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Chapter 1

The last time I saw Liz Harper, we’d had lunch together at The Musso &
Frank Grill while I pumped her for information on one of her firm’s clients.
Liz had auburn hair, emerald green eyes, first-class hips, and more attitude
than a pit bull. My eyes drifted, as usual, to her impossibly long elegant legs,
swathed in sheer dark thigh highs. Liz was a beautiful woman in every way,
the full package, but her legs were her best feature. They were the finest pair
of legs I’d ever seen, and I’d been happy to make their acquaintance. I never
tired of looking at them. Liz knew that, of course, and I knew she liked it.
Perched on the corner of her desk wearing one of her signature short suit
skirts with her silk-clad legs crossed, I could make out a little creamy flesh
above the darker top of one stocking and the clasp at the end of the elastic
garter strap.
This time we were alone, in Liz’s office, high on the thirty-eighth floor
of the high-rise that housed the offices of the Ross & Logan. She was the
senior criminal litigator for the law firm. Liz’s office window offered a
spectacular view of the San Gabriel Mountains on clear days. Still, if you had
seen one mountain range, you had seen them all, so I focused my considerable
observation skills intently on Liz’s gorgeous toned legs.
“Are you going to sit there drooling on your shirt front admiring my legs,
or do you want to hear why called?” Liz smirked.
“What?” I said.
Liz smiled widely and shook her head.
“Men are so simple,” she sighed. “Coffee?”
“Sure.”
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I figured that coffee might make me more alert. I needed to get my heart
rate since Liz’s legs always left me feeling a little light-headed.
Liz pushed the intercom button and asked a female underling to bring in
coffee and then shifted her seat on the desk a little, causing the hem of the
short shirt to ride dangerously higher. I knew Liz knew that, and I knew she
didn’t care.
“You still married to what’s his name?” I asked.
“Technically, until the divorce becomes final. But I’m already back in
circulation.”
“Ah,” I said. “Wish I could help you with that.”
“You’ve had your chances, about a million of them.”
I grinned.
“You’re still with your mousy little psychiatrist, I assume.”
I nodded. “Yes, I’m still with Sara.”
“Oh, sorry, did I say that out loud?” Liz smirked. “I suppose it was mean
describing your sweetheart as the mousy little psychiatrist.”
I grinned again. “Compared to how Sara describes you, describing her as
mousy is nothing.”
Liz laughed in her irresistible, spontaneous way.
“I can imagine,” she said.
The underling came in with two coffees in honest to goodness china cups,
with a cream pitcher and sugar bowl on a silver tray. Everything bore the
firm’s logo. I supposed that discouraged the clients from stealing the stuff.
“I took mine black. Liz stirred some sugar in and some cream into her
coffee.”
“I read in the Times that you got that Hollywood producer acquitted,” I
said.
“Oh, yeah. Professionally, I’m the best goddamned defense attorney on the
West Coast. But can I make a marriage work?”
“You probably ought to stop getting married,” I said. “What number was
what’s his name, anyway. Five?”
“Number six,” Liz said. “And his name is Neal. I believe you know that.”
“That’s right, Neal,” I said, sipping the coffee.
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I wondered if Liz’s underling was an ex-barista. The coffee was both
flavorful and robust.”
“The problem is, I keep marrying jerks,” Liz said. “But if you eliminate jerks
from the pool, who are you going to marry?”
“Well, you have so many charms to share with the world,” I said. “You
probably shouldn’t limit them to only one man.”
“Could you maybe shut the fuck up and listen to why I called you?” Liz
said, grinning.
“Sure.”
“An attorney in New York I went to law school with, Bennett Holden,
phoned me yesterday. He asked me to recommend a dependable private
investigator out here. So, of course, I thought of you.”
I grinned. “Who wouldn’t?”
“Yeah,” Liz smirked. “Anyway, Bennett needs someone to meet the United
flight from La Guardia that arrives at LAX tomorrow morning at eightfifty. You would need to identify a woman among the passengers, follow her
until she checks into a hotel somewhere, and then report to Bennett. You
interested?”
“No.”
“Why not? It sounds like an easy gig to me.”
“I’d need to know more before I’d accept the job.”
“Like what?”
“Who the woman is and why your lawyer friend wants me to track her
down when she arrives here.”
“What difference does it make?”
“Once right after I left the cops and went private, a guy called me from
North Carolina asking me to something similar.”
“And?”
“Turned out he’d been stalking his ex-girlfriend. She got a restraining order,
but he kept it up. So she fled to L.A. to get away from him. When he couldn’t
find her, he figured he needed to hire a private investigator.”
“Good lord, what happened?”
“Nothing. I checked the guy out before I accepted the job. Once I knew
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what was what, I called him back and told him I wasn’t interested. I also told
him, if I found him in L.A. bothering his ex-girlfriend, I’d send him back to
North Carolina in a box.”
“Okay, I understand what you’re saying,” Liz said. “But this is nothing
remotely like that. I’ll vouch for Bennett. He has no personal interest in the
woman. Bennett is representing a client.”
“Then who is the woman, and why does your lawyer friend’s client want to
track her down?”
Liz laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“I told Bennett you weren’t one of the private investigators out here who
will do anything for money. I told him you were the best but that you’ve
got principles and would ask a lot of questions before you would accept the
assignment.”
I grinned.
“The woman is his client’s girlfriend. Or ex-girlfriend, maybe. I’m not sure.
Anyway, the client believes she absconded with some valuable gemstones that
belong to him.”
“Gemstones?”
“Diamonds, three dozen of them, three carats each,” Liz said. “Bennett says
they are worth north of one point two million dollars.”
I whistled. “Must be some nice stones.”
My memory flashed back to an asset recovery case I’d done once for an
insurance company that had involved diamonds. I’d gone all the way to New
Zealand to get those back.”
“Is the client a jeweler or an insurance company?”
“Bennett didn’t say, and I didn’t ask. So what I told you is all I’ve got except
that the client wants his property back.”
“So, is he hiring me to recover the stones or just to locate the woman and
report back?”
“The latter, at least for now. Of course, if you accept the assignment, you
might turn it into a recovery case for a percentage. But that’s between you,
Bennett, and his client.”
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I scratched my chin. “In that case, I’m interested. But I’m still not sure I can
accept the case until I get answers to a few more questions.”
Liz reached over and picked up a manila envelope and tossed it to me.
“Bennett said you will find everything you need in that. But, if you still
have questions, you can call him.”
I opened the envelope. It contained the lawyer’s business card, another
sealed blank white business envelope, a glossy eight by ten photo of an
attractive woman, and a cashier’s check payable to me for fifteen hundred
dollars. Scrawled on a yellow sticky note on the check was “Retainer, as an
advance against professional fees and necessary expenses.” Bennett Holden
had put his signature beneath the notation.
“Bennett stressed you must strictly account for expenses, and they must be
necessary,” Liz said.
I didn’t open the other envelope—not then.
“What makes Holden think I’ll take a case without answers to all my
questions?”
“You’ll take it as a favor to me,” Liz said. “I know you wouldn’t cause me
the embarrassment of having to tell a colleague I couldn’t help him out with
such a simple assignment. You’re not asked to do anything wrong. You have
my word.”
“So, I save you a little embarrassment, but what’s in for me?” I said with a
grin.
“Oh, we might discuss that over a drink some warm evening soon. Plus,
you’re holding a fifteen-hundred-dollar check.”
“You’ve sold me,” I said.
I looked again at the photo intently. The photo depicted a blonde, roughly
mid-thirties, with defiant eyes, a thin, beautiful mouth slightly curved into a
satisfied smile, and an upturned nose. The hair, not quite shoulder-length,
ended in a blunt cut. So far as I could determine—she wasn’t painful to look
at.
I opened the other envelope. It contained a typed letter from Holden that
included the woman’s name, Sabrina Ballard, along with Ballard’s physical
description—thirty-three years old, five feet eight, and around one-hundred5
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thirty pounds. The letter included the same information Liz had already
conveyed, minus any mention of the diamonds. There was nothing more in
it about Holden’s client.
“Well?” Liz said.
“I’ll look into it,” I said. “For you, hot stuff.”
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There was nothing to it. I’d gone through the airport security checkpoint
and was waiting at the arrival gate when the flight arrived on time, as they
sometimes do. I spotted Sabrina Ballard easily despite the New York Yankees
ball cap. She wore a black hoodie over black Adidas track pants with a pair
of light gray sneakers. She had pulled her blond hair up into the ponytail
extending out of the little hole at the back of the cap. Ballard towed a spinner
carry-on bag and was carrying a paperback. Stopping at the first trash she
came to, she dumped the paperback, sat down in the waiting area, and stared
at the floor. Unless I missed my guess, she was an unhappy girl. After a while,
Ballard pulled a smartphone out of her pocket. It looked as if she had sent
someone a text message. Then she put the phone back in her pocket and
headed off down the arrivals corridor. Before reaching the exit, Ballard went
into a bookstore. I watched through the window glass as she scanned the
bestseller rack but without picking anything out. Next, she walked to the
magazine rack, picked up a New Yorker, and then paid for it at the front
counter. Next, Ballard walked back to the waiting area, glanced at the flight
information display on the wall, and sat back down to read.
Ballard took out her phone, glanced at the screen, and then put it away
from time to time. I figured she was checking the time. Then, sporadically,
she glanced up at the flight information display. Finally, after a while, she
closed the magazine, got up, and strolled. I stepped on the escalator behind
her, and we rode it down to the ground floor toward baggage claim. But
Ballard didn’t go to baggage claim. She turned in the other direction, and I
followed her to a Starbucks. She ordered a drink and a slice of banana bread,
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which she carried to a table, and sat down to read the magazine.
Two things were obvious. If anyone was going to meet Ballard at the
airport, the date hadn’t been the flight’s arrival time. She looked more like
a woman waiting between flights. Ballard continued reading her magazine,
again checking the time on her phone intermittently. It was about nine-thirty.
As I watched her through the window from outside, Ballard checked the
time again and then unzipped a pocket on the carry-on and pulled out an
airline ticketing folder. Hurriedly, I walked into the Starbucks, detouring
past Ballard’s table on the way to the counter. Looking over her shoulder as I
passed, I saw a boarding pass sticking out of the folder and noted the flight
number. I ordered a small coffee at the counter, paid, and walked back out
of the coffee shop. I stopped on my way to the ticket counters to check the
departures on a flight information display and found the flight number I’d
seen on the boarding pass. Ballard was going to San Diego.
After dumping the coffee in a trash can, I hot-footing it to the ticket counter,
bought a ticket for Ballard’s San Diego flight. Two things made me happy—the
flight wasn’t sold out, and someone was else was covering my expenses. I’d
left my car in short-term parking at the Central Terminal Parking Lot. It
was three dollars for the first hour, then a two-dollar charge for every thirty
minutes kicked in. If I were away for a day or two, the parking charges would
add up fast.
It was still thirty minutes before the flight departed, so I hurried back to the
coffee shop. Ballard was still in place, but she wasn’t alone. A guy was sitting
across the table from her, smiling and talking. One look was enough to tell
that she knew the guy and wasn’t happy about it. He was California, from the
tips of his shiny patent leather shoes to the buttoned tieless white shirt worn
beneath the jacket with one-inch collar rolls of his dark Mattison design suit.
He wore his longish sandy blond hair combed straight back with lots of hair
gel. The guy was about six feet, slender, with a thin face and unnaturally
white teeth. He was twisting a piece of paper in his hands. One thing was
clear as spring water. Ballard didn’t want him there.
The guy continued talking and twisting the paper. Ballard looked at her
phone and said something to him. He shrugged and got up from his chair.
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Reaching across the table, he ran a fingertip down Ballard’s cheek. She
recoiled away from his touch. Then he straightened the twisted paper and
laid it carefully down on the table before her. I could see then it looked like a
newspaper clipping or maybe an article printed from the internet. He waited,
smiling like the cat who got the canary.
Ballard’s eyes dropped slowly to the paper, very slowly. Her eyes fixed on
it. Then her hand moved to take it, but he was quicker. He snatched it away,
folded it, and put it in his pocket, still smiling. Then he took out a business
card. After writing something on the back of the card with a pen, he put the
card down in front of her. That, it seemed, she could keep. She picked it up,
read it, and put it in her pocket.
At last, she looked up at the guy. At last, she smiled, but I figured it took
quite an effort. He reached across to pat her hand, then turned and walked
away from the table, pulling a wheeled carry-on behind him. He continued
out of the coffee shop and walked past me. As I turned to confirm he was
leaving, he pulled out a phone, dialed a number, and talked as he strolled
away. Glancing back at Ballard, I saw she was gathering her things to leave.
Knowing where she was going, I followed the guy from the coffee shop. He
went out of the exit. We crossed the street and continued to short-term
parking. I followed him to a gray Chevrolet Equinox. He hit his key fob, and
when he stopped to get in the vehicle, I continued past it. Then I stopped,
wrote down the license plate number in my notebook, and went back across
the street into the terminal.
After clearing the security checkpoint, I walked to my flight’s departure
gate. Ballard was sitting there reading her magazine. Her mind wasn’t on
it. She kept turning back a page to read again what she had already read.
Sometimes, she didn’t read at all, just held the magazine in her lap and stared
off into space. I sat in the row behind her, off to the side, with my sunglasses
on. I watched her and considered what I’d learned so far. Little of it was
more than supposition, but the mental exercise helped pass the time.
The man who had sat at the table with her had come off a flight since he
had luggage. It could have been her flight, although I hadn’t noticed him since
I’d focused on spotting Ballard. He hadn’t walked off the jet way with her,
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was all I knew for sure. Her body language and attitude toward him made it
clear she hadn’t wanted him around. It seemed his attitude had been that was
too bad, but if she looked at his piece of paper, she would change her mind.
Maybe she had. I didn’t know, since I didn’t know what the piece of paper
was all about. Since this happened after they got off the plane, I assumed he
didn’t have an opportunity to show her the paper until he’d cornered her in
the coffee shop.
I looked at the clock above the airline agent’s counter: 11:50. On cue, the
agent picked up a phone and announced the first boarding call for first-class,
active duty military, and other priority passengers. Ballard got up and rolled
her carry-on toward the gate. When she reached the head of the line, she
showed the gate attendant her boarding pass and then disappeared down the
jet way. I went on with my thinking. I was pretty sure she wasn’t military, so
that meant she was flying first class, was a platinum member of the airline’s
loyalty program, or held one of their credit cards.
Ten minutes later, the agent gave the boarding call for premium economy
passengers. I got in line, showed my boarding pass, and proceeded down the
jet way with no luggage. I figured I would need to buy some clothes in San
Diego. At least some underwear and socks. After entering the aircraft cabin,
I saw Ballard sitting in the third row of first class. She already had a cocktail
on the tray in front of her. Keeping my eyes straight ahead, I continued to
coach and found my seat. Fortunately, I had an aisle seat in the fourth row.
Still, I’d need to hustle to catch up with Ballard when the plane landed in
San Diego since the first-class passengers got a head start on rubes like me
sitting in coach. It would embarrass me if I lost her in the San Diego airport
after incurring the expensive parking charges and buying a round-trip airline
ticket. Of course, that wouldn’t impress my client.
I sat thinking and looking over out the window as the plane pushed back
from the terminal and then taxied out to take up a take-off position. The guy
who had shown Ballard the piece of paper had something on her. That was
the only thing that made sense. Maybe he hadn’t had the paper while they
were on the plane. Maybe he retrieved it from his car, or someone brought it
to him, and that’s why he had waited to show it to Ballard inside the coffee
10
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shop. Then he had left the airport in his car. Therefore, he wasn’t afraid she
would run out on him. Whatever bond they shared was strong enough to
keep holding them together. I figured he already knew where Ballard was
going once we reached San Diego.
As the plane thundered down the runway and took off, I tossed it all out the
window and turned my mind to other things. When we arrived in San Diego,
I supposed I should call Barrett Holden and let him know that L.A. had only
been Ballard’s intermediate stop. Then I needed to call Sara to let her know I
had to leave town for at least a day or two on a case. Trixie the Wonder Dog,
a terrier mix we shared custody of, was at my apartment, where she usually
spent weekdays. Sara kept Trixie at her house on weekends. So she’d have
to pick up the dog from my apartment and keep Trixie at her house until I
returned.
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I had dozed on and off during the fifty-five-minute flight south to San Diego.
Sleeping calmed my nerves. I wasn’t afraid of flying exactly. It was the hellish
possibility of burning alive in a fiery crash that terrified me the most. So,
no one was happier than me when the wheels touched down again on Terra
Firma, and the pilot applied the brakes. As we taxied to the gate, I took off
my seat belt and got ready to jump up and sprint toward the exit door. I
had no carry-on, but I knew I’d have to shove my way through the scrum of
passengers in the seats ahead of mine who would leap to their feet the second
the plane stopped to reclaim their carry-on bags from the overhead bins. Sure
enough, the instant the plane stopped beside the jet way, everyone got to
their feet and stood blocking the aisle, jockeying for position. An incredibly
large woman with oily skin, unkempt hair, and wearing a floral house dress,
yanked her bag out of an overhead bin and almost took my head off with it.
“Excuse me, excuse me, coming through,” I bellowed, shoving rudely past
the passengers blocking the aisle. “Make a hole. I’ve got an emergency.”
Ignoring the complaints and curses I left in my wake, I made it to the firstclass cabin as the last of the premium passengers disappeared out the exit door.
I ignored the flight attendant’s cheerful thanks for flying the airline. Then out
inside the jet way, I weaved and bobbed through the passengers ahead of me
like Harold “Red” Grange, the Galloping Ghost, had against Michigan. His
open-field running had shredded the heavily favored Michigan team with
four touchdowns in 1924 and led the underdog Fighting Illini to a 39-14
victory over the shocked Wolverines. Finally, I caught up with Ballard as she
strolled out into the corridor and headed for the baggage claim area. For the
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second time that day, I rode down an airport escalator a few steps behind her.
This time, Ballard entered the baggage claim hall and stood beside a carousel,
waiting for her checked luggage to come off the plane. I stood just inside the
entrance where I could see her. Then I took out the lawyer’s business card
and my phone and punched in his New York office number. A receptionist
answered by giving the name of the law firm.
“My name is Malone of Los Angeles,” I said. “Is Mr. Holden in?”
Her voice was formal, saying, “I’m sorry. Mr. Holden is in court this
afternoon. May I take a message?”
“Tell him I am in contact with the subject and followed by air to San Diego.
But I can’t tell yet whether this is her final destination or an intermediate
stop.”
“Thank you. Anything else?”
“Yeah, the sun is shining brightly in Southern California, and our friend is
no more on the lam than I am. First, she ate breakfast in a coffee shop at LAX
in front of a window open to the entire concourse. Then, she sat in a waiting
room with around a hundred and eighty other people and never once tried
to conceal her face even though she wore a hoodie.”
“I have all that, sir, thank you. I’ll get the message to Mr. Holden as soon as
he walks in. Is there anything else?”
“Yes, tell Holden I think he is holding out on me and that if I don’t hear
from him in the next couple of hours, I’m dropping the tail and flying back
home to Los Angeles.”
The woman’s voice changed abruptly from friendly to cold.
“Listen Malone, if Mr. Holden employed you to follow someone, you best
do it and do it well. Bennett Holden is an important man here in New York.”
“I don’t live in New York, sweetheart. I live in sunny L. A. and couldn’t care
less about how important your boss is on the East Coast.”
“If you wish Mr. Holden to pay you, you best do the job he hired you to do.
Otherwise, you won’t see a cent, not even for expenses.”
“That’s the sweetest thing I’ve heard all day, sweetheart. Goodbye now.”
“Wait, listen, Mr. Malone, please,” the receptionist said with sudden
urgency. “I didn’t mean to be rude to you. But I know how important this
13
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is to Mr.Holden. If you don’t come through, he might lose a very valuable
client. So I was only attempting to impress upon you the importance of your
assignment.”
“That’s okay, sweetheart,” I said. “I liked it. When you spoke to me so
roughly, it made my imagination run wild.”
Then I recited my mobile number for her.
“Tell Mr. Holden to call me as soon as he can.”
I disconnected the call just as Ballard pulled her suitcase off the baggage
carousel. It was another spinner, a larger version of her carry-on. Sara and
Trixie would have to wait. I stepped away from the baggage claim entrance
into a small group of people. Ballard had never looked directly at me or paid
me any attention at all so far, and I wanted to keep it that way. From the edge
of a crowd, I waited and watched Ballard seeing if she went out the exit or
made for the car rental agencies further down the concourse. She wheeled
the bags directly to the exit and went out. Following, I saw her walk directly
to the first taxi in the rank at the curb. While the driver loaded her bags, I
hot-footed it past a couple with three little kids in tow, beat them to the next
cab in line, and slid into the back seat. A kid, maybe ten or eleven, gave me
the one-fingered salute as his family walked past to the next cab in line.
“Where to, bro?” the driver said, looking at me in the rear-view.
I said something I’d always wanted to say. “Driver, follow the cab,” I said,
pointing toward the windshield and Ballard’s taxi for emphasis.
“Bro, that’s something you see on Netflix,” the driver said. “We don’t do
that stuff in real life. Now tell me where you want to go or get out of my cab.”
The driver was a portly Hispanic guy who looked like he was in his late
thirties. I took a fifty out of my wallet and held it up where he could see it in
the mirror. Then I extended it over the back of the front seat.
“You like collecting pictures of dead presidents?” I asked.
He turned his head to look at the fifty and then glanced back at the taxi
ahead of us.
“Okay,” he said, taking the fifty. “But I have to report it since I can’t give
the dispatcher a destination. So he might get suspicious and report it to the
cops.”
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“Sounds like a city I ought to live in,” I said. “And you better get going, or
we’ll lose the tail. He just drove off.”
The driver laughed. “That’s one of our cabs,” he said. “What do you think
we have two-way radios for?”
He picked up the microphone and spoke into it as he pulled away from the
curb.
“Ten-four,” the driver said into the microphone. “Show me en route to the
same destination.”
After returning the microphone to the silver hook on the dash, he said over
his shoulder.
“The fifty is on top of the fare, right, bro?”
“Right, amigo.”
“That guy’s fare is going to Coronado,” he said. “You know it?”
“A little,” I said. “It’s an island, and there’s a big Navy base there.”
“Yeah, that’s right, bro. It’s about a nine-mile trip from the airport. The
destination, unless the fare changes it en route—and if they do, the dispatcher
will let me know—is a huge old hotel called Palacio del Coronado. That’s
Spanish for the palace of the crowned.”
“Must be a place for rich people,” I said.
“Yeah, that’s true, bro. Palacio del Coronado is a national historic landmark
or something. It’s not cheap.”
“Are you Mexican?” I asked.
“We don’t call ourselves that, bro. We call ourselves Latinos. I was born
and raised in the USA. Most of us hardly speak Spanish anymore.”
“Es una gran lástima,” I said. “El Español es una lengua hermosa.”
The driver looked in the rear-view and grinned.
“Muy cierto, mi amigo. Estoy de acuerdo.”
We merged onto the I-5 and then, a little over five minutes later, exited
onto the 75 not far behind Ballard’s taxi. After crossing the Coronado Bridge,
we followed the other driver when he turned left onto Orange Avenue. We
passed by Coronado High School, and soon a huge white-painted wooden
Victorian structure with red-roofed turrets came into view.
“That’s Palacio de Coronado ahead, amigo,” the driver said. “You want to
15
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be seen?”
“Will the other driver tell his passenger we tailed her here?”
“He doesn’t know,” the driver said. “After we caught up, I hung back a little
so he wouldn’t notice. Anyway, if he sees my cab, he will think we both got
fares to the same destination. This hotel is a popular fare from the airport.”
“Okay,” I said. “But stop at the curb when the guy turns into the hotel
driveway. I want to wait until his passenger goes inside before we continue
to the hotel entrance.”
“No problem.”
The driver pulled to the curb and stopped as soon as the other cab turned
into the driveway. We were far enough away that I doubted anyone would
notice us there. But we were close enough to see the other taxi stop in front
of the hotel entrance. A porter walked out to the cab and took the luggage
from the taxi driver. Ballard paid the driver and followed the porter inside.
We waited until the other taxi exited the driveway and passed us, headed back
to San Diego empty. The drivers waved to each other.
“You want to drive up to the hotel now?”
“The airlines lost my luggage,” I said. “You know any place close around
here I could pick up some underwear and socks?”
“Well, bro, they have all kinds of clothing shops and about anything else
you need here at the hotel,” the driver said. “Of course, like the hotel rates, it’s
not cheap. Do you want Walmart or something? I’ll have to drive you back
across the bridge.”
“No, I don’t need much, and hopefully, the airlines will find my luggage
and deliver it by tomorrow. So I’ll get by with what I can find in the hotel
shops. Take me to the front entrance.”
The driver drove up the driveway and stopped at the entrance. We settled
up on the fare, and I gave him a ten-dollar tip on top of the extra fifty I’d
already paid. The porter was standing outside the cab when I got out.
“Luggage, sir?”
“No, the airlines lost it,” I said. “They will deliver it here later once they
find it.”
The porter nodded. “Yes, sir. This way to the front desk.”
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I pointed my finger at the cab driver and dropped my thumb. He laughed,
waved, and drove away. I followed the porter inside, into the hotel’s opulent
lobby, which featured intricate wooden railings on the second-floor interior
balconies, columns, and beams. There were antique-looking stained glass
windows, and a massive crystal chandelier sparkled overhead. Crossing
the richly detailed parquet wooden floors, I made my way to the mammoth
wooden front desk with marble counters.
A pretty young woman with long dark hair behind the desk wearing a black
shirt over black slacks looked up and smiled as I approached. A gold engraved
tag pinned to her chest said her name was Isabella. I leaned a polite elbow on
the granite counter and smiled back at her. She had nice, large brown eyes.
“Reservation, sir?” Isabella asked.
“No, sorry,” I said. “I’ve always wanted to stay in this fine hotel. I’ll take
anything available.”
Isabella’s smile wavered, but only for an instant before returning quickly
to full wattage.
“We might have something in the tower or main building,” she said. “But
the Beach Village is all booked.”
“Oh, that’s fine,” I said. “Who needs a cabana on the beach? Besides, I love
the ambiance of this building.”
“All right, sir. How many in your party?”
“I’m a party of one,” I said, throwing caution to the wind and giving her my
high-wattage smile. I could only hope Isabella was strong enough to keep her
professional demeanor. In the past, women of weaker character had often
removed articles of clothing when I used the full-wattage smile.
Isabella seemed unaffected, which was a testimony to her admirable inner
strength and self-control. She pecked on the keyboard at her computer
terminal.
“We have a double available on the seventh floor of the tower,” she said
finally. Then she quoted me the room rate.
I felt light-headed, but valiantly resisted the urge to swoon. I thought I felt
my credit cards retracting deeper into the folds of my wallet. My cab driver
had been right. It wasn’t cheap to stay at the palace of the crowned, or was
17

WHAT’S DONE IS DONE

it the damned? I also knew I was getting the rack rate since I didn’t have a
reservation. But beggars can’t be choosers, and I needed to stay close to my
quarry.
The room cost was going on my expense report. But with the exorbitant
parking fees back at LAX, the unexpected round-trip airfare, taxi fares and
the bribe, and now the cost of a luxury hotel stay, I was burning through the
fifteen-hundred-dollar retainer like a five-alarm fire.
When I hadn’t replied to the quote, Isabella continued. “How long do you
wish to stay with us, sir?” she asked.
It probably wouldn’t work here at a high-brow place like Palacio del
Coronado, but I’d successfully used the gambit a few times, albeit in smaller
cities. But, on second thought, wasn’t that what Coronado was? It was an
independently incorporated town of maybe a hundred and fifty thousand
souls, not part of the San Diego metropolis. And Isabella had such a kind
face, soft eyes, and as a young Latina, I felt sure she was prone to emotion in
matters of the heart. So, I tried it on with her.
“For as long as she does,” I said. “The woman in the black hoodie and track
pants. She just checked in under the name Sabrina Ballard.”
Isabella stared at me. Her face was both an expression of distrust and
obvious discomfort.
“Did you notice a wedding ring on her finger?” I continued.
One key to success in pulling a con was to pepper the mark with questions—that way, they had to concentrate on answering them instead of
considering the wisdom of doing what you wanted them to do.
“Why no, I didn’t.”
I nodded, trying hard to appear hopelessly sad.
“Not anymore,” I said. “She took the ring off. And she’s even gone back
to using her maiden name, which is legal, I guess even though we’re still
married.”
“Yes, it’s legal if there’s no intent to defraud,” Isabella said. “And she
presented valid identification.”
I nodded. “After all the years we’ve spent together, all the happy memories,
the children—ah, the hell with it. I’ve followed Sabrina here all the way
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from—well, never mind where. She won’t even speak to me. So what am I
doing here? Only making a damn fool of myself, that’s what.”
I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket, turned away, and blew my nose.
Then I turned back, using the handkerchief to dab at imaginary tears. When
I looked at Isabella, I saw I had captured her attention and her curiosity.
“I can imagine what you must think, but I’m not stalking Sabrina,” I said.
“It’s just that I love her so much. I just never realized that spending so many
late nights at the office and sometimes working weekends took such a toll on
our marriage. See, I only wanted to be a good husband and provider for her
and the kids. I wanted to give them all the things my family never had when
I was growing up poor. And, it’s not only about me and my feelings. I’m so
worried about the children. They miss their mom.”
I managed a sniffle.
“So, you want to work on the marriage, but she won’t,” Isabella said quietly,
with genuine compassion.
“Yes.”
“I’m sympathetic, sir,” the young woman said. “Truly, I am. But you know
how it is, Mr. Malone. A hotel must be careful. These situations can lead to
anything—even violence.”
“Violence?” I stammered in mock wonder. “Good God, what sort of people
do that? What kind of hellish world are we living in these days?”
Isabella put her palms on the counter and leaned forward to whisper. “Just
what would you like to do, Mr. Malone?”
“It’s probably impossible,” I said. “But I’d like to be near her. You know,
in case she needs me. I wouldn’t try to speak to her, knock on her door, or
bother her at all. But I’d like Sabrina to know I’m here, and she’d know why.
I’d be waiting if she wanted to talk things over. I’ll always be waiting. Maybe
I’m on a fool’s errand, but my parish priest encouraged me to do my best to
keep the lines of communication open.”
Isabella raised her eyebrows. “Are you of the Roman Catholic faith?”
“Yes,” I said. “So is Sabrina, but I fear she’s in the midst of a crisis of faith.”
“I see,” Isabella said. “I too am catholic, and I know the teachings of the
church are clear on the sanctity of marriage.”
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The girl had bought it. I had her hooked now, and all I had to do was reel
her in carefully. I took a quick breath, as if stifling a sob, and dabbed at my
eyes with the handkerchief again.
“Perhaps I can help you,” Isabella said.
I widened my eyes, hoping they glistened a little. No one ever tried harder
to make their eyes glisten.
“You’re very kind,” I said. “And while it’s so nice of you to offer, you
shouldn’t. I don’t wish to make any trouble, especially for someone as kind
as you. If your supervisor found it, it could mean your job. I won’t ask you to
take that risk. Maybe I should just leave and find somewhere else to stay.”
“It’s no problem,” Isabella said. “You look all right to me. Just don’t mention
it to anyone, okay?”
“Well, if you’re sure,” I said meekly. “Sure that you won’t get into any trouble
with your employer.”
“I’m sure.”
Isabella returned to her keyboard. She studied the computer monitor for a
moment.
“There is a room available next door to your wife’s room on the second
floor of this building,” she said after several moments. “The only thing is
those rooms are quite expensive, double the rate I quoted you before. They
are suites.”
I nodded. “That doesn’t seem to matter right now,” I said. “I can always
earn more money, but I could never replace Sabrina, even if I tired, which I
just couldn’t. My wife and marriage are my world and far more important to
me than money.”
I put a credit card on the counter. “I’ll take it, and thank you so much,
Isabella.”
The young woman took my card and put a guest registration form in front
of me. I picked up a pen from the counter and filled in my details. Then I
pushed it back across the counter to Isabella. She took the form, coded a key
card for me, and passed it across the counter with a sincere smile.
“I hope everything works out happily for you and your family,” she said. “I
will light a candle and say a prayer for you at church.”
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After thanking her, I shared the woeful tale of my imaginary luggage the
airline lost and asked if she could recommend a shop to buy some boxers or
briefs, socks, and emergency toiletries. She directed me to an on-property
men’s clothing shop and another shop offering toiletries. Isabella promised
the front desk would call the minute the airlines delivered my luggage. After
thanking her again, I strolled away towards the hotel shops to grab some
clean drawers, socks, and a razor and toothbrush. I had a smile on my face
and a key card in my pocket to the room next to Sabrina Ballard’s room.
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