all of the 

other gals. Need a job. Going to school. Single.”

“Did you detect any problems before she left?”

“Problems? Like? What kind of problems?”

“I don’t know. Disgruntled about pay? Job promotions? Problems she might have had with 

other workers. Stuff like that.”

“None that I can recall. Nope.”

Her lips pursed out the last word with a slow, drawn -out timber.

“So, you’ve already called the police, they’ve written a report and your main contention is 

that they are not working hard enough Is that correct?”

She shook her head in compliance, as if I recited the very things that were on her mind at the 

moment.

“That’s it in a nutshell.”

“So what’s it you want me to do that the police hasn’t already done?”

A disappointed look grew across her face before she answered.

“Mr. Greenley, I thought we already had an understanding before going through this. I want 

to know what’s going. I’ve done all of the right things. Now, it’s time to get done to business.”

She gave another peculiar stare.

“You’re right. So where should I start?”

She spanned her right hand across her chest, relieved that I wouldn’t be asking more 

questions.

“Well, I guess you could check where she lives first.”

“And where would that be?”



Gia Matthieu gave the address to an apartment located in North Park.

“You can go to her apartment, but no one is there. Last time we checked was yesterday. I 

asked her building manager to lock up her apartment until we can find her.”

“Is the manager on site?”

“Yes. I have her number if you’d like to call before going there.”

“That wouldn’t be such a bad idea.”

I concluded our little meeting by standing up.

“As a matter of fact, I’ll go ahead and get started on this tonight.”

Gia Matthieu stood from her desk and extended her hand again, this time feeling a little 

relieved that something was accomplished.

“Thanks for helping me out. If there’s anything else I can do to help, anything…please give 

me a call, will ya?”

“Let’s see how this goes first. But I will call if I need anything more.”

Chapter 3

I left Matthieu’s Bar & Grill and headed for North Park, unimpressed with Gia’s hurried 

attitude. Her hyped pretense of wanting to find Rhonda Stephens quickly raised many red flags.

But I could’ve been wrong in my judgment of the whole matter.

Who knows? I could always be wrong.

When I got to Rhonda Stephens’ apartment building on Idaho Street, the game of checkers 

came to mind. The lights outside each other door had either burned out or turned off. The 

building was a pastel-colored, two-storied stucco real estate money-maker that was located 

throughout California. Simple places to lay your head, take a shower, eat a fast meal and head 

back into the daily grind.

The nighttime air was weighty with the sweet-smelling flowers and light moisture as I 

climbed the stairway to the second floor. After listening to a voice message, I assumed that the 

manager didn’t want to be bothered at certain late hours.

There were no lights or sounds heard from the young redhead’s front door. For a Friday 

night, no one seemed to be enjoying the late spring weather air. When the engine died from a 



parked car up the street, I looked around for wandering eyes. 

That someone who would love to report a strange black man snooping around in the 

neighborhood at nine-thirty in the evening. I could move quick, but sometimes not quick enough 

for full-time nosy neighbors.

A streak of dim light sneaked through the vertical blinds against the windows. I relaxed a bit, 

second-guessing if it was Rhonda who was sitting on her sofa, watching television or just 

vegging out. I’ve known people who take a personal time-out with no notice to the rest of the 

world.

After knocking on the door, I stiffened at the quickness of his response.

The large, deep hole of a .44 Magnum was the first thing that I saw pointed at my chest. The 

person standing behind the large man-killer was wearing a pale grey dress shirt and dark blue 

pants. He had sandy, receding hair and wore a pair of thick eyeglasses that resembled the Hubble 

telescope.

His small chest rose and fell behind a loosened blue necktie, heaving in short, raspy breaths. 

His wild brown eyes described my very being as very horribly uninviting. Looks alone were 

enough to tell that I needed get the hell from in front of his door.

But there’s never enough time to outrun a bullet. I tried to speak but the force of his fear tried 

to subdue even my calmest words.

“Where’s my daughter, you son of a bitch?!”

“You get that gun out of my face…and maybe I can ask you the same question.”

“Who the fuck are you? One of her pimps?”

“A pimp?” I asked, almost flattered. The sad truth was, I hated pimps.

“I’m sorry…but I’m a private investigator.”

The small, scared man repositioned his right index finger around the gun’s trigger as I went 

for my wallet. He squinted into the darkness when I held out the license in front of him. He 

studied it for a while, seeming unimpressed with a slow frown on his face.

“What in the hell do you want?” he sneered with sweaty, tight lips.

“I’m looking for Rhonda Stephens. Does she live here?”

“She’s my daughter. What in the hell do you want with her?”

“Her boss is looking for her. I came here to see if she’s home.”

“She hasn’t been here all damn week,” he kept snapping, like a pissed-off chihuahua.



“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

“Well, she’s not here. So you can go away now,” he said, never taking his eyes off me.

“You know, she may not be in as bad of shape as you think it might be,” I offered again to 

the stranger. “But on the other hand, if you can only get rid of that gun...”

“Okay, Mr. Nice Guy,” he smiled with a crazy grin, taking one step back. “So, you think 

wanna play head games, huh?”

He cocked the hammer of the shiny revolver back so fast that even a humming bird would be 

impressed.

“I’ve already told you one time too many. Get the fuck out of here, man! Leave me the fuck 

alone, okay? I don’t need your goddamn help. I’ll find her myself. And I’ll find whoever’s 

responsible for this.”

The small man jerked the pistol to make his point. I took a step back slowly, trying to judge 

how far down I would have to jump to the ground from the second floor balcony. People with 

emotional instability, and a gun, are highly unpredictable.

“Look, man. I don’t know your daughter, don’t know who she is…and to be honest, I really 

don’t fucking care. I’m just doing somebody a favor. But you’ve got to take the first step.”

“I don’t have to do a damn thing.”

“Have it your way,” I told him, sidestepping away slowly. “But if you ever do find her, just 

tell her that her boss wants her to give a call.”

I kept walking toward the stairway, keeping an eye on the wired psychopath with the gun. 

When I hit the third step down, he started sobbing and leaned against the doorjamb. It would 

have been easy to keep going down the stairs. But when I thought of the money that Gia 

Matthieu’s had already paid me, I knew there was still a bit of honesty in me.

I returned to the doorway cautiously and stood before him.

“You wanna help me out? Or do you want to waste more of my time?”

We stood in front of the doorway for a few moments, listening to the cricket orchestrate their 

unique rhythms. He said nothing, only returning to the spot he might have been sitting on the 

sofa before I came knocking. He threw the pistol to the other side of the room in his daughter’s 

small living room. I hesitated first but stepped into the sparse apartment and looked outside 

before closing the door.



Chapter 4

It was a humorous thing to see a crying white man. I’ve seen it before on television, but 

never in real life. Many things had me befuddled these days; this was one of those lighter 

moments in my life.

I sat on a canvas ottoman, across from the distraught man. A cheap wooden coffee table 

separated us. The small apartment was clean as a whistle and fragranced with a peachy-smelling 

scent. Femininity exuded through every square inch of the living area, in every article that 

Rhonda brought into this place she called home. To the right was the small kitchen, where I 

envisioned her cooking meals for herself. I started picking up a vibe of Rhonda’s essence as a 

busy young woman as I sat, putting her image on the picture and her living space together.

“Mind if I ask you your name?”

“Kyle.” He sniffed back snot into his nose loudly. “Kyle Stephens.”

“When’s the last time you talked to Rhonda, Kyle?”

“This past Monday night.”

“Did she have anything unusual to say? Any mention of problems?”

Kyle Stephens sat on the sofa and gave another stoic stare as earlier.

“Not really. Just the usual stuff. She never said anything that would bring about a surprise or 

suspicion. Nothing unusual.”

“What about other family members?”

“What other family members? There’s only me and Rhonda,” he said solemnly. “Her mother 

died about ten years ago.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

Kyle raised his hands as he nothing to offer in return.

“Yeah…my wife died from cancer. We were living in St. Louis at the time, and moved out 

west to start a new life. Rhonda was staying up in Seattle with me until she came down here a 

few years ago to go to college.”

“What school is she going to now?”

“San Diego State University.”

“What about close friends? Know any of them?”



“No. Not really,” he said, holding his head down a bit. “But there was this young lady that 

she brought up with her to see me last year. I don’t know her name, but they were supposed to be 

close friends.”

“They were going to school together?”

Kyle shrugged his shoulders. “Beats me. They never mentioned it while they were there.”

“What kind of relationship do you think they might have?”

“Does it really matter?”

“Not really. Unless, of course, you’ve got something to hide.”

“Hide what? I’ve got nothing to hide.”

I could tell that I wasn’t going to get very far with Rhonda’s father.

“Okay, Mr. Stephens. Maybe you were right. Maybe now is now a good time to speak with 

you.” His only response was to shrug his shoulders and rest his head back on the sofa.

“I’m sorry if I seem like an ass. But this whole week has been a total wreck for me.”

“I understand,” I said before standing. “I’m gonna leave now. But I’ll need you to do me a 

favor.” I pulled out a business card and gave it to him. Before leaving, I turned and looked at the 

Magnum .44 sitting in the chair near where I sat. Kyle Stephens looked up from the card and 

stared in the same direction.

“You might wanna be careful with that pistol. That’s a pretty big gun you have there. You 

just never know who’s going to knock on your door the next time.”

I closed the door and walked down the cemented stairway outside. Along the way, I glanced 

at the business card I had picked up from the coffee table. The card’s design was simple and 

plain but with bold, relief fonts that set of a new course to my next destination.

Chapter 5

Kyle Stephens had the courage of a weathered scarecrow.

 You’re always big and bad with a gun.

It’s when you have to use it that determines your guts, your amount of courage to deal with 

all consequences that followed. I’d seen through him as soon as he opened the door. Any man 

whose only defense was that of a big gun is a coward. Back in the day, you were ‘the man’ if you 



could handle someone all by yourself. I’ve seen small guys beat the living shit out of men twice 

their size. It’s not the size of a man that matters; it’s how much heart he has.

I guess those days are ancient history nowadays.

There must have been a million things going through Kyle’s mind. 

I backed off him just for the sake of empathy.

I guess the very least thing you wanted to think about were all of the things that could happen 

to your beautiful daughter.

I made a U-turn further past 70th Street, and parked my car further up from the Shadows 

Motel on El Cajon Boulevard. I took a large filing envelope from the trunk and stuffed it nice 

and neat with clean copies of business forms. The first few pages were filled with pseudo-official 

client names, phone numbers and short memos with legal lingo.

A post-grunge, full-figured blonde woman purred past with a smile, sniffing her small nose 

my way underneath a dark-colored baseball cap. She stood about five and a half feet tall, wearing 

what were supposed to be blue khaki shorts. They filled out in full form by her thick legs. Her 

bosom behind her dark T-shirt advertised the over-abundance of the upper half. A whiff of the 

strong perfume tickled my nose.

I returned the smile, and I kept walking.

I stepped into the lobby of the motel’s front office. It was as cold as a storage refrigerator. 

There was the motel clerk, dozing off, rocking his head up and down in slow motion, in a 

syncopated rhythm known only to the overworked. I stood silent for a few minutes, amused at 

the drugged-out look on his unshaven face. By the time I had rung the bell next to the bulletproof 

window, I could have already blown off his head, or stolen a few items of lobby furniture.

If you could call it furniture.

“Room for a night, sir?” he asked, snapping his head back, trying hard not to yawn.

“Naw. I’m here to see if I can get in touch with one of my clients,” I lied casually. The rocker 

gave a quizzical glance before doubling back from the key chest behind him.

“A what? A client?”

“Yeah. Rhoda Stevenson? I forgot her full name and the room number they gave to me 

earlier,” I lied again, holding the large envelope before me. “I’m here to drop off a few important 



papers she needs right away.”

“Rhoda Stevenson you said?”

He pointed his long, skinny finger at me before running it down a worn-out ledger set before 

him on a red semi-circled countertop.

“Sorry, dude. No Rhoda Stevenson here. We’ve got a Rhoda Stevens here though. Is that 

who you mean?”

“So she changed her name, huh?”

“Yeah. Might have. People do that a lot here. Yeah.”

Fully awoke now, the clerk gave that curious, knowing look that white people exhibit when 

they suspect funny business. I remained calm and consistent with my lies.

“Working kinda late for your client, huh?”

“She’s in a real tight jam right now.”

“What are you? Her lawyer or somethin’?”

“No. Not her lawyer.” I showed him my P.I. license.

“I work for her lawyer. He told me to give her these papers tonight if it’s the last thing that I 

do.”

I pulled the small ream of documents out of the envelope, with the inscribed forms out on 

top. The clerk took a pretentious look at them, rubbing his five o’clock shadow.

“I’m sorry. But we usually don’t allow visitors in without charging an extra thirty-five 

dollars.”

I fed his excited eyes a hundred-dollar bill and poked it through the mouse hole of the 

protected glass.

“Is that for an hour or the whole night?” I asked.

I kept my wallet out just in case he got greedy.

“Uhm...just….lemme see. You’re just dropping stuff off, you say?”

“That. And I might spend no more than ten minutes with her.”

The glassy-eyed clerk snapped his head back and gave Rhonda’s room number. She signed in 

on late last Monday night. I got into the habit of reading upside down a long time ago.

“Just be sure to check with me before you leave,” he waved off with a final yawn. “Helps me 

out a lot.”

I walked nonchalantly across the small parking lot and knocked lightly on the door of the 



ground floor room. To the left of me were the sounds of a NBA playoff game on full blast, and a 

couple having tantric sex on the right.

I grabbed the moist, rusted doorknob with some tissues, surprised when it turned and opened. 

A rush of cold, dank air met with the fresh outside air when I opened the door with a soft push. 

The frigid darkness and rattling sound of the A/C unit together gave an additional chill. I closed 

the door, pulled out my mini flashlight and immediately scanned the crowded room like a 

programmed robot.

There was half of a spliff of pure marijuana left inside of a large, glass ashtray on one of the 

lamp table. An unopened pack of Newports, a metallic butane lighter and eighty-six cents in 

coins were next to it. A small spider crawled cautiously up the side of a warm bottle of beer that 

almost evaporated. The large scruffy bed occupied three-quarters of the chilly room’s space. My 

nose picked up a faint, foul odor that emanated from somewhere, like a potpourri of funky body 

odors, cheap colognes and even cheaper perfumes. I traced the flashlight along the perimeter of 

the bed and the rest of the open floor. A pair of women’s blue jeans had been thrown across the 

back of a ragged, dog-eared chair. I searched each pocket, finding nothing but lint and sand.

I checked my wristwatch. It was getting close to midnight, and my paid ten minutes were 

flying by.

The bathroom was really a closet, clean, dry as a whistle, and unused for quite a while. A 

bottle of boutique shampoo, cotton swabs and a toenail clipper was all there was left by the 

mystery woman. I was feeling slightly disappointed with the search, so I decided to take one last 

spin around the crowded room.

I went back over to the lamp table, lifted the large ashtray on a whim and found a 3 x 5 

photograph turned upside down. Underneath the photo were two folded bills. Maybe karma was 

sitting on my shoulder, returning the hundred dollars I’d given the prostitute earlier.

On the back of the color photo was a date written on the back about month old underneath 

with a caption. I flipped it over and found Rhonda embraced with a young, tanned Adonis. He 

had tattoos inscribed all over his arms, neck and around both ankles. Both of the college students 

were wearing swimwear at what seemed like a beach party, holding their drinks in front and 

cheering wildly at the camera. The color picture gave more vivid details of Rhonda’s athletic, 

toned body. I found it hard to connect the genes between Rhonda and Kyle Stephens, but got an 

idea of what her black mother might have looked like.



It was two minutes before my clearance for snooping around would be over.

I didn’t need the punk rocker to come asking more questions, so I prepared to leave as 

stealthily as I came in. I pocketed the picture and reached for the doorknob.

That’s when a gleam of light spilled into the room. I back-stepped from the door as quietly as 

possibly, adrenaline pumping through my veins like hot lava.

Was it Rhonda returning?

Or just a cat burglar with a stroke of luck?

I watched the large, dark figure enter from a corner behind the door. Long hair and heavy 

clothing was all I could make out from behind the lurching, giant mass. Motherfucker had to be 

at least six-feet-five, I thought. So, how does one stranger meet another stranger? In a place 

where neither belongs?

I rubbed the textured grip of my HK45 as I waited out the shadowed figure’s next move, 

hoping it would leave.

But he must have been watching me the whole time.

The door slammed shut but not loudly. I zigzagged the light from my flashlight to confuse 

the stranger while reaching for the doorknob behind me. But he had already landed a stinging 

right punch to my jaw. I swung wildly at his obscured closeness before we tussled and grunted 

like two enraged grizzly bears. He threw swift, tight stabs into my ribs like wrecking balls, 

knocking the wind out of me. I connected a right hook into his large head, stunning him for a 

moment. When I tried to reach for my pistol, he lunged forward like a missile, head-butting with 

the mighty force of a Rocky Mountain bighorn. My back crashed into the wall before I slumped 

onto the dirty carpet. Before I knew it, the swift dark mass had leaped over the bed and was out 

of the door in a second.

All I seen was the taillights of a dark blue Chevy Camaro, hauling ass and fishtailing out onto 

El Cajon Boulevard. My rib cage stung with waves of pain, numbed only by the adrenaline still 

flowing through my veins. I took a deep breath, found my envelope, and closed the motel door 

behind me quietly.

I straightened myself up, stopped by the clerk window and gave a thumb up as if everything 

was okay. He waved me off, probably wondering what he was going to do with an easy hundred 

dollars.



Chapter 6

“I see you’ve changed your mind, honey.”

The chubby streetwalker sauntered up as I walked to my car.

“Yeah. Well, sort of.”

That drew a big grin underneath her lowered baseball cap.

“So what kinda action you looking for, he-man?”

“Not what you thinking.”

“Well,” she looked around before continuing. “Fifty dollars will get you a good blowjob. 

Anything else? We’ll need a room. Because, by then, we’re gonna be there all night. Know what 

I mean, sweetie?”

I acted as if I needed to think about her offer nodded toward my car.

“Let’s go talk about it first.”

She stood fast in the same spot, crossing her arms with a shade of caution.

“We can’t make a deal here?”

In a way, I couldn’t blame her.

“We’re just going to my car, that all.”

What defense did she have against a 6-foot-2, two-hundred and sixty pound man, with a 

50/50 chance of engaging her with harmful intentions?

“You coming or what?” I asked as I stopped.

“How far is it from here?”

“Just up the street. Besides, I’ll pass on your selection of personal crafts. That’s what I’m not 

interested in.”

“You gay or something? What’s that supposed to mean?” 

She heaved a lungful of air and opened her shirt more to reveal a more distinctive cleavage.

I stepped closer, drew out another one-hundred dollar bill and put it inside of her cleavage.

“It means I have something else in mind.” 

“Look, sweetie. You got the wrong woman for some weird shit.”

“No, no. Not like that. I mean, I need your help. I’m looking for someone.”

“Can’t help you with that either. I’m an independent businesswoman. I mind my own 



business.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I guess we can say we have something in common.” 

I pulled out the two photographs of Rhonda and showed them to her.

“You ever saw this woman around here?”

She pushed her cap back a bit and held the photos up to her face, revealing more of her large 

brown eyes. Her fleshy face that was painted up pretty well, with prominent cheeks that widened 

when she talked. The statuesque, blonde-haired woman took another sidling glance at me from 

toe to head.

“How do I know you’re not a cop?”

“I’m not a cop. And I’m sure as hell am not one of these fucking freaks out looking to prey 

on women. I’m onto some serious business here. Looking for a missing person. You wanna help 

me out?”

“What makes you so sure that I can help you?”

“Come on, honey. I know you’re out here every night you get a chance. Am I right? I know 

you must have seen something over the past week. You just said you’re a businesswoman.”

“Well, hell yeah.”

“So, I know you’ve been checking out the territory here, haven’t you?”

“Sure,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “You got a cigarette?”

“Not on me. They’re in the car.”

We both took a casual look around before we got into the Nissan.

“Well? Have you seen her?”

“Sure. Quite a few times.”

“Oh really?”

“Yeah. I’ve seen her for almost a week now.”

I started up the car and dug into the quiet street. The boulevard was like a ghost town, except 

for smokers outside of a near-by bar.

“So when’s the last time you’ve seen her?”

“Had to have been about two days ago, about this time of night. She and her boyfriend were 

heading to the liquor store up the street.”

“Her boyfriend?”

“Yeah. Looked like they were going to get a little drink or something before they came back 



to the motel. But they never came back. She got into a car with him.”

“What did this guy look like?”

“Uhm…jeez. What did he look like. Skinny black guy, kinda walks slow. Real good dresser, 

though. I think he took her off somewhere. I was here for about a hour after they left.”

“You recognize that guy in the photo with her?”

“That son-of-a-bitch?!...Oh, I know him alright!”

“Hmph.”

“Yeah. He’s a crazy fucker. Has a tattoo shop up the strip. Real kinky fucker. Real crazy.”

She twirled a finger aside her head for emphasis.

“Real crazy? In what way?”

She ignored me and continued smoking her cigarette.

“What’s your name, if you don’t mind me askin’?”

I gave her a business card.

“Just in case you might need me one day.” 

“Thanks, sweetie. You can call me Elle.”

“Elle? Like the magazine?”

“You got it. And I know I’m way better looking than those skinny bitches in that magazine.”

Elle started giggling as she looked at the business card again.

“Forrest Greenley,” she recited with another giggle. “Private investigator. Very unusual 

name. Kind of reminds me of a guy I knew named Gump.”

“Everybody says that. Don’t blame my parents. I had the name before the movie came out.”

We watched a police squad car stroll past us on the opposite side of the street.

Elle lit another cigarette as we continued the drive west on El Cajon Boulevard. She was a 

chain smoker, who lucked out on an easy hundred dollars, a free cruise and free cigarettes.

“You wanna tell me more about this guy you know in the photo?”

“What else you need to know?”

“Every little bit of information helps.”

We drove in silence for a few minutes, listening to gusts of cool wind rush into the car.

“It’s like this, okay? I had the fucker for a john once,” she said, pointing backwards with her 

thumb. “Right inside that motel you just came out of. Good-looking guy, nice tan, a great fuck 

and all. I kind of got the hots for him. I’m crazy about tattoos, especially when they’re done well. 



They’re such a turn-on.”

She blew smoke from her red lips with a smooth, graceful flow.

“I’ve got some special tattoos in special places…if you wanna see those, too.”

I took a brief glance at the small collage of inked art on her smooth, plump thighs. Her shorts 

were trying their best to retain her buxom physique.

“Maybe some other time.”

“Other than being a real asshole, I don’t know what else to tell you.”

“You said he went off on you once?”

Elle lit another cigarette and went silent for a few moments, probably recollecting her 

thoughts.

“He hit me once. That’s all it too before I nearly killed him. All I got was a chance to stab 

him in the leg.” She looked away for a moment then turned toward me. “Look, just because I’m 

a whore doesn’t mean I have to be treated like shit. Nobody, absolutely nobody hits me and gets 

away with it.”

“Why did he do that?”

“Well, I guess you could say that he’s just a real, mean son of a bitch.” 

She turned to look me up and down again.

I wondered what she’d seen in me when she did that.

“A lot of men are having a hard time out here nowadays,” I offered. “You could blame the 

recession, lack of jobs, stress. Those sort of things. But that still no reason to be abusive.”

“Some men have serious, unresolved issues with women, like they want to hurt us. I run into 

a lot of perverts and sickos out here. You can see it in their eyes, as if they never had a piece of 

pussy before in their entire life. Most of these guys? They’re pretty cool. Just want a nice 

blowjob, or a chance to work off some tension. But you wouldn’t believe some of the other 

psychos I run into. Anyway, that shit is way beyond me. I’m not in the business of psychology. 

I’m out here to make as much money as I can.”

“I’ve never had those types of problems.”

“You …well, you seem kinda different.” She stole a glance at with a sneer. “But I’ll still fuck 

you up if you make the wrong move.”

She pulled out a switchblade from underneath her shorts. The sparkle of the shiny blade 

reflected the streetlights that passed through the windshield. I wasn’t afraid of big girls like Elle. 



I already had a defensive move in mind, should she suddenly go off on the deep end.

“It’s a mean, nasty world out here. A girl’s gotta protect herself out here.”

“You said this guy has a tattoo shop?” I asked, trying to keep the query going.

 “Just stay on El Cajon,” she nodded her head in a forward direction. “I’ll show you exactly 

where it is.”

“You know his name?”

“I think it’s Todd.”

“Todd,” I  mumbled and shook my head. “And you were making fun of my name!”

We laughed and went silent on the drive to Todd’s shop again.

“So what’s it like being a P.I.?”

“I’m going to show you in a few minutes.”

Elle gave another wide-eyed look, as if she was reluctantly anticipating another unexpected 

surprise from another unpredictable john. But a big woman like her could handle herself. It just 

came with the job of being a lady of the night.

Although I wasn’t going to harm, I couldn’t blame Elle for being extremely cautious.

There must have been many dead prostitutes who wished they had just been as careful.

Chapter 7

We spotted Giraldi’s Tattoo just before passing 30th Street. It was stuck in between an 

antiquated furniture store and an equally ancient, drag-looking diner.

I parked on a side street around the corner from the small shop. It was close to one o’clock in 

the morning. No one was on the streets, except a few returning club-goers and the occasional 

undercover police car roving lazily. I made sure that I took my car keys and mini-flashlight with 

me.

“This shouldn’t take long,” I told Elle.

“You don’t want me to come along with you?”

“No. But…if you want, I’ll drive you back up the street.”

She didn’t say anything and so I left.

The front glass door of the hole-in-a-wall shop had locks at the top and bottom, indicators to 



a potential thief that something very valuable was inside. Two Goth-clad mannequins, gigantic 

hookahs and other associative paraphernalia were set neatly behind the large display window 

next to the door. I squinted into the darkness and seen what looked like a small strobe light 

beaming every other second. It was towards the back of the shop, almost blocked by what looked 

like a room divider. I was hoping that no one would be back there.

I stepped away and ambled around to the alley in back. With a good guesstimation, I located 

the back door and hesitated when reaching for the handle. Suddenly, there was just vagueness in 

the surrounding air that felt too still and uneasy.

It was the second time finding a door left unlocked in one night. It swung open slowly with a 

soft push, thudding abruptly against something near the bottom. A blanket of thick darkness 

made the strobe light seem like a lighthouse. I waited a few moments to let me eyes adjust before 

holding the flashlight at waist-level. Closing the door behind me, I swept the small area in search 

of something to justify my trespass of another stranger’s personal property.

What I saw dropped my body temperature a few degrees.

Lying lifeless at my right shoe was a young white male, sprawled on the cool concrete floor. 

Exquisite tattoos were etched all over his neck, arms, and legs. The half-human chameleon 

looked similar to the pretty boy I’d seen hugging the life out of Rhonda Stephens in the picture. 

His head was slumped against the wall, just as like a tossed rag doll, blown away into small 

messy pieces. His black tee shirt and dungaree shorts were soaked with nearly all of the blood 

that drained from his body. I stooped down on my haunches and took a closer look at his lower 

legs. The stab wound that resulted from a fight with Elle was the identifying mark for Todd 

Giraldi. It was the name that I found on back of the photograph at the Shadows Motel. Even a 

patchwork of the darkest tattoos couldn’t hide his stain of evil.

I froze me to another quickening chill when I heard footsteps creeping behind me in the 

alley. When I looked around, lights from the alley contoured Elle’s full-figured shadow.

“I thought I told you to stay in the car?” I almost barked at her. But at the sight of Giraldi’s 

dead body, I doubt if she even heard me.

“Come on,” I whispered, pushing her toward the back door. “Let’s get out of here. And 

please, don’t touch a damn thing.”

“You can be sure as hell I won’t.”

We took one last look at Todd before heading out of the back door. I turned toward the door 



and faintly saw what looked like a lever on the wall. It turned out to be a ball peen hammer that 

had been smashed or violently thrown into it.

“Cops are already strolling up and down the street. They see us back here, we are through!”

“Let’s just get the hell outta here then,” Elle whimpered.

We both were walking toward the door, again, when Elle kicked into something and tripped 

to a fall. I placed the flashlight’s small beam near her foot. When I helped her stand up, we saw 

another pair of sun-tanned legs below a small brown-haired woman. She, too, was slumped in a 

sitting position against the wall, with a bullet hole centered in her forehead. The large-caliber 

bullet came out through the back of her head, as dark bloodstains sank into her yellow sundress 

and trickled down her tawny arms. The crazed look on her face told of how stunned she must 

have been to see the eye of a big gun.

It would be the last thing that she would see in this life.

Elle looked at me and shook her head violently before crying.

“You know her?!”

“Yeah,” she whimpered with a squeak.

“We gotta get outta here!”

I closed the door just as I found it, grabbed Elle, and pulled her toward the car. It was a 

shame to leave two dead people in the back of a tattoo shop. But I was still a Blackman with a 

gun and a white woman at the scene of a crime. 

And having a Black man as President of the United States just wasn’t going to change certain 

things in life.

When we got to the end of the alley, a dark-colored car bended a corner with lowered 

headlights and parked right behind the Nissan. I tugged Elle’s arm and kept an eye on the driver. 

He or she didn’t seem to be getting out of the car anytime soon.

“We’re gonna keep walking to the next block and come back around.”

“You know what?” Elle asked.

“What?”

“I shouldn’t have asked you what’s it like to be a P.I.,” she sniffled. “Maybe we wouldn’t 

have found those two dead back there tonight.”

“Hey…shit happens. Just as long as we didn’t kill ‘em.”

We entered the GT-R like a knowing couple. As I passed the car behind me, I could see that 



the driver had left, but still memorized the make, model and license plate number.

Just in case.

“You’re not going to call the police?” Elle asked, sort of shocked.

“No need to.”

Subconsciously, I knew that something had to be going on with that car parked behind me, 

but I don’t know why I wasn’t more careful.

I turned the ignition and started driving south on the side street, mapping out getting rid of 

Elle and heading back home.

That would lessen my proclivity for finding dead bodies.

Especially in places where I’m not supposed to be.

Chapter 8

All I needed to do was to actually find Rhonda Stephens, I thought to myself as I drove east 

on El Cajon Boulevard. How was the question that really stung. All I knew was that I didn’t want 

to find any more dead bodies.

Especially Rhonda’s.

Elle and I hadn’t said a word since leaving the site of two dead bodies. I sat back and drew in 

a lungful of air before releasing slowly.

“I need a drink,” she said slowly.

“I can take you home if you want.”

“That would be great.”

“You’d be lucky to find a liquor store open at this time of the night anyway.”

“I can wait ‘til I get home,” she said. “We’re comin’ up to my corner on the next light.”

“The GT-R downshifted and growled as I turned right at 70th Street.

“Is this a nightly ritual for you?” Elle asked before a long yawn.

“What’s that?”

“Meeting nice strangers and finding dead bodies along the way.”

“Not really. This was kind of an unusual occurrence tonight.”

When we pulled in front of her small house, Elle immediately got out of the car and went 



straight to her door, without a word.

Her actions didn’t offend me.

Maybe she was so glad to be home that she forgot everything.

I guess I would have done the same thing, had I seen a dead friend in the back of a tattoo 

shop.

Chapter 9

There was nothing but a vacuum of silence as the sounds coming out of my mouth were 

muted. So I forced myself to scream louder at her, thinking that if I screamed louder she would 

hear me. All I could feel was the hot pulsating blood pumping through my face, neck and chest.  

She cried more, with tear-drenched eyes that flowed like miniature waterfalls. Maybe she, too,  

hadn’t realized that her stifled cries were futile and worthless. I couldn’t hear a damn thing,  

even as she howled and shook her head with dry, trembling lips. I squirmed, jerked, snorted and 

grunted like a wild, captivated animal in a cage, doing anything and everything I could to try 

and reach her before she would fall over the edge of an abyss of darkness behind her, trying 

with all of my manly, testosteronic, maniacal might to break free from the tightly-wound, 

gargantuan steel ropes wrapped around me. The more I rocked and pitched myself toward her, 

inch by inch, it seemed the further she was getting away from me. Inches seemed like miles,  

seconds seemed like hours, as my bound body ached with searing pain from the frictional burns 

of the contracting ropes.

Then it happened…and all I could do was cry. She fell backward. I watched the horror in her 

eyes as they collapsed behind the enclosure of the long curly locks of her red hair, like a falling 

stage curtain after the final performance. All that was left was the thickness of darkness, and 

more deadly, stifling silence. I felt my body, my soul and my spirit drain from every pore in me 

into the grated floor below me. Now I knew what it  felt like to have a total loss, like a defeated 

king before his entire army, after the most arduous, challenging battle, to be emasculated in 

front of your own castle…crushed…hopeless…unwilling to face the bleak reality of losing,  

losing all that was gained before, only to be given to the victors of war...



 I woke up feeling angry but also tired. The bed sheets were wrapped so tight around my 

body that I couldn’t move an inch. I looked around the bedroom over my shoulder, more than 

glad that I was now out of the dreary theater of a nightmare. I sat up and unwrapped the puzzled 

fabric. My lower back reminded me of the episode I had with the ‘hulk’. A chair not far from the 

bed seemed like a mile away as I crawled and sat in it. I cradled my spinning head in my palms, 

trying to get the meaning of the wild dream about Rhonda.

Was she calling someone for help?

Or was she just another dead, beautiful young woman, who aspired to be more in life than 

life itself?

The clock radio next to the bed said that it was three in the morning. When my mind got back 

to basic operating level, hunger pangs in my stomach sounded off so loud that a Sumatran tiger 

would envy. I hadn’t eaten a thing since yesterday morning. But Rhonda’s photos were the only 

thing on my mind. I went into the living room and studied both of them. In some magical way, I 

was hoping that they would become animated, just to give me a clue where the red-haired mixed 

woman was hiding, or being hid.

“So, she wasn’t at the motel either?” Gia Matthieu asked, sounding just as businesslike as I 

had left her.

“No.”

I was sitting in a tub of hot water at home, soaking my back in a solution of herbal salts.

“But I met her father last night. And…guess what?”

“What?”

“I also found two dead bodies, too. ”

I picked up a shot glass of Hennessey and nosed its aroma before downing it.

“Huh-wha?” the tall restaurateur mumbled. “Two dead bodies?”

I didn’t say anything for a few moments. She cleared her throat and sighed tiredly over the 

phone.

“Where did you find them?”

“Over at a tattoo shop in North Park.”



“A tattoo shop? Oh my God…What would she be doing there?”

“No,” I gave with half a breath. “I didn’t find her there. I found the shop owner and another 

person dead inside the back of the shop.”

The weird dream about Rhonda was still spinning frames inside of my head.

“It could have been some of Rhonda’s close friends, from what I gathered.”

“Close friends,” she whispered again to herself.

“What’s that?”

“No, I was just thinking out loud. I’m trying to recall her ever being with some of her friends. 

She was kind of an introvert around but a damn good employee. We never talked about her 

personal life much.”

“It wouldn’t matter. I found another photo of her and the shop-owner together.”

“Oh? Really?”

“Not really good news, in a way. Turns out that he was, let’s say, a rather unscrupulous 

individual.”

“Oh,” the redhead cooed again. “So what did her father have to say?”

“He told me that he spoke to her last Monday.”

“Did she tell him anything else?”

“Not really.”

“So what’s your next move?”

“I’ve got another friend of hers I’m going to see.”

“Well,” she sighed again with a Texas drawl. “Would you just keep me informed of what’s 

going on?”

“As always.”

  When we ended the call, I lowered further into the tub and let the Epsom salt, cognac and 

hot water do its job on my lower back. It was times like these that made one appreciate the little 

things in life.

After the therapeutic bath, I decided to go to the kitchen and make myself a hearty breakfast. 

I made an omelet stuffed with cheese, onions, sausage and peppers and four waffles to make up 

for lost time.

I got my notebook computer, sat it on the dining table and started the case file for Rhonda 

Stephens while eating breakfast. The two photographs of the young red-haired woman were 



propped up against the salt and pepper shakers. I studied the pictures as I sipped a cup of roasted 

coffee.

“Okay Miss Stephens. Tell me what’s really going on.”

I began typing all of the bits of information, names, notes, photos and various places I’d been 

since I took on the case. Out of them all, the ‘hulk’ piqued my brain with a persistent annoyance.

The large breakfast helped to take my mind off the pain in my lower back. Although the 

mystery man of the incident at the Shadows Motel was still queued inside my head. I always 

anticipated the unexpected when taking on a case but never had I come across anyone who really 

had it in for me. I didn’t want to preclude any aspect of any case. But you could never get around 

the feeling that someone didn’t like what you were doing.

Just as I was about to pour another cup of coffee, my cell phone rang. The number had no 

caller I.D. but I took the call anyway. I waited for a response.

Ninety seconds of a heavy breathing through the speaker was all that I got. In the background 

was the sound of rhythmic electronic beeping and pert footsteps pacing back and forth 

underneath. I never said a word and listened to the eeriness of dead air between our ears.

Then the caller hung up. I tried to call back but with no success. For some strange reason, the 

‘hulk’ and Rhonda came to mind. I shrugged it off but ate my entire breakfast.

Better to be prepared and ready, just in case there’s a round two with the ‘hulk’.

After I finished, I closed the computer and got dressed, with a certain person on my mind.

Chapter 10

The second cup of coffee got the gears rolling for Saturday morning. I sat back down at the 

dining table and made a note of the strange phone call in the case file on my computer. From out 

of nowhere, I got the hunch to do a search on the Web for a few things that had been on my mind 

earlier.

The cell phone rang again, only this time I found myself pleased with the number on display.

“How’s your morning coffee, baby?” she asked.

“How do you know I’m drinking coffee?”

I giggled like a little boy permeated with puppy love.



“Forrest?”

“Yeah, Tee?”

“ If I don’t know anybody, I know you!”

“What’s going on in Denver?”

“The usual. We’re almost finished with the hair competition here. I should be home on 

Sunday night.”

“You’ve been there over a week now?”

“Yeah,” she exhaled. “But thing are winding down now. We won at least one award, so I 

figured it was worth it to come out here.”

“Tee?”

“Yes, baby?”

“I miss you.”

“I miss you too.”

“Got a lot on my mind about you.”

“Hmph,” she groaned like only a woman can to make a man think certain things. “I’m sure 

you do.”

“I’ll tell you all about it when I see you.”

“You gonna tell me? Or you gonna show me?”

“Oh, I’m gonna show you, alright.” I started breathing heavy over the phone and making 

weird sounds.

“You…are…so crazy!” Tariah giggled. “Look, there calling me. I’ve got to go. But Forrest?”

“Yeah?”

“We gonna finish this when I get back there. Ya hear me?...M-m-wah!”

She threw a kiss over the phone and hung up. I got a hard-on just listening to her.

I didn’t want to think about what she was going to do when we got together.

Chapter 11

I sat inside of my car about a block away from Elle’s small, neat-looking house. The shell-

colored stucco bungalow stood among a row of similar structures on behind fanning palm trees 



and large, concealing shrubs. A parked Buick Riviera in the driveway almost dwarfed the small 

structure, making the car seem out of scale, as if a large toy car was placed next to a well-built 

dollhouse.

It was eight o’clock when I got the nerve to go knocking on her door. I might piss her off but 

she was about all that I had to work in hopes of getting any closer to Rhonda.

I reached the front gate when she opened the door. Out flew an Australian terrier, running 

around the small grassy yard for a few wild spins before jumping knee-high on my khaki pants.

Elle fashioned a curious look on her face when she turned from locking her front door. I 

might have been quite an unexpected sight to see on a Saturday morning. She tilted her head with 

more befuddlement, trying to find just the right words to find out why.

“Hey there!” she said with a perky smile and widened eyes. I could see now from the roots of 

her chignon-bun that she was a true blonde.

“Mornin’. Did get some sleep?”

“I sure did. Well rested and about to knock out a few chores. How ‘bout you?”

She stole a small step backward before pointing to the happy dog before me. I ruffled his 

snout, which only egged him on.

“It seems he really likes you, huh?”

“Happens everywhere I go.”

We both smiled conveniently at the dog’s antics as he ran about, but Elle now took on 

another person in the daylight. Her skin looked smoother and somewhat flushed as she wore a 

heavy white cotton shirt with smothered blue jeans and leather sandals. But even behind the most 

casual of clothing she couldn’t her voluptuous form. I hadn’t noticed until now the small cyst 

that sat above on her right earlobe.

Another smile stretched over her pearly whites with more annoyance.

“So…what’s up?”

“I stopped by because I wanna know if you can help me out again.”

That statement grew a genuine smile.

“…Oh?!”

I shook my head.

“Not in that way. I need to know what you can tell me you about the two people we found 

last night.”



Her brown eyes rolled from side to side slowly before returning to me.

“You want to talk about this now?”

“The sooner the better.”

“Robbie!”

She snapped a finger and pointed at the dog.

“Rob-bie Mac-Do-nald? ...Dammit!....Robbie?...No!”

I turned around just in time to see the dog take one last sniff of a cat turd before adhering to 

Elle’s command. Just assuming that Elle gave the rowdy dog her surname only added more 

humor to his antics.

“You wanna come inside for a minute?” I detected a little edginess in her voice. “I’ve got a 

few things that I really need to get done today. So, I haven’t got very long, honey.”

“It won’t take long.”

“Oh. Well, since that’s about all that I’m going to get out of you, I guess it’s the best that I 

can do for you.”

Elle and Robbie led me to the back of the small, sun-lit house. As we strolled toward the 

kitchen, the fresh smell of real lemons permeated my lungs as I caught glimpses of Elvis Presley 

and other modern rock stars on hanging posters. There was aura of cleanliness and order that 

made the interior seem large, liberal and spatial.

“Want some coffee?”

“Thanks, but I’ve had a few cups too many already.”

I sat down in one of four stylish rattan and chrome-plated chairs at a small metal table. She 

folded her arms and leaned her backside against the tiled ceramic countertop near the kitchen 

sink.

“So…what is it that you need?”

“Last night, if I can recall correctly, you mentioned that you knew those two young people, 

right?”

I looked down at her painted toenails.

“Yes,” she replied with a hint of boldness. “I know both of them.”

“Would you mind telling me what you know about them?”

The frisky terrier brushed in a figure eight between my legs before resting at my feet.

“What’s this going to cost me?”



“You? Nothing.”

“Hmph.”

“Me? Well, I can avoid a lot of unnecessary trouble.”

The blonde-hair bombshell drew a more pleasant grin across her face this time.

“You should have been a poet.”

“A poet? Why is that?”

“I don’t know.” She unfolded her arms and sat at the small table, then crossed her thick legs 

before lighting a long cigarette. “It’s the words you use. You always seem to use the right words. 

I kinda like that.”

“Thanks for the compliment,” I nodded. “But I could never be a poet.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve always thought poetry to be silly.”

“Silly.”

“Not really silly, but more appropriate for an artist. Artists are better at painting words that 

capture people’s imagination and feeling.”

“You seem to be doing a helluva job yourself right now.”

“You’re much too kind.”

“Well, have you ever at least given it a thought?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve never had anyone tell me such a thing before.”

“There are a lot of things that you may not know about yourself.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

She blew smoke through her red lipstick over her shoulder with an air of sophistication.

“I can always show you better than I can tell you,” she winked.

I shrugged it off with a grin of humility, with my nose was infused by her flowery perfume. 

She focused with a stare like a cat concentrating on an unknowing bird. I could feel the vibe 

growing in my groin, and glimpses of the hard loving and raw sex that a hungry woman like Elle 

could put on a man like me. Like any man, there’s a limit that can be broken, a tipping point that 

can be surpassed when all constraints are loosened.

My job at hand was more important than taking a ride on the wild side with Elle MacDonald.



Chapter 12

There was nothing unusual about Elle MacDonald.

I didn’t have anything against white women or the things they offered. I was always a stand-

up type of guy, and loved the pleasures of a woman.

But I was also a student of my own history in America. I also knew that there was a time 

when my ancestors were lynched, burned, drowned, killed on the spot…just about anything 

happened to an innocent black man caught getting intimate with a white woman.

When I was a younger man, I was lucky enough to have the last of those hard-core teachers 

who told us the raw truth about being black in America. They were people who grew up in the 

Deep South and moved to the same unbearable social environment in California. They never 

sugarcoated the ‘stark reality’ of American history, or the undercurrents of the system of racism, 

whether overt or subtle, in its many shapes, forms and fashions. I learned about the little things 

that steered the battle warship of racism against black men, the power of his DNA and the 

primary factors behind nearly all of the laws and social codes against miscegenation and 

interracial relationships.

There was nothing that Elle was throwing my way that I couldn’t handle. I had a fine, 

stunningly beautiful woman in Tariah Nash. She gave me everything that I wanted in a woman, 

and probably more. Maybe the history I learned embedded a consciousness within me that 

firewalled the advances of white women. Every time I went to the library, I’d study for hours to 

remind myself of what it was like for men who came before me. I studied how they were hung 

from trees, or tied to a wagon wheel and burned alive as white spectators, women as well as men, 

stood around and smiled for the eyes of history. The whole situation becomes even more 

complicated when viewed through today’s looking glass. There are single black women who 

may never get married, or know the enjoyment of genuine companionship. Then there’s black 

children growing up without a positive black male adult in their young lives. The new Jim Crow 

was still alive and kicking, as evidenced by burgeoning imprisonment of young, virile black boys 

and men in their prime and productive years.

There was a whole lot of meat that went into the grinder of my mind as a thinking black man.



Besides, I was a one-woman man now. I didn’t really care for the time-consuming problems 

and unnecessary drama of relationships. I’m no angel; I still had a closet full of skeletons, too. 

Nevertheless, at some time in life, you have to redeem yourself, become a real man and face 

reality. It just seemed that Black women were in competition with white women for Black men. 

Meanwhile, the very soul of the Black family, which used to burn brightly, was now cinders 

caught in drifting winds.

I drove along Midway Drive and took a right just north into Old Town. I had to take care of 

an errand for Tariah while she was out of town. I was looking for a small one-story structure. 

When I found what I was looking for, I pulled up next to a silver 2009 Cadillac STS sedan 

parked in front of a small office building. The person of interest must have been doing some 

catch-up work on the weekend. The brown clapboard cottage had what resembled a small Tudor-

styled roof above the front area. The sign outside helped it look more like a leftover from the 

1950s, and needed severe remodeling A.S.A.P. By the looks of it, it wasn’t what you would 

really call an office building, but a home that been used by an entrepreneur from the same era. 

Whatever happened since that time was evident and revealed on its weathered exterior. How it 

lasted this long was a mystery within itself. The glass panes inside of the framed windows were 

molded and barely translucent, partially covered with olive-tinged, horizontal blinds that once 

might have been white.

I knocked on the rackety door before noticing there was a working doorbell next to it.

Doorbells, to me, still took a lot of getting used to.

Habits are hard to get rid of, so I stepped opposite of the hinge on the door and waited for a 

response. After about a minute, I heard the creaking of the floor inside as heavy footsteps came 

closer. When the door opened, a dark-haired, bespectacled man, who was probably about six feet 

tall, raised his left hand over his eyebrows to block the bright sun. His countenance was a mix of 

muffled anger and shock all rolled into one. He wore a short-sleeved Caribbean silk-print shirt, 

navy blue shorts and a pair of running shoes over his very large feet. They were even larger than 

his big, meaty hands. He also had extremely hairy legs and a goatee that grew out at least three 

inches. The look on his shrunken, pimpled face was filled with unexplainable wonder as he 

looked me up and down.

I reached out, grabbed his hand with a vigorous jolt hand and gave a half-crazed, wide-eyed 

smile while twitched my left eye.



It worked all the time. Nobody knows what to do when encountering crazy people.

“Hi!”

“Hello!” His flabby jowls bounced nervously.

“You Ed Schulmann?”

“Why?”

“Is he here?”

“Yeah…I mean, that’s me. How can I help you?”

He tensed his shoulders slightly, showing a bit of impatience.

“Just wanted to speak with you. If you got a minute,” I continued with a country accent. “Just 

wanna talk some business, suh.”

“What is this concerning?”

“Tariah Nash?”

I said her name as if I was expecting a grand prize giveaway. A shadowed gleam tried to hide 

in Schulmann’s glare.

“Is she here?”

“No. I’m sorry, but Mrs. Nash does not work here. Sorry, but you must have gotten the 

wrong address.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

His eyes narrowed a bit, not knowing what to think of me now. I could have been prankster 

or just some crazy person just out to bug the fuck out of people. Specifically people like Ed 

Schulmann.

“Look fella. The office is closed. Okay? And like I told you already, Mrs. Nash doesn’t work 

here.”

“So, she married huh?”

He grabbed the door firmly and tried to close it before I stuck my foot out.

“Hey! You watch it! Okay pal?!...I’ll call the police!”

“I noticed you called her Mrs. Nash.”

I walked into the cool front office after bursting the door wide open, knocking him 

backwards so hard that he almost fell.

“Who the hell are you?” he shouted, sidling to his desk. “And how do you know my name?”

“You take another step and I’ll guarantee you, it will be the last one. You got me?”



The beer-bellied property owner froze, regretting his distance from whatever protection he 

had for strangers like me. I gave him a moment to think and be smart about his current situation.

“If it’s money you want, here.” As soon as Schulman raised his large shirt to reach for his 

wallet, my orbs zeroed in on him like a raptor in mid-air, zeroing in on its prey. I traced every 

instant of his hands’ movements. He took the wallet and threw it at my feet.

“All I’ve got on me is–“

“I don’t want your fuckin’ money, man.”

“Please don’t shoot me.”

“I’m not going to shoot you.”

Ed Schulmann stood perplexed, probably guessing my next move.

“Well, what the hell is it that you want then?”

“All I want is for you to stop fuckin’ with my wife.”

When I said my wife, his face lost more color.

“Your wife?...I-I-I don’t understand.”

I walked up to him and stopped within arm’s length, looking him directly in his eyes.

“Lemme put it to you this way. Ed. The next time that Mrs. Nash tells me that you’re naggin’ 

her. Hittin’ on her. Brushin’ up against her. Just anything. Any-fuckin’-thing. Dude, I will find 

you so fast, you won’t have time to call the police.”

With a stunned look on his face, the trembling man fell backward, landing into a seat in next 

to his desk. I stepped away from him with that crazy expression on my face as I came in.

“Remember. Anything.”

When I got to the door, I turned around before leaving.

“And make sure you lock this damn door. Just never know who might after you. I heard her 

brothers are still comin’ from Texas. And you know Texas ain’t to far from here…for them.”

I got in my car and waited. Sure enough, Ed Schulmann took one last look at me and closed 

all the blinds. Within seconds, he had come out of the shabby office building, got into his 

Cadillac and spun away.

Chapter 13



I found a little information about Todd Giraldi’s former shop when I did a search on the 

county government’s Web site for business services. ‘The Giraldi Tattoo’ was the name Todd 

used when he started inking bodies about four years ago. The information included an address 

listed on a listed fictitious business filing was located near the Mission Valley? Area. I took it on 

a whim that maybe someone might still be there, maybe a leecher or even one of his many 

female friends, considering how much of a mad Romeo he turned out to be. Elle told me of how 

he roamed the city’s clubs and beaches in search of fulfilling his sexual appetite for beautiful 

women and rough sex. Like all things, at some time in life all games come to an end. Within 

fifteen hours, I had already seen two dead people whom I wasn’t looking for and not an inch 

closer to Rhonda Stephens.

Someone was out for revenge on ol’ Todd and playing for keeps.

As I walked up to his apartment, a small dog began barking somewhere behind a screen door. 

Todd lived in an ancient gated apartment complex in Mission Valley. The units were made of tall 

row houses strung together in a U-shape around a centered walkway. The quarter block array of 

modern tenements were pre-empted by a variety of potted flowers, well-clipped shrubs and 

luscious green ferns. A hummingbird was busy in a furious flight from one succulent petal 

cluster to the next.

An older Hispanic woman was standing outside her place of abode next door. Although her 

age was hard to guess, it was obvious that she took care of herself in previous years. She wore 

heavy scarlet paint on her lips and delicate silver earrings that sparkled from the lobes of her 

small ears. Her white sweat suit reflected glares of sunlight and brightened the small porch area 

around her. She gave me the once-over and pretended to mind her business before she began 

fumbling with her mail. I knocked on Todd’s door and waited for a response from the other side. 

I watched the older maize lady lower slowly into a squeaky gray folding chair, letting her tired 

bones settle on the torn seat. I shook my head, as if I was disappointed that no one was home, 

and put my hands on my hips.

“Excuse me, ma’am?”

She dipped her head of silver hair at me, lowered her eyeglasses and dropped her mail in her 

lap.

“Ye-es?”

“Sorry to bug you. But could you tell me if your neighbor has been in any time today?”



Her grin described that familiar look: I was shit out of luck if I asked her another question. 

She shrugged her shoulders as high as a little old lady could.

“Beats me. He could be anywhere.”

“Anywhere, huh?”

She gave another shrug and small grin.

“You mean Todd, right?”

I nodded my head quickly.

“Todd hasn’t been near that damn door in as much as a whole week, mister. That’s why I 

said, he could be anywhere.”

“Oh.” I was matching the periods of the missing Rhonda and Todd together.

“He’s a kind of in-and-out type of guy. You’re about the fifth person who’s asked me about 

Todd this morning. If he were there, believe me, you’d know it by now. That young man makes 

so much noise. It seems my prayers were answered, because I’ve had peace and quiet for an 

entire week.”

I walked off Todd’s porch and stood before her sunlit presence.

“So I guess there’s no telling where he could be right now.”

“You wanna know the truth?” she asked me. “I really don’t care. Just as long as I don’t have 

to listen to those whores howling And the partying all night long? It gets really crazy over there 

sometimes.”

“That bad?” I thought about the things Elle had told me about Todd.

“Oh! Are you kidding me? My goodness. The guy has got to be a sex maniac or something. 

Every friggin’ night, a new whore he’s picked up from God-knows-where…and the sounds they 

make? You’d think he was beating the hell out of her instead of just having sex!”

When she said that, I wanted to ask what exactly she really meant by that.

“Wow. Must be pretty exciting living here.”

The white-clad senora expressed exhaustion and blew from her puffed jaws.

“I’d move. But it’s a long story. I’m not sure if there are better places to live right now.”

I pulled Rhonda Stephens’ photos from my shirt pocket.

“Can you tell me if you’ve ever seen this woman with him?”

I leaned forward handed her both of pictures. She looked them with an almost serious intent 

look, adjusting her glasses while studying each photo.



“She might have been a close friend of Todd’s,” I added.

I finally placed the small barking dog at two doors away from Todd’s apartment.

“Who are you?”

“I’ve been hired to find her. For a client of mine.”

“Oh, so you’re the police, she said matter-of-factly.

“Not really.”

“Well? If you’re not the police, why do you need to know so much about Todd?”

“This is a private investigation, ma’am. I’m looking for that young woman for her employer. 

I came here because she was known to hang out with Todd a lot.”

The old lady gave me a stoned-face look. She was wondering if she had said too much about 

her neighbor to the wrong person.

“I’m sorry, mister.” She gave back the photos and opened her screen door. “But I’ve never 

seen that young lady before.”

I got the message, stepping off her porch and heading back to my car.

“Thanks for your help.”

I walked back down the centered walkway with no response from Todd Giraldi’s neighbor.

Sometimes the best thing to do is say nothing at all.

I guess.

Chapter 14

“What in the hell are you doin’ following me?”

It sounded like an unexpected call from an angry celebrity you had always admired. 

Although you knew you that you were never, ever going to get a call like that in your entire life, 

her voice still comes through like a vivid daydream.

“W-w-who is this?”

It was all I could manage to say. I wanted to ask her so many questions that I started 

stuttering and breathing heavy, with the heated noon air flowing through my lungs like a jet 

engine’s thrust.

“Who are you?” she screamed from the bottom of her throat.



“No, wait a damn minute! You tell me who you are and don’t hang up this fuckin’ phone 

neither. You hear me?”

“Okay.” She cooled down a bit. “Okay. Okay. I guess we’re going to have to work on this 

one together.”

“What in the hell are you talkin’ about?”

“You know exactly what the hell I’m talking about. You wanna know who I am? Do you 

really wanna know who the fuck I am? Well, let’s play this my way. Okay? You tell me who in 

the fuck you are, why are you are all up in my business, tracking me down like some…like some 

lost dog or something. At my fucking apartment. At the damn motel. I mean, man. Just who in 

the fuck do you think you are you anyway?”

“Somebody who thought you’d be dead by now. That’s who.”

The tigress got quiet for a moment. I knew what she was thinking now. It was so silenced 

between us, you could hear the muted yet subtle hiss and boom-boom of house music in the 

background.

It’s just amazing what technology has come to these days.

“I’m talking to you, aren’t I? That ain’t good enough for you? What do you want? See me 

dead?...Or do you get paid more if I’m found alive?”

“Slow your roll, little sister. It’s not what you’re thinking.”

“Oh!...I see somebody’s getting paid, huh?”

She was way ahead of me in this little game. Very smart, very hot and a very determined 

young lady, Rhonda Stephens was showing how she took care of herself. Immediately, I began to 

think that something larger was at play, that she wasn’t the little sweet, lonely girl her boss as 

described by her boss. As we went back and forth, I stood thinking with the smart phone glued to 

my ear and rubbed my neck. She must have had a variety of ways to get my number, but the only 

thing I wanted to know right now was how.

“The truth is, I’m just getting paid to find you. That’s all. All I’ve got to do is let my client 

know you’re okay and I’m out. Beyond that, I’ve no other obligations. So, since you seem to be 

doing okay, I’m going to hang up now.”

“Go ahead. I can take care of myself. But that bitch you’re working for ain’t all she cracked 

up to be.”

“Where are you?”



“Why do you need to know?” She giggled with a devious tone from her gut.

“I need to know your side of the story. Seems to be something missing here between you and 

your boss.”

“You better fucking believe there is. The bitch is trying to kill me.”

“Kill you? For what?”

“It’s a long story but Gia’s got some shit going on down there that will make your head spin. 

So if you’re smart, which I think you may be, I’d get the hell away from Gia Matthieu as quick 

as possible.”

“Where are you?”

She whispered something to another person in the background.

“You don’t need to know that. And do me a favor? Get off my ass, stop listening to those lies 

that bitch is telling you and get the fuck out of my life. This whole situation is bigger than you 

think.”

“Your father is looking for you, should want to know.”

“Keep my father out of this!”

“So, you don’t want to speak with your father?”

“What the fuck does he have to do with you?”

I knew people who hated their parents but there were a multitude of reasons for such spite.

“He just wants to make sure you’re okay. When’s the last time that you talked to him?”

“Again, you need to stay out of my business. You don’t want me to tell you something you 

don’t want to know.”

She ended the call so quick that I got angry with her, and didn’t even know her.

Rhonda Stephens was a tough wall to get through. Under, over, in between the cracks wasn’t 

working. I was going to have to find a different to get her talking about Gia Matthieu. You can 

never guess what have been boiling between spilling pot between the two women.

Finding the reason why was a challenge within itself.

Chapter 15

Gia Matthieu had just finished a hearty laughing session when I entered her restaurant. She 



was seated at the long, shiny wooden bar, next to a pink-skinned man with a body shaped like a 

toad. When she saw me, her demeanor changed and put a different type of smile on her long 

face. She walked up to me in a classic green silk dress suit, complete with a diamond-studded 

silver brooch in the shape of a starfish on her right lapel. The bronze bangles on her wrist 

provided a tone of elegance and a soft play on the eyes.

“How are you today, Forrest?” she asked with a slight twang in her voice.

“Couldn’t be better actually. Sun’s still out.”

“So what have we got so far? Good news?”

“Sort of.”

“Really? Well, ‘sort of’ news is better than no news at all, wouldn’t you say?”

“Yeah.”

The pink-skinned toad threw a bug-eyed glance over his humped shoulder. I imagined the 

things that might have been going through his liquored head.

“You wanna go for a walk?” I asked the tall Texan.

“Sure. Give me a minute, will ya?”

Gia glided back to the bar stand in her pumps, had a few words with the bartender and 

pointed a long finger to her smart phone. We headed out into the late Saturday afternoon sun. I 

thought better about telling her about the call I received from Rhonda Stephens. Maybe now 

wasn’t the right time. I had to see what was going on between them. There were a few details 

that I needed to get ironed out before finalizing the case. I kept Rhonda’s angry tone in the back 

of my head.

“So what’s up?”

We walked south on Fifth Street with a careless stroll. Gia gave her trademark grin but did a 

bad job of masking her own suspicions of my peering question.

“Is there something else you may want to tell me about Rhonda?”

“What do you mean by something else? I think I’ve told you about all you need to know.”

“You think there might have been a specific reason why she’s been away all this time?”

“You asked me that before, didn’t you?”

“I believe so. But that’s not what I’m trying to ask you now.”

“So what more can I tell you?” She raised her long, bony hands in a hopeless gesture. I 

considered the fact that she may have a point. Maybe I needed to get out there and canvass the 



streets just a bit more for the redhead woman.

“I’m sorry if I seem to be pressuring you, Gia. I never want to work with my clients in that 

manner. Especially when it’s not really necessary.”

“Thank you,” she smiled dryly. “Because I really don’t know what more I can tell you.”

I left Gia Matthieu with a perplexed feeling, even though it was not my intent. I thought I had 

done a good job of probing deep enough beneath the surface without causing too much damage 

or suspicion. Although I had planned to let the case go earlier, I now had a reason to find out 

what was going on between the two women and their connection with two murders.

On the way home, the smartphone started buzzing its irritating tone on my belt. It was an 

unknown number. I was hesitant at first but pulled over on the shoulder to take the call anyway.

“Hello?”

“If you still want to see me, we can meet up here.”

“How long are you going to be there?”

“How long do you think it will take you to get up here?”

“Let’s not start that again. Okay?”

“Uh-uh. You don’t get it, do you?” she said sharply. “I don’t think you understand me. My 

life is on the line right now. I’m not going to stay here forever. So, if you’re going to get your ass 

up here, you better come now.”

“Where exactly are you?”

She gave me the address to a condominium in Culver City as I wrote it down on a Post-It pad 

on the steering wheel.

“You better hurry up. I don’t have much time.”

“I’ll be there in about an hour.”

“I sure hope so.”

“That makes two of us.”

I ended the call and continued on home. The impulse to think that Rhonda Stephens was 

playing games was the last thing I needed now. But each time we talked, I noticed a tinge of 

sincerity in the harsh words she used.

Maybe Gia Matthieu was the bitch that was after her and wanted her dead.

Who knows?

I could always be wrong.



What I did know was that it was going to be an unusual night before Easter this year.

Chapter 16

After making a gigantic turkey breast hoagie, I started on the drive to Los Angeles. I filled 

the huge turkey sandwich with practically anything I could find in the refrigerator: red onions, a 

variety of peppers, romaine lettuce, beefsteak tomatoes, avocado, olives, Swiss cheese, Dijon 

mustard, and a homemade vinaigrette I concocted a few years back. There was a time when I 

considered going into the business of selling the special sauce, but never really committed the 

time and effort to following through.

That was part of the story of my life: never following through. But tonight was going to be 

different. The smell of the sandwich played with my nose while driving on the Pacific Coast 

Highway. I listened to a few of my favorite Kerri Chandler mixes on CD, as frames of Rhonda 

Stephens ran across the screen of my imagination.

After about fifteen miles of this, I couldn’t resist and devoured half of my homemade delight.

I pulled Rhonda’s photos from the glove compartment and gave them one last look before 

hopefully meeting her in the flesh. I wondered if she had taken on a whole new identity now that 

her life was in clear danger. Women can do unimaginable wonders in the art of disguises.

Chapter 17

I hit Culver City at about an hour later than planned. The address Rhonda gave me was 

located on Canterbury Drive. The Saturday night traffic on the freeways throughout Los Angeles 

added extra time to our impromptu itinerary. I didn’t want to lose her faster than I found her. She 

was giving every indication that she was definitely on the move.

The place turned out to be a wood-accented, white stucco condominium, set off a few extra 

feet from the sidewalk and surrounded by large towering palm trees. They looked like giant night 

watchmen over the small city, as people lived out their nocturnal lives in cool sheltered comfort. 

The GT-R growled with a low hum into a parking space right front of the walkway leading into 



the building’s entrance. When I opened the twisted-metal gate, the sounds of happy noise came 

from another unit upstairs. A loud conversation suddenly ruptured into a long stream of 

exhaustive, ridiculous laughter from several mouths. It put a smile on my face at a time when I 

needed a lighthearted moment to shave off the edge.

The redheaded tigress told me to meet her in Unit C. There was a misplaced, free-standing 

aluminum mailbox next to the door. Twelve laminated plates were posted above each small box 

with perhaps the best freehand script I’d seen in years. I hesitated before knocking and stepped 

on the opposite side of the door’s hinge.

“Who is it?!” the male voice shouted from the other side.

“Greenley.”

“Who?”

“Greenley. I’m looking for Rhonda.”

A long moment of silence was interrupted by another outburst of gleeful mirth from upstairs. 

My right forearm rubbed against the HK45 underneath my shirt, just a habit of insuring myself 

just in case things went badly wrong. Then the deadbolt released a noticeable pop and presented 

a short balding man. He was dressed in an oversized white tee shirt, black chinos and sporty 

sandals. I immediately noticed his right arm was hidden from my view, but there was a reason 

why. The smell and smoky haze of marijuana drifted behind him, as Chaka Khan’s voice kept 

asking someone if they loved what they were feeling. The stranger’s left hand trembled as he 

looked to me but kept an ear open to whoever was whispering behind him.

“Can I help you?” he asked nervously with a thick accent.

“Is Rhonda still here?”

“What you need?”

“If she’s here, would you tell her that I’m the dude she talked to about two hours ago.”

I then wondered who was standing behind the door. The nervous-looking man was balding at 

the top and rounded out with a small beer belly at his midsection. The look on his face mapped 

the pain of making tough decisions over the years. He had sad-looking, almond-shaped brown 

eyes and walnut skin so tight on his skull that even a razor nick would split it wide open.

“Well?” I asked impatiently. The man’s eyes scanned the area behind me.

“You wanna come in?”

The stranger opened the door but only wide enough to let me in. When he closed the door, I 



looked to my left and saw Rhonda standing with a .357 Magnum as I had imagined. Her 

appearance was in total contrast to the images I’d been fed by the photos. Her hair was darker 

now, and coiffured into a stylish bob cut. The bronzed skin was a tone darker, too.

She grinned mischievously but soon downturned her lips below the trademark beauty mole 

when she saw me. She must have been smoking some heavy shit by the look of her blood-shot 

eyes. The white cotton shirt and black leather pants she wore reminded me of a model’s photo 

shoot. Don’t ask me why; it might have been due to the buzz I was getting from the second-hand 

haze of smoke inside.

“What you say your name was?” she asked with a curl of her lips.

“Greenley. Forrest Greenley”

“Pleased to meet you. Forrest.”

When she raised the gun at my chest, her partner gasped like it was his breath of air.

“Well?” I raised my hands toward her as if offering a bunch of nothing. “You were right. 

You’re not dead. Yet.”

“Survival skills, honey. A woman like me? I’ve been on the run all of my life. You kind of 

get real good at certain things when you have to. You know what I mean?”

I nodded my head in agreement.

“Just like you, for example. You’re so damn good at your job. Finding people. Seems like 

you’re the type of guy that eventually gets the person you’re looking for.”

She poked a finger into her left shoulder, still holding the gun. “Well. You got what you were 

looking for. Me.”

“What’s the reason for the gun?”

“Just in case some funny shit happens. Like I told you, they’re trying to kill me out there. I 

don’t take chances with my life. Would you?”

“It depends.” She and her male friend sighed in unison.

“Depends? On what?”

“Depends on whether you wanna stand there with a gun all night. Or you wanna sit down and 

talk.”

She drew a wide grin on her face, dropping the gun and placing it on a hall table next to her.

“Okay!” She tilted her head to the side. “Let’s talk.”



Chapter 18

Rhonda and I sat in the living room at a small modish dining table. She sipped on a glass of 

white merlot and I had a cup of strong, brewed coffee. We sat inside of a small cove adjacent to 

an even smaller kitchen. Her tired-looking friend had closed the door to his bedroom after 

Rhonda asked for some privacy between us.

The room was fitted a windowed sky roof that beveled into the rise of the ceiling. Light-

colored, mocha walls highlighted a delicate, wooden ceiling fan and a framed, life-sized photo of 

a famous photographer, whose name would not come to mind.

The now dark-haired Rhonda started revealing her relationship with her stepfather, Kyle 

Stephens, as well as her early adoption.

“I never knew either of my real parents, but Kyle and his wife Shelley were very nice people. 

They treated me with a lot of respect and do the best they could. We lived in Seattle, in a nice 

house. I stayed there until I left at the age of 16. You know, when you’re young, that’s never 

good enough. So I fucked around for a while like a lot of teens do. Hanging out a lot…smoking 

lots of weed and drinking heavy. Hopped on the bus and did a lot of travelling. Denver. Phoenix. 

Oakland. I did it mainly because Kyle and Shelley would always send me money when I needed. 

They always told me that I could come back to Seattle whenever I tired.”

“Why didn’t you go back?”

She thought long for a few moments.

“You know why? Because I was a real ass. I never knew how good I had it until I got out 

there and I thought I knew all about life. Although I could handle myself, there are so many 

things that I took for granted being and thought could never happen to me. You know how 

arrogant and impatient you are when you’re young.

“Here, here.” I raised my hand in agreement.

“But the thing that kind of really woke me up was when I was at this party once. We were in 

Oakland, and everyone was getting fucked up. We were doing a lot of drinking. Smoking a lot of 

good weed. Actually, we were having a nice time. But there was this guy…we were in a friend’s 

car. I was letting him get his thrills feeling all over me and shit. But then he tried to rape me.”

She stole a glimpse before looking into the goblet like a crystal ball.



“It was a wake-up call for me. I started getting my shit together. So, after getting my butt 

kicked out there on the streets, I came down to San Diego and started going to school. You 

know, trying to get my shit together. I got an apartment with the help of this friend at school. I 

found a job and took part-time courses at City College. Things were finally going right for me. 

Wasn’t perfect, but it was better than roaming the streets.”

“I started working at Gia’s about a year and a half ago. I never worked in a restaurant before 

but I really needed a job. Bad. But, hey. The recession was kicking my ass. The bills were piling 

up. And—“She took a sip from her goblet before continuing. “And I’m real good at adapting to 

any situation I might find myself. I had nothing to really fall back on. My unemployment checks 

were eventually coming to an end. And the company I worked for had been liquidated.”

“What kind of work were you doing?”

“I was a purchasing agent for about five years.”

The striking tomboy lit a cigarette and continued her mini-bio.

“Actually, I was a broker for a procurement services company. They had many good 

contracts with the military. It was small company but they also had plans of expanding into 

international procurements, too. The manager offered me a choice to take a few courses, but I 

turned it down. I guess I was too busy. I mean, I had already started taking a few courses at San 

Diego State, which took up a lot of my free time. Besides, I never really like working there. 

Working with a lot of fucking jerk-offs and perverts all day?”

I took a double sip of the brewed coffee as she blew off the bad memories with a stream of 

cigarette smoke.

“Must have been a stressful place to work. Nice, attractive woman like yourself around a sea 

of men. ”

“Thank you. But, hey? You do what you have to do to make a living. Right? So, after I lost 

that job, I was almost back on the streets. I did almost anything that I had to do. Hell, I even did a 

little strip dancing at a few clubs here in L.A.”

The photo of Rhonda and Todd Giraldi together came to mind. I tried to imagine what she 

might have looked like gyrating and snaking her brown body on a stripper’s stage.

“Then I came across Brandon.”

When she said his name, Rhonda’s eyes narrowed as if he was standing behind me.

“Who’s that?”



“Brandon Matthieu is Gia’s evil-ass son. And that motherfucker…Brandon. He thinks he is 

so slick and can get away with virtually anything.”

She dropped her head and looked away for a moment. It was then that I noticed the subtle, 

full mounds of her breasts beneath three opened buttons of her shirt.

“Lemme tell you. Had I know then what I know now, I would have stuck it out with those 

unemployment checks.”

 “You seem to have this contempt for Gia Matthieu when we talked earlier.”

“To tell you the truth, I hate that bitch. I hated working down there. She might be good at 

leading on with that friendly, folksy bullshit. But don’t let that fool you. Gia thinks she’s as slick 

as Brandon. But I’ve got to give her credit for helping me out with a job. I was really hurting.”

“I’m assuming that Brandon helped you get that job.”

“He sure did, and lemme tell you, had I know now back then what I know now, I wouldn’t 

have taken his help.”

She dipped her head and swished the merlot in her goblet.

“You know, I used to be so skeptical and cynical when I was growing up. I don’t know. I 

never knew why. Maybe it was because I never knew my real parents. I don’t know. There could 

have been a lot reasons. But I kind of changed my mind a few years ago. I started opening up to 

people and loosened up a bit.” She dropped her elbows on the polished table and smiled. “But I 

found out the hard way that there are certain people in which you have to remain skeptical.”

“By that, I’m assuming that you’re referring to Gia Matthieu.”

”She’s one of them.”

Rhonda scanned me with her dark, wet eyes as if reading a map. She threw her head back and 

looked at the ceiling. 

 “Her and Brandon.”

I skewed my head in bewilderment.

“What did he have to do with all of this? What does he do?”

She pulled in a lungful of air, chuckled a bit and shook her head slowly.

“He sells drugs.”

“Sells drugs?”

“Yep. And that’s not all he does.”

“How’d you find this out?”



“It’s a long story. But I know for a fact that he gives some of that drug money goes to Gia to 

finance the restaurant.”

All of a sudden, my mind flashed back to the confrontation I had with the ‘hulk’ at the 

Shadows Motel.

“How do you know all of this?”

“From what Brandon told me. Gia couldn’t go to the bank and get a business loan, because 

the banks weren’t loaning money out as they used to before the recession hit. So her business 

was hurting. Customers weren’t coming in like they used to. Shit, everybody was cutting back 

and people weren’t spending money like water anymore. I came into work one day and found 

Gia in an argument with one of her suppliers. Come to find out that the supplier stopped giving 

her extended credit.”

I was amazed at the information she was giving me.

“How’d you get to know all of this?”

“Because I’m a noisy person. That’s how.”

“Oh.”

“Actually, Brandon told me a lot of this stuff. When he found out some of the things I knew 

about business, he asked me to help him out when Gia was gone. You see, Gia inherited the 

restaurant from her husband. You know him?”

“Not really. Never heard of him,” I lied. “What’s his name?”

“Sam Matthieu. Sam Matthieu was a big-time naval commander down in San Diego. When 

he retired from the navy, he got an easy job and became one of the top executives with the Elite 

Mariner Corporation. He was heavy into politics, from what I heard, a huge, huge political 

contributor to the Republican caucuses I eventually found out that Gia got into a shitload of tax 

trouble and almost ran the joint into the ground. Gia is just a spoiled bitch. I believe she might 

have been the cause of her husband’s heart attack, because the bitch can be so fucking 

overbearing at times.”

Rhonda squinted her eyes.

“Real bossy. Pushy. Makes you want to smack the living shit out of her at times, you know? 

She loves to make you look like a fool in front of other people. I’ve seen her do this to the other 

waiters there, but she never done that shit to me! And that fake-ass Texas drawl of hers…

because to tell you the truth, I never believed she was Texas. I think it was all just an act. Just 



pure bitch, you know? She has got to be the worst fucking manager I’ve ever seen. I mean…ain’t 

got an ounce of common sense. Doesn’t understand a damn thing about the restaurant business. 

All she does is sit on her tall, high ass, back in that office, pointing that skinny finger and bossing 

people around. If she’s not doing that, she hanging around the bar, liquoring up some young 

dick. Yeah, right…like if somebody is going to fuck her old ass!”

Rhonda threw her head back and laughed aloud. She poured herself more wine and offered 

me another cup of coffee.

“You’d be surprised at what some men go after,” I told her.

She gave with an animated look. 

“Pardon moi.” She raised a finger to pause. “That’s if she’s not gone out of town, on one of 

those quick vacations. Or those trade conventions or business seminars that seem to pop up at the 

end of each month. I kind of suspected some bullshit going on. I mean, just how many fuckin’ 

out-of-town trips can you make when you’re supposed to running a damn business most of the 

time?”

“So who ran the restaurant when she was gone?”

“Brandon. He came in and ran shit when she was away. The guy is…just completely clueless 

about running a restaurant. No customer service skills. Always throwing the work he’s supposed 

to be doing on the rest of the staff. That’s how I got to know half of this shit I’m telling you. 

And, hey, I’m not an accounting expert, but from what I seen, those books don’t look too good. 

But I guess he was bringing in enough money, about enough to at least keep payroll cleared and 

a few creditors off their ass.”

“What did you do to her to make her want to kill you?”

“Brandon thought that he was going to get into my panties once I started working there after 

a few months. He thought that if he showed me a lot of stuff around the restaurant, I was going to 

be obligated to give him some ass. I swear some men are some men are so fucking stupid. I 

severely disappointed him. So, now this is how he gets back at me.”

I brought out the two photos that were given to me by Gia Matthieu. I placed the photo of 

Rhonda and Todd Giraldi in front of her.

“Where did you take this photo?”

She looked at it for a moment before picking it up with her fingers.

“Todd,” was all she whispered. “Where’d you get this?”



“I found that underneath an ashtray in the motel room where you were staying.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if you found Todd, too.”

“What can you tell me about him?”

“Todd?” She blew off a shrug. “Todd could be almost anywhere. I wouldn’t be surprised if 

he’s dead by now.”

“He is dead.”

Rhonda looked up horrified.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me, right?”

I shook my head.

“Found him dead in the back of his shop.”

“No shit?” she gasped breathlessly. “Oh my God!.”

I didn’t tell her about the woman I found dead with him.

 “So you wanna tell me what’s really going on?”

She slumped back in her chair and crossed her arms tight, as if she was cradling the fear 

inside her now.

“I ran into someone at the motel where you were staying. I know he didn’t come there 

looking for me.”

Rhonda’s friend Cory came moseyed into the kitchen behind her. I leaned forward and asked 

her one last question.

“How long do you think you can stay here with him?”

“Why you asked that?”

“Because they could be following me, too. You ever thought of that?”

The look on her face told me that she had run out of places to go. That was a terrible 

predicament to be in.

Especially when someone was truly out to kill you.

Someone knocked rapidly on the door. Both of us simultaneously looked toward the door 

down the hallway. Cory came from another room into the small alcove and stood behind 

Rhonda’s chair.

“You want to answer that?” I asked him.

I stood up from the table and walked toward the door with Cory. Rhonda followed me, 

clutching onto my arm with a strong grip. 



“You might want to step back,” I whispered to her.

“Yes?” Cory asked at the door.

“Is Cory there?” the man’s voice asked. I motioned for Cory with my head. 

“You know this guy?” I whispered behind him, pulling out the HK45, just in case I needed it.

“Yes,” he said, looking relieved. “He’s a neighbor from upstairs.”

Chapter 19

We left Cory’s condominium at eleven-thirty sharp. He must have been the person that Elle 

had described at the Shadows Motel.

I called a friend of mine earlier who lived just a few blocks away from Cory’s home. Sarah 

was approximately the same frame and size as Rhonda. I told her what was going on and what 

type of clothes to wear. When Sarah got to the condominium, the two women switched clothes 

and donned one of Cory’s baseball caps on Rhonda’s new hair-do. I told Sarah to meet us back at 

her apartment in a half hour.

I escorted Rhonda to the car and noticed a dark-colored tote bag she carried.

“Is there anything inside that the bag I should know about?”

“Do you really need to know?”

I gave her a slight glance and continued driving north on Sepulveda Boulevard.

“Yes.”

“I mean, damn!” she fizzled. “Can’t a woman have some kind of fuckin’ privacy?”

“Not if there’s something in that bag I should know about.”

“What is there to hide?”

“There’s a lot of things you could be hiding from me. It’s just a matter of time before I find 

out what it is.”

The fact that she hadn’t responded with one of her slick remarks told me that I was right 

about something.

But who knows? 

I could always be wrong.

“What? You don’t trust me?”



“Trust has very little to do with it. Your life is on the line here. You do want to keep these 

people from dusting you off. Don’t you?”

Rhonda went silent for a few moments.

“I got to give it to you,” she said. “You sure are this shit pretty seriously.”

“Damn right I am. How’d you get up here anyway?”

I braked at a stoplight at the intersection of Pico and Sepulveda and took a right turn. She lit a 

cigarette and blew stream of white smoke from her painted lips through the passenger window.

“Cory. He came down to San Diego and picked me up. He was all I had to escape.”

I drove in a zigzag pattern around West Los Angeles, eventually heading back to Sarah’s 

apartment.

“Where are you taking me anyway?”

“Somewhere safe.”

“How safe is safe? If you know what I mean.”

“Sarah is a good woman,” I told her as I drove. “You might want to stay there until this little 

situation phases out. You stay here in L.A., no one will find you. You go back to San Diego, it 

will be just a matter of hours before they’ll find you and kill you.”

“How can you be so sure of that?”

“Because, if I’m as smart as you say I am, I’ll just take for granted that someone is following 

me.”

“Why would they want to follow you? You’re not the one they’re after.”

“True. But, if they follow me, they’ll find you.”

She looked away and sat quiet throughout the ride to Sarah’s apartment.

“Nice car, by the way.”

“Thanks.”

Chapter 20

Two o’clock on Easter Sunday morning, and I’m headed back to San Diego, eating the giant 

hoagie I’d prepared earlier, keeping any eye out for state highway patrol cars.

The worst dilemma for a Blackman to be in: riding around at night with a gun, even if you do 



have a firearms license.

Rhonda immediately fell asleep when I dropped her off at Sarah’s apartment I was guessing 

that a cocktail of good weed, good wine and mental exhaustion can do that to you. In a way, I 

couldn’t blame her. Having someone track you down to kill you wasn’t something that you could 

brush off with a passing thought.

On the drive back home, I had decided to meet Gia Matthieu the first thing in the morning 

and tell her that Rhonda was okay. I needed to squeeze myself out of the case. Whatever had 

been going on between Rhonda and the Matthieu duo was something for the police and feds to 

handle. I wasn’t about to get any deeper into their affairs than needed.

I was just passing Oceanside when I got a call on the smartphone. There weren’t too many 

people I knew that would call me at two in the morning.

“Hello?” I answered with a gulp of the hoagie.

“Forrest? It’s Gia.”

 “Gia. What’s going on?”

All of a sudden I felt tired, wishing I could drive faster to get home.

“Forrest? I know it’s kinda early to be calling you. But is there any way I can speak with you 

in person?”

“You mean right now?”

“Yeah. Right now. I…I, uh, I need to speak with you about something real important.”

“Is this about Rhonda?”

“No actually.” She paused for a moment. “There’s something else I need to tell you.”

“Okay,” I huffed politely.

“Well, when can I expect you? I’m still down at the restaurant right now and will be leaving 

soon.”

“Be right over.”

I ended the call and kept on driving while finishing my sandwich. The next thing I was going 

to do was get some more sleep. My body was really tired now.

I got home, locked up the car and put the house-key into my front door.

Boy, it sure felt good to have your own home these days. The ‘Great Recession’, as they call 

it, was still devouring homeowners through foreclosures. I thanked myself for every time I think 

about the smart decisions I made to get into the real estate business. Very wise investments from 



about 15 years ago were still providing a nice little cash-flow into my bank accounts. I could get 

money anytime I wanted to. With all of the free time after military retirement, I ran into Quincy 

Roberts, who urged me to go into real estate with him. Next thing you know, we started buying 

up a lot of unwanted properties in Southeast San Diego, remodeled them ourselves and put them 

on the market. These days, the area goes by another name. Quincy was from the Texas 

Panhandle and came from a family that already had three businesses fully established when I met 

him.

I was ironic that I was thinking about him when the phone rang.

“Forrest!” He shouted into the phone.

“What’s going on Quince?”

“Hey man!” His voice was excited. Quincy was a laid-back brother, so I knew that something 

was wrong. 

“You’re not going to believe this…but there’s somebody roaming around inside of one of 

your houses over on Medio Street.”

“What?” I snapped out of sluggishness, pressing the phone against my ear.

I fumbled with the keys at the door’s lock and dropped my keys at the threshold.

“Yeah! I’m parked right across the street and I’m looking at him right now!”

“What does he look like?”

“Can’t get a real good look ‘cuz it’s dark. But the mothafucka’s kinda big from what I can 

see. You want me to call the cops?”

“Yeah. And I’m on the way right now.”

I took a deep breath and headed out the door again.

There were all kinds of things were running through my mind as to what to expect as I got 

into the car.

I was just hoping the jerk would just leave before I got there.

An angry, sleepy man can do many, ugly things to a thief in the middle of the night.

Especially if he’s caught.

Chapter 21



I pulled in GT-R in front of Quincy’s car and took a long, concentrated look at the house on 

Medio Street. There wasn’t a soul out at this time of the early morning. Here it was, Easter 

Sunday and I had a stranger creeping around in one of my properties. I pinched my forehead, 

trying to decide what would be the best move to make should I have to engage another stranger. 

The police hadn’t arrived yet, which was unfortunately expected. I couldn’t see any movement in 

the barren house through the bare windowpanes in front. Quincy and his crew had finished 

remodeling the ranch-style home about two weeks ago. I decided to put it on the house on the 

market as a rental, with the option to buy. The very last thing I needed was some fool coming 

around to help me lose money.

Quincy got into the passenger’s seat, as if he was stealing it, breathing heavy and looking 

eager. It was moments like this that Quincy cherished: the opportunity to kick some ass 

legitimately.

“Son of a bitch might have went through the back,” he said with a murmur, still eyeing the 

house over my shoulder. “I haven’t seen him again since you came.”

“Where are the fuckin’ cops when you need them, man?”

“You know? Shit, this is what we pay taxes for!”

“Hold up!” I hushed him with a hand. “Look at that.”

“What?”

I pointed toward a large figure creeping in the shadows from the side of the house. The 

moving shadow morphed into a tall walking figure. That became immediately familiar.

I got a better view of the ‘hulk’ this time around. He wasn’t wearing the large dark jacket as 

when we last met while tackling each other in the motel room.

“What the hell?” I asked myself. “How did he know about this house?”

The long-haired white male got into the same dark-blue Chevy Camaro I’d seen at the 

Shadows Motel.

“You know this muthafucka?”

“I ran into this dude at a motel on El Cajon Boulevard.”

“No shit?” he smiled knowingly. “You fuckin’ around on Tariah?”

“Naw, man. It was nothing like that. We got into a tussle in one of the rooms. Dude must 

have been…no wait, he was looking for somebody. I just happen to be there at the wrong time. It 

was nothing I couldn’t handle. But what I really want to know is who or what he’s looking for 



over here!”

“Might be looking for you.”

“That, and there’s something funny going on with this lady he’s trying to find. It seems like 

she’s gotten mixed up in some deep shit with a restaurant downtown. They’re trying to kill her.”

“Kill her?” He took a second look at me. “Damn. What in the fuck did she do?”

“From what she’s told me, there’s some funny business going on. I can’t tell you much more, 

but it’s got to be something heavy-duty to want her murdered.”

“Where is she? Is she okay?”

 “Yeah. I just come back from dropping her off at a friend’s home in L.A. Trying to keep her 

safe because this shit is getting serious too quick.”

The last remark turned my stomach into a knot. How could they kill such a nice-looking 

young woman like Rhonda? The thoughts about her when she spoke to me came within frame 

like a movie clip. And, each of the things she told me about Gia Matthieu had me kind of scared 

now.

Someone was smart enough to research my business with Quincy, and had a lot of time on 

their hands. If that’s the case, they did a very good job of finding the property on Medio Street.

“Well. Then let’s go get this muthafucka.” Quincy intoned with a bit of hurried justification. 

“ The cops ain’t here yet, you know.”

“No. I got a better idea.”

I turned the ignition just as the Camaro zipped past us with a rumble down the street.

“Let’s follow him. Find out where he’s going.” 

Chapter 22

We trailed the glowing, red taillights of the Camaro along Imperial Avenue, from 61st Street 

until he made a sharp right at 47th Street. Along the way, I noticed that not one but two police 

cars had passed by in the opposite direction.

My first hunch was that the ‘hulk’ was working Brandon. I figured him to be a bouncer from 

one of Brandon’s clubs, and somebody who used his muscle to do side gigs.

To tell you the truth, I didn’t know what was really going on. I needed more information that 



defined the true reason why they wanted Rhonda Stephens dead. Rhonda was a smart girl and a 

risk-taker. She didn’t come across as a manipulative person. Cooked books might get you fired, 

or even get you some jail time. But for someone to want you killed?

That meant that she had to be doing some dirty, sneaky shit.

Drug-dealing and money laundering.

My, had the restaurant business changed over the years.

I took a left turn at Market Street and started to call Gia Matthieu, but thought better.

“Looks like he’s heading into the Gaslamp Quarter” Quincy said.

“I hope this shit is not turning out like I think it will.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I’ve got this woman I’m supposed to be meeting right now.”

Chapter 23

The Camaro’s tail-end blended into a parking spot on 4th Avenue just south of G Street. I 

braked the car and parked about a block away. We watched the hulk get out of his car and trot 

into the backdoor of a building that was becoming too familiar.

That’s when it hit me.

Watching the longhaired bouncer go into the backdoor of her restaurant was like a jolt of 

lightning that struck from out of nowhere. Now it was getting as serious.

Somebody was going to get killed, and I hope it wasn’t me.

“Where’s he goin’ now?”

“Do me favor?” I asked Quincy. 

“What you need?”

“Stay here in the car. I’ll be right back. I’m going to check something out.”

“Want me to go with you?”

“No. You stay here. Probably won’t be long anyway.”

Chapter 24



I went to the corner, crossed the intersection and walked on the opposite side of G Street. I 

scanned the front of Matthieu’s and got within good view of the bar & grill’s wooden 

frontispiece. The once-boisterous place was quiet, just a deep, darkened space inside. I wondered 

if Gia was still waiting for me now.

It took another whole minute before I was prepared for any surprises she might have had in 

store. I was almost certain that the ‘hulk’ wasn’t tracking me down to stay in shape. But I took in 

a deep breath and crossed the street anyway. I knocked very hard on one of the large, framed 

glass panes with a car key.

From out of the abyss of darkness, Gia came walking toward the front doors. She looked at 

me comically when she arrived, circling a long, skinny finger over her shoulder.

“Meet me around the back!” she shouted through the door. “I’ve set the alarm already and I 

don’t want to reset it!”

So I walked around to the back door where the hulk entered earlier. When I got there, she had 

been waiting for me with the door opened.

“Glad you were able to get here. I’m sorry I had to call at such a time.”

“Quite alright.”

She waved me in and led the way to her office. We passed a long row of large plastic bins of 

fresh vegetables, loaves of bread and racks of bottled wine, with the sweet scents of aniseed and 

peaches tickling my nose. In her office, Gia performed the same routine as when we last met. I 

was about to take a seat when I noticed someone standing behind me.

When we saw each other, there was a half-knowing smirk plastered on the hulk’s face. Gia 

sat behind her desk and folded her hands, like a teacher before a class on the first day of school.

“We...,” she stressed with pointed hands toward herself, “Let me rephrase that. I am dropping 

the case, Forrest. I want apologize for such an abrupt change. And I know it has been such a 

short notice. But there’s been a few things that have gone terribly wrong. So,” she sighed, “as of 

today, I won’t be continuing your services to find Rhonda.”

Her drained face searched for my response.

“So, you are going to just drop the case? Just like that?”

“Regrettably, but yes.”

“I don’t understand.”



“Well, here’s the whole thing in a nutshell. Let’s face it. Even though I do care for Rhonda, 

she’s a big girl. She can take care of herself. And right now, I’ve come across too many other, 

more important things with this business. To be quite honest, running two things at once…it’s 

taking up a lot of my time.”

She did a spread with her hands and collapsed them before her.

“That’s strange,” I told her, shifting in my chair. I saw the annoyance cover her face like a hi-

speed lunar eclipse.

“Yes,” she said with a crispness of her snarled lips. “I agree. It is strange. But as I’ve said, 

I’ll be moving on with my business. I can pay you right now for the rest of your services, if you 

want. But,” she paused and leaned forward. “I’d also like to thank you for your help, Mr. 

Greenley.”

Gia’s clover eyes rolled and dip a slight nod to her bodyguard.

“My friend Karl here will be assisting me with the few extra problems that have come up.”

The brute gave me a half-knowing look, as well as a size-up of my frame just in case I didn’t 

want to leave. For some strange reason, I really felt like getting up to both of them and knocking 

their teeth out.

“You know what I think?”

She bobbled her lips for a response.

“Maybe this was all a charade.” I told her with hint of resistance.

Gia looked as if she was insulted.

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I can see what’s going on here. I already met your boy over there.”

Karl sat up calmly in his chair and continued smirking.

“You think I don’t know what’s going on here? You wanted me to find Rhonda so that you 

could kill her?”

“That’s nonsense, Mr. Greenley,” Gia replied, facetiously formal now.

“No. That’s bullshit. I know where Rhonda is. And I know what you’re trying to do, too.”

Karl stood up, trying his best to browbeat me with the display of his large physique.

So, I stood up too.

The best thing you can do to bullies is show them that you aren’t scared of them, no matter 

what advantage they have over you.



“So where is she, Mr. Greenley?” Gia asked, still seated.

“Somewhere you won’t find her. I’ll guarantee you that. And why the fuck is this punk here 

rambling through my property?”

The longhaired bouncer flexed his muscles and clasped his large hands together. Gia gave a 

wild-eyed look of anticipation, as if something was about to happen that she liked.

“Look, lady. You wanna sit there and play that game? Like you don’t know what the fuck 

I’m  talkin’ about? Go right ahead. But if it ever gets out what going on with this…this shady 

business of yours, you’re through with.”

All I heard was a deep grunt before Karl grabbed my arm and slammed my head onto Gia’s 

glass desk. I twisted and turned to break free from his monster grip, but only got a knee to my 

groin as I pushed him off my back. He came at me the same way he had inside of the Shadows 

Motel, like a relentless TOW missile. Only this time I was ready for him, launching a volley of 

punches to his face and solar plexus.

“Karl!” A man’s voice screamed from behind us as we tussled in Gia’s small office.

Round Two was finished.

“Karl! Get off him. Now!”

Brandon Matthieu was a living replica of his father, standing in the doorway with a gun. He 

was tall, clean-shaven and with a head full of dark, lustrous hair, a resemblance of his father in 

younger years. He had ‘beach’ written all over him, from a tie-dyed tee-shirt to the blue board 

shorts and designer leather sandals on his tanned feet. The skinny, athletic drug dealer stood 

breathing through his mouth, dropping a small black and blue colored duffel bag next to him. I 

looked down at the .45-caliber pistol he had pointed at me. The excitement in the office 

dissipated, as stillness took reign.

“Shake him down,” he directed to the bouncer, never letting his eyes or the gun off me. The 

long-haired giant patted me down, taking my HK45 and smartphone. I finally suspected that the 

bouncer had a speech impairment.

Feeling more confident now, Gia stood up and took off her green jacket.

“You find her?” Brandon directed at Karl.

He shook his head with a disappointed look. Gia pointed both hands my way. “But Forrest 

here knows where she is. Don’t you, Forrest?”

“Yeah. I know where she is,” I spitted out with a raspy pitch. “But you’ll never find her.”



“Oh, we’ll find her alright,” the young Matthieu snarled. “That bitch. She stole my fucking 

money and thinks she’s going to get away with that shit?!”

“We’ve got to get rid of him,” Gia said with a hurried gasp and came from behind her desk. 

“We’ll just have to wait awhile and try to find her again.”

“Let’s go…Forrest.”

Brandon waved the gun at me and stepped from the small office.

“Where are we going?”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

Karl the bouncer pushed at my shoulder and pointed me in the direction of the back door I 

entered earlier.

Chapter 25

It was still dark outside when they put me in the backseat of the Camaro. Karl drove while 

Brandon held the gun aimed at my chest. He had a stone look on his face that couldn’t be 

mapped, not even by the best psychiatrist.

I hated the look on his face.

But what I really hated the most was the way he kept saying my name in such a 

condescending manner.

“Are you a betting man…Forrest?”

 “Sometimes. Why?”

“I don’t know. Just thinking.” He dropped his eyes and drew a confident grin. “You wanna 

know what I was thinking about?”

“Sure.” I shrugged as if I was hopeless and defeated. “I don’t see why not.”

“Here’s what I was thinking. I’m willing to bet that you won’t place that tramp’s life above 

your own. I’m also willing to bet that you might just want to get on with your life. You know…

just leave this little matter alone. Keep your nose out of my business. Just as if you never heard a 

fucking thing. Whatta you think about that proposition?”

“I get you,” I nodded. “Just mind my own business. Take your money. Let you and your 

mother get away with murder…and not say a damn thing about it.”



“Not exactly in that order, but you get the idea. You sound like a reasonable man…Forrest.”

“You got a problem with my name, man?”

“Sort of,” he grinned wider. “It’s just that, I’ve never come across a black man with a name 

like ‘Forrest’.”

“I meet people like you every day. So what’s your problem?”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with it.” He paused for a moment. “But that’s not the 

problem that we’re having here. The problem that I’m having is this. There’s a person I need to 

find…to get a few things corrected with my business. Let’s just say that, we have a few things to 

iron out. Once that’s done, I can go on about my business, you can do the same, and everybody’s 

happy. You’re a businessman, I assume?”

“Yep.”

“Well then?” He gave a surprised, shocked look. “Shit! At least we have something in 

common! That’s a start, wouldn’t you say?!”

Karl nudged the beach boy’s arm to signal the arrival of what might have been my last 

destination.

“Alright.” Brandon gave one last hard look at me. “Let’s get this over with.”

The bouncer parked the Camaro near the intersection of Broadway Avenue and Harbor 

Drive. We walked across the intersection, onto a pier that continued into the San Diego Bay. 

Karl walked in front to the left and while Brandon tagged behind with the pistol. We got midway 

through the pier before both thugs stopped and turned to face me. Brandon motioned at me with 

the gun to stand near the edge of the pier.

“You don’t want to get too close to the edge. Get it?...’Close to the edge?’,” He quipped with 

a sneer. “Man…I crack myself up sometimes.”

He stood closer to Karl and lifted the gun back at my chest.

“You wanna know something?…Forrest?”

“What’s that?”

“You’re not gonna believe this. But I’m the kind of guy who believes in second chances. It’s 

the American spirit. That’s what makes this country so fuckin’ great. Had it not been for second 

chances, America wouldn’t have the reputation it has today. So, in the spirit of America, I’m 

going to give you one last chance.”

“One last chance, huh?” I smiled, not because of the phony patriotism he exhibited. I was 



trying to figure out a way of avoiding being shot and drowned by two white thugs.

“You seem to have a real hard-on for Americanism,” I told him. Karl’s only reaction was 

placing his hands on his hips. “It’s people like you two who make ‘America’ look bad.”

“Well, any way…Forrest. Ever watched the Family Feud?”

I wondered where this was leading.

“Yep. Used to watch it a lot.”

Off in the distance in my left ear, I heard the muffled growl of what sounded like the GT-R. I 

was praying that it was Quincy. 

He was my only hope about now.

“Well, you know that part where the host asks the contestant, ‘Is that your final answer?’”

My impatience was growing but I knew that I had to remain cool and focused.

“Yep.”

“Well? I’m asking you, this one last time: what can you tell me about Rhonda? Did you find 

her?”

“I’m not telling you. And, that’s my final answer.”

Brandon looked over at Karl and grinned evil. 

“So. That’s your final answer?”

“Are you hard of hearing or what?”

He took out a silencer from his pocket and screwed it onto the pistol slowly.

There were a thousand things going through my head, but above them all, Tariah stood out 

like a silent movie inside my head. Then came the images of Rhonda and the photos of her long, 

red locks of shiny hair. I had last seen her fall into a deep sleep on my friend’s couch. I guess it 

was an exhausting job to be on the run when you knew somebody was trying to kill you.

Through some unknown force, the images seemed to energize me. I don’t know how. All I 

knew was that I wanted to kick Brandon’s ass and Karl’s, too. I didn’t care how big he was.

Quincy came walking up the pier behind both of them, acting like a desperate man looking 

for some change.

“Excuse me, suh? You got any change you can give me?”

Brandon turned around with the gun with a pissed-off look.

But it was his big mistake.

“Get the fuck away from here, nigger!” he spat as Karl looked on.



“Who the fuck you callin’ a nigger?...Punk!”

It was an even bigger mistake calling Quincy out of his name.

Bolts of pain stung the right foot when I kicked the gun out of Brandon’s hand, but I had to 

get to Karl before he got into rocket-launch mode. Within a split second, I had grabbed my 

HK45 from Brandon’s shorts and spun around on my haunches, aiming directly at the giant. 

Quincy grabbed Brandon into a headlock and splattered him down onto the ground. The giant 

was already reaching into his baggy pants with his left hand for something.

“I wouldn’t do that, south paw!” I snapped, hoping I didn’t have to pull the trigger. I had 

seen combat in the Iraqi War and got to be pretty fucking good with close targets.

But the fool pulled out his pistol anyway and refused my final warning.

“No!” I shouted before sending off a volley of six shots into his midsection. He staggered 

backward, crashed to his knees and dropped forward like a felled California sequoia. I looked 

around and saw Quincy, choking Brandon in a clamp that was squeezing the last breath of air out 

of him.

“Don’t kill him Quince!”

“He ain’t dead.” 

Brandon slumped from his big arms onto the ground like a limp ragdoll. 

“Just got the wind choked out of him.”

A flash of Todd Giraldi went across my eyes as the beach boy lay as limp and still as a 

museum mummy.

“I already called the cops,” Quincy said hoarsely. “I knew something was up when they 

brought you to that car.”

“Good looking out for me, bruh.” I took in a lungful of the pier’s moist air coming off of the 

bay. There was a feeling of relief that emerged from within when I looked back at the giant 

killer, now dead and unthreatening. 

Ol’ David had finally put Goliath’s ass in check for the very last time.

“What you think the police gonna do?” Quincy asked. “Two brothers and a dead man don’t 

look too good.”

“We just gonna have to wait and see.”



Chapter 26

Of course, the cops drew their guns and had both of us prone within seconds after they 

arrived.

I had already placed my gun and license down on the ground, called 911 and explained who I 

was, what I had done and what had happened. I’m certain that the information was relayed on 

their dispatch.

But there are some things in life that never change I guess.

I watched the peeking dawn creep into the skies behind the San Diego skyline. The glow of 

early morning light brought Tariah to mind.

I was missing her now, and in a big way.

At the county jail, they questioned Quincy for more than two hours, a little longer than they 

did with me. It was hard for them to believe the information I had gathered about Gia Matthieu’s 

business operations, so I told the same story over and over again. I couldn’t blame the police. 

They were just doing their job. The cops are always looking for a slip-up somewhere.

There was an older homeless white man who said that he saw the whole thing go down at the 

pier while sitting on a park bench near-by. I heard him say this as he talked to an investigator 

with a loud, scraggly voice.

“Those two young fuckers? The big guy and the little guy? Those fuckers had their guns 

drawn on the one black dude. And then, and then, the black dude shot the big long-haired fucker 

‘cause, they were either gonna shoot da son of a bitch or push his ass into the water! I mighta 

couldn’t see well but I saw that shit! I saw the whole fuckin’ thing! They were going to kill 

‘em!”

When the detective saw me within earshot, he escorted the older man further away to his 

Crown Victoria sedan.

Surprisingly, they released me immediately after my interrogation. I don’t know what they 

had on Quincy, so I hung around and walked down Broadway to get my car on Pacific Highway. 

That’s when an unfamiliar voice was heard shouting my name from a block away.

“Hey! Greenley!” 

I turned around and squinted the morning sun from my eyes.

“Greenley! You got a minute?”



I didn’t know whether to stop or run. 

  The tall skinny cop walking toward me was a cross between cowboy and construction 

worker. He wore a white sports shirt underneath a tan ranch blazer and crisp blue jeans that 

covered tactical, low-cut sport boots. The mustache on his blonde face drew wider above his 

teeth, as he stuck out his hand before getting within ten feet of me.

But I had enough of seeing the county jail, cops and bogus handshakes.

“Detective “Tip” Graves, San Diego P.D. You mind if I have a minute with you?”

His face was reminiscent of the world-famous cowboy of infamous cigarette ads, mixed the 

features of a former U.S. ambassador to the United Nations.

“Detective,” I greeted with patience. “How can I do for you?”

“First, just wanted to say thanks for all of the information you gave back there about the 

Matthieus. Got a lot of meat to chew on with that son of hers.”

He talked with a fast, sharp dialect. It could have been a genetic trait passed down from his 

lineage. 

“You’re talking about Brandon?” He nodded with surety.

“I can’t tell you much here. Departmental policy. But there’s just one more thing I wanted to 

know.”

“What’s that?”

“Where is this young lady you keep mentioning?” 

A sincere shadow morphed on his face.

“I never seen her,” I lied, but for a very good reason. “I only got the chance to speak with her 

father, on Friday night. When I met him, he said that she had been from her apartment for a full 

week.”

The wiry detective rubbed his protruded chin, shook his head and gave an inquisitive look. 

His pale eyes could have scared the shit out of most people, mixed in with a little lawful 

roughness.

“Damn. Oh well.” He shrugged off whatever he was thinking. “I guess she’ll be the big one 

that got away, huh?”

“That’s your call. Not mine.”

“Just trying to avoid a lot of extra work…but, yeah. I’m still going to need to talk with you 

more. Once we get this whole situation unraveled, I’m certain that you could help with more 



information. I’ll be counting on it.”

He talked as if I had no other choice but to comply with his wishes.

“I don’t know.”

“Whatta ya’ mean by that?”

“The Matthieus are some heavy-duty people here in San Diego. Heard they were politically 

connected. Big time. But I wish you luck.”

He nodded his long head with one dip.

“Great. I’ll keep that in mind.” We shook hands again. “I hear that you’re a pretty good with 

that pistol.”

“Takes a lot of practice. I go to the range every so often, keep my skills sharp.”

The blonde detective handed over a card.

“Well, give me a call sometimes? Maybe we can…I don’t know. Do some practice shooting 

at the range? Go fishing. Have a few beers afterwards?”

“I’m a busy man, but thanks for your offer. I’ll try to keep it in mind.”

Gia Matthieu was at the hospital with her son Brandon, who had came back to consciousness 

before they wheeled him into the ambulance. I saw the dirty look he gave me, raising his head up 

just before the paramedics closed the doors of their vehicle.

She must been having had a headache the size of a 10.0 earthquake. When I thought about 

the things she would have to explain to the police, she wouldn’t be in business very for very 

long. With Brandon put on a stand-down, she would have to find new ways to keep the 

restaurant going. From my point of view, she didn’t have many legitimate options.

But that was her problem.

I drove Quincy back to his car in Encanto and thanked him.

Chapter 27

“Good morning. I’m Jim Petersen. KTRD Radio news time is 8:02 and these are the top 

stories of this morning’s news. San Diego Police have arrested a man and continuing an 



investigation into the death of another man, after a fatal shooting occurred in downtown San 

Diego on North Harbor Drive at approximately 5:00 A.M. this morning. Authorities are saying 

that it is not clear how or why a local private investigator shot a 32-year old former club 

bouncer. They are also reporting that the other male subject, who is currently receiving medical  

assistance at a local hospital, accompanied the victim at the scene of the tragic incident. 

KTRD Radio’s reporter Beth Suarez is live on the scene at this time to provide further details  

of this morning’s tragedy. Beth? Are you there?”

I turned the volume down on the radio and answered a call from the smart phone.

“Happy Easter. How’s the weather down there?”

Rhonda giggled delicately over the phone.

“About the same as it’s always been. Where are you?”

“Same place that you left me last night.”

“I find that hard to believe. I could have sworn that you’d be gone from there by now.”

“Uh-oh!” She chuckled more. “Here we go again!”

“No, really. You okay now?”

“Fine,” she paused. “Really. I’m doing just great up here.”

We paused for a moment.

“You won’t have to worry about Brandon or Gia for a while,” I told her bluntly.

“Why? What happened?”

“I’ll just put it this way. Gia will have to find another way to finance that restaurant. That’s if 

she can stay in business after a little sit-down with the Financial Crimes Unit.”

“Hmmm. You know, when I think about it, there must have been a lot more going on than I 

thought. I tried to call a friend of mine who I hung out with a lot in the clubs. She never 

answered my call. I hope she wasn’t the other person you were talking about last night…when 

you mentioned the two people dead in back of Todd’s shop.”

“You think it might have been her?”

Rhonda heaved a long sigh.

“Yeah,” she responded sadly. “If I knew Penny, more than likely she was with Todd when 

that happened. They were always together . Todd treated her like dog shit, but she’d make 



always make excuses for him. I really felt sorry for her at times. Some people just never get it. 

And I’m also sure that it was Karl that killed them. Brandon and Todd used to get into it a lot. 

But when Brandon found out that I was dating Todd, he sort of got jealous. And working there at 

the restaurant didn’t help matters.”

“But why did he have Todd killed?”

“Because Todd found out about Brandon’s drug dealing, and then Todd told me about it. 

That’s how I had discovered all of those phony accounts he was drawing up on the spreadsheets. 

Something even worse went down between those two. I never understood it. But it had been 

rumored for a while that Todd was selling weed, meth, and all other kinds of shit from the back 

of his shop, and that he had made some kind of deal with Brandon that went really, really sour. 

That may have been it.”

“What’s that?”

“The reason why Todd got murdered.”

She paused for a long moment before shivering her lips.

“It sends chills up my spine when I think about that guy. Honestly, I got scared and tired of 

all that shit. I needed to get the hell out of there. I knew somebody was going to get killed. I just 

didn’t want it to be me. I’ll be so fucking glad when I get on that plane in a few hours.”

When she told me all of this, I thought about the wild dream I had about her. 

“Forrest?”

“Yeah?”

“Thanks for helping me out. You saved my life, you know?”

“Not a problem.”

“You were right about your friend Sarah. She’s been like a big sister the whole time I’ve 

been with her.”

“She hasn’t changed a bit. We’ve been good friends for years.”

“I’m taking the first flight to Seattle this morning. I called my father last night. He was kind 

of glad to hear from me. We’re going to meet me up there later tonight.”

“Going back home, huh?”

“Yeah,” she said with a hint of reluctance. “Might not feel like it now, but going back home 

is about the best thing I can do.”

“What’s Seattle like? I’ve never been there.”



“Seattle is…actually a nice city. It has its issues like all others. But I’d give it about a seven 

on a scale of one to ten. I used to hate it while growing up there. But, of course, I guess there are 

a few things about the city that I never paid attention to that I can really appreciate now.” She 

exhaled over the phone. “Funny how you see things are the second time around.”

I thought about Brandon’s words for a moment. Maybe he was right about a few things.

“Some people never get a second chance.”

“But I’ll be staying there for a while.” She sighed again over the phone. “I just need a break. 

This has got to be the most strangest period of my entire life. I need some time to myself. Try to 

figure what’s next for me.”

“Well, whatever you do, don’t work for a restaurant. Knowing you, you’d be better as the 

owner.”

We both laughed.

“I’ll try and keep that in mind. Come to think of it, I really would like to open up a restaurant 

one day.”

“It’s gonna take quite a few bucks.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. I got a lot of help from Brandon. And I’ll just keep it at that.”

I wondered and was prompted to ask her what she meant by that, but dropped the urge.

“Keep in touch, will you?”

“I surely will, Forrest. And thanks again for saving my life.”

When I ended the call, I did a quick reflection on all of the things that happened over the past 

three days. I went to my bedroom, got the notebook computer and reviewed Rhonda Stephens’ 

case file. As I sat in a semi-daze, I thought about all of the people, the dead bodies and ass-

kickings I had taken for her.

I never found out how much money Rhonda Stephens stole from the Matthieus, nor if she 

even stole any money from them. Maybe I was giving her too much of a break, or maybe fate 

played a larger hand in this game than I did.

What I did know was that Gia Matthieu wasn’t the squeaky-clean, hardworking 

businesswoman as she portrayed herself. I noticed how she stayed back in the restaurant when 

her son Brandon and Karl set out to kill me. She made sure that her duffel bag loan was put away 



safely before anything else happened.

Rhonda had finally told me of the two sets of books Gia had set up for the restaurant. She 

made absolutely sure that Brandon always took care of the ‘black’ books.

The ‘red’ books were for Rhonda.

Where there’s smoke, there’s fire.

Brandon would copy and recalculate the company’s financials to camouflage the restaurant’s 

outside sales as catering and other articulated dining services, which was really money being 

funneled in from Brandon’s drug enterprise. It got so easy for him that he would confidently 

write off the bogus accounts religiously every three months, mainly covered as late payments 

from clients or terminated accounts. He had to be a pretty brave man, using dozens of names of 

legal businesses throughout San Diego that were supposedly using Matthieu’s catering services 

for a variety of concocted events. I recollected on the things Rhonda told me about how furtive 

the beach boy thought he was. The mother and son duo did this because there was no possible 

way they were going to show the bank where these phony sales originated, as well as provide 

credible and legal documents to back them up. When Rhonda discovered what was going on, she 

got the hell out of town as soon as possible.

Can you blame her?

I guess we all have that ‘sixth sense’ that locks in when something just ain’t right. The 

Matthieus had an almost perfect murder laid out. That is, until I got in the way.

It was none of my business how they managed their restaurant.

To be honest, I really didn’t care. But it was a low-down, dirty shame that I got hired under 

misguided intentions. A good estimation would give Gia Matthieu about two weeks, tops, before 

she would need the spigot of cash from Brandon’s drug sales to continue.

That was something for her, Brandon and the police to figure out.

My conclusion to the case was reached when I found Rhonda Stephens safe and breathing.

So, as far as I was concerned, I did my job.

I wasn’t paid much, but I was willing to put my life on the line for Rhonda. That was type of 

person I was. Not because I felt she was telling the truth or felt sorry for her. It was, because, 

well, the right thing to do. 

And that’s exactly what I had been doing these last few years, always trying to become a 

better person. It’s not easy, but as with many things in life, it’s the effort that counts.



Until then, I’ll be waiting for the next call from a stranger.

I closed the notebook computer, fell onto the bed like a log and slept like a hibernating bear.

It would be an Easter weekend that I’ll never forget.
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