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Zack is back. At long last– a number of people have been asking for his next adventure, and here it is. It took even longer than expected, because of life getting ever-more difficult. There were extensive revision tasks to do– the results of a great editing staff, who were able to diligently improve the action and text. A hearty thank you to Ursula Wong, Ray Daniel, Vlad Vaslyn, Stacey Longo, and Rob Smales– all authors in their own right, but who took the time and effort to read this work (some multiple times) and offer their suggestions to make it better. 

My thanks extend to everyone who helped to make this book possible.

To writer Dana King, who understands the world of Zack Taylor deeply, and who allowed me to use his kind and generous words of praise. (His novels are great– buy them– starting with the Penns River books!)

As always, to my wonderful family: Mindy, Bridget, and Erin, for suffering my solitary profession of writing.

To my dear and supportive friends and loved ones for making things more enjoyable along the path of life. 

To all those who have helped teach me to write, through their works. 

To all those who read other Zack Taylor mysteries and wanted more. 

And to you, dear reader, my thanks, for reading this one. 

Feel free to contact me and let me know what you thought of the book and what it’s about.

There's a certain Slant of light,

Winter Afternoons –

That oppresses, like the Heft

Of Cathedral Tunes – 

When it comes, the Landscape listens –

Shadows – hold their breath –

When it goes, 'tis like the Distance

On the look of Death – 

—Emily Dickinson 
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A deathbed request is one you don’t refuse. So I didn’t, though I hated being asked. I’d flown from Maine down here to Miami because she’d asked me to. She being Marguerite “Rita” Harris, my former landlady who’d become my friend. 

As I made my way through the hospital corridors, I heard the squeak of the nurses’ shoes as they made their rounds, and smelled the cleaning fluids that tried to mask the odors that came with sickness and death. I hated being in a hospital again, as people I’d loved had died in places like this sterile tomb. And I’d been forced to spend too much time in hospitals recovering from the effects of my stupidity and poor choices. Being here brought back some bad memories. 

Sunshine streamed through the window of her room, illuminating the dying woman in the bed, and enveloping her in a halo of white light. I hesitated at the door, not seeing any movement of her frail form. If she was sleeping, I didn’t want to wake her. 

I edged silently closer. Only the slightest rise and fall of her chest indicated she was still breathing. The ravages of cancer had left little resemblance to the strong, vibrant woman I’d said goodbye to just the year before. Swallowing, I couldn’t get rid of the lump in my throat.

There was a book on the stand by her bed, a collection of poetry by Emily Dickinson. The Belle of Amherst had written about visitations from Death, and here was a woman who would soon meet him. I opened to where the bookmark lay, and read, my voice low.

“There’s a certain slant of light,” I said, but couldn’t finish. 

Her eyelids fluttered open, and she gave me a weak smile. “Zack.” Her voice was like the rustle of dry paper. She looked as if she’d been squeezed like an orange, all of life’s juices gone. Tubes snaked from her in different directions, modern medicine keeping her in this world. It didn’t seem like a mercy.

I gently touched the tips of her fingers. “Hey there.” 

She reached to grip my hand as if afraid I’d run away. “Must ask you for a promise.”

I knew I wasn’t going to like what she was about to ask. “What?”

“Find my grandson, Steven. I need to see him.”

“You’ve lost touch?”

“Some time back, he came to see me. He hadn’t been by for a while. He wanted the Dali you like that’s hanging in my living room. It’s genuine. Worth a bit.”

“And you said no.”

“He’d have just sold it. He said he had to have money, or he’d be forced to do something bad.”

“Like what?”

“He told me he could make good money copying paintings that were sold as genuine. He thought I’d weaken.”

I smiled. “Didn’t work very well, did it?”

“I gave him some money, but wouldn’t give him the Dali. He was angry. I haven’t heard from him since.”

“Any idea where he is?”

“Card in the drawer.” She made a faint gesture to the stand beside the bed. Throughout the conversation, she’d seemed to fade in and out, like a distant radio station.

I opened the drawer and took out a business card. “Saul Rabinowitz, Attorney at Law.” I looked at her. “He’s the one who contacted me. Good Irish name.”

She gave me a weak smile. “He’ll explain everything.”

“What do I do when I find Steven?”

“Bring him here. He’ll come, since there’s some money from my estate. Late, but better than never.”

“Does he get the Dali, now, too?”

“No. It’s for you.”

“Me?” 

“You always loved it. You’ll take care of it, protect it. Not just sell it off for cash. It has great sentimental value.”

“You met him, didn’t you?”

“Salvador? Oh, yes. He was something, I can tell you that. A true artist, but such a joker. It was after the war, when people were getting back into life and art. A fun crowd back then. Quite an experience.” She had a faraway look, remembering places of long ago. “I had so many interesting experiences. Now, nobody will know or care.”

“I care,” I said. “I can stay here, and you can tell me about them.”

“No. You have to find Steven. I need to see him before I go. Promise me you’ll bring him back in time.”

I hesitated. I didn’t want to say I could do something that I might not be able to make happen. What if I couldn’t find him in time? What if he didn’t want to come back? What if he was dead, or in jail? But in the end, when someone you care about is looking at the end of life, they get to impose upon you. At least you tell them whatever they want to hear. “I promise,” I finally said.

“Good, good.” She closed her eyes, then slowly opened them. “Find him, Zack. And hurry. I don’t know how long I can last.”
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Allison had come with me from Maine, and I was trying to give us both a much-needed getaway. We’d only recently gotten back together, and I wanted some sunshine in our relationship. She’d never been to Florida, and though a sweaty summer is really not the time to be a tourist in Miami, she’d been happy to take some time off to join me. It was a good break from her job as nurse in the ER. 

I’d also been eager to get away, thinking I could leave my problems behind. Problems like Ollie Southern, a biker gang leader who’d decided to engage me in a blood feud. He’d come close to having me killed, and went to prison for it. Then he was released by our game-show justice system, which gives criminals a free spin if they toss a bigger fish to the authorities. So now Ollie was out there somewhere, watching, waiting for his chance to kill me. He’d already burned down my martial arts dojo before it even opened. 

I was tired of always looking over my shoulder, always watching the door to see who entered, always being cognizant of every pool of shadow. Here in sunny Miami, I thought I could finally relax for a change, and be reminded of why I was glad to be alive. Here death could back off awhile, and wait for that final dance. 

But the Reaper was never far from my life. Mrs. Harris didn’t have much time left, and the visit to the hospital had unnerved me. It was a small enough favor I could do for her, to grant her a bit of relief before death took her. But that meant cutting short my little vacation. Once again I’d have to disappoint Allison. 

Back at the hotel, I looked for her. The shimmering sunlight and the reflection of the water in the hotel pool helped to push death a bit farther away, even if the display of slim, oiled, suntanned bodies in wisps of cloth looked like fish broiling in a pan. Allison was not among them. I found her on the hotel beach, under the shelter of a canopy that looked like half of a big dome tent. She reclined on a towel spread over a chaise lounge, wearing a blue bikini and huge round sunglasses. She held a tall glass that could have served as a vase. A paperback novel lay face down next to her. She looked much better than the slick, skinny, brown mannequins by the pool. She looked real and alive, and I needed that now. 

“Hey,” I said, pulling over another chaise lounge. “Enjoying yourself?”

“Immensely. I’ve always wanted to do this, just lie on a beach with a cool drink in my hand, and not a care in the world.”

“Good.”

She smiled. “Why don’t you take your shirt off and relax with me?”

“I’m good.” Apart from the jagged red slash above my eyebrow, I had an uglier scar on my abdomen, both souvenirs of my short stay in prison. People tended to stare. 

I changed the subject. “How’s the water?”

She wrinkled her nose. “Warm as piss. Not like Maine at all. It’s like taking a bath in saltwater.”

“Hope you used a lot of sunscreen. Sun’s a lot stronger down here than what you’re used to.”

She hooked a finger onto a frame and blue eyes regarded me over the sunglasses. “I’ve seen too many skin cancer patients, so yes, I used proper protection. And you’ll notice I’m in the shade now.”

“Okay, don’t get testy.” I admired her legs, running a hand along her shin. “I just noticed you already have some color.”

“That’s not what you were noticing. But don’t worry, I’ll put aloe on.”

I nodded at the glass. “Drinking before lunch?”

“Don’t knock it, just because you don’t partake. You know, I never liked the taste of coconut before, but a pina colada makes a wonderful mid-morning drink. See? Pineapple.” She waved a small wedge of it on a little pink plastic sword, and popped it in her mouth. “Fruit’s good for you.”

I looked out at the water. 

“What’s the matter?” She took off her sunglasses.

“Nothing. Just a little sand in my eye.”

She wasn’t fooled. She set down the drink on a tray next to her and sat up. She reached over and gave me a hug. “It’s okay.” 

“She was so full of life. It’s hard to see her like that.”

“I know. Believe me, I know. Sorry I didn’t go with you. I just wanted a day away from a hospital.”

Because she saw death on a daily basis, I hadn’t asked her to go with me. “I thought she just wanted to say goodbye. But she wants me to find her grandson. He’s her only relative, lives up in Maine.”

Her eyebrows knitted together. “You going to play Don Quixote again?”

“They didn’t part on the best of terms, and just lost contact. She thought I could get in touch with him, convince him to come back. I’ve got to go see her lawyer, get all the details.” 

“And of course you said you’d do it.”

“I don’t really want to, but she’s just hanging on by a thread. I think she’s only staying alive long enough to see him.”

She studied my face for a bit. “Wait, let me guess. You want to leave right away.”

My insides churned. “No, I don’t want to leave. I’d like nothing better than a few days of R-and-R. I thought we’d have more time.” 

“Unbelievable.” She threw up her hands. 

“This is not what I want to do. The last time I tried to help somebody out with a personal problem, it almost cost me you.” It was out before I could hold back. The previous Fall, Allison had asked me to help exonerate her cousin from a murder charge, and I’d almost been killed. Then she broke up with me because she couldn’t stand the violence that hung about me like a curse. 

She opened her mouth in surprise, and now it was her turn to have sand in her eyes. “Low blow there.” 

“Sorry.” I couldn’t take it back. 

“Like hell you are.” She swiped away some tears. “Still haven’t forgiven me, have you?”

“Things got pretty bad, but having you back is all that matters.” 

We sat in silence for a time.

She sighed. “Some vacation. We come down here, and we’re right back at it again.”

“Look, I’ll find the guy, and bring him to see her. You can come with me, and we can stay as long as we want.”

“Sure.” She didn’t believe a word.

“Come on. She’s not going to be around long. And to pay me for finding her grandson, she wants to leave me that painting I told you about.”

“The Salvador Dali?”

“Yeah.”

“There’s a lot of fakes of his stuff, you know.”

“It’s real. She actually knew him. Met him after the war. She says it’s worth something.”

“Uh-huh.”

I sat there feeling lousy, and wondering how to make it up to her. “You know,” I said, rubbing my hands on my pants. “There’s a whole Dali museum up in the Tampa-St. Pete area. I’ve always meant to get up there, but never have. Let’s take a detour on our way back. We can catch a cheap flight, stay overnight. What do you say?”

She regarded me. “I’m thoroughly pissed at you. But I suppose I’ll take the consolation prize.”

“Let’s have a nice lunch, then you can go shopping while I’m at the attorney’s office.”

“You’re doing better, but still not out of the doghouse. And where’d you get all this money? Is it the insurance from your dojo fire?”

It would have been so easy to say yes. I had to lie anyway, as I’d liberated a bag of illicit cash from a drug dealer who was killed soon after. If I told her the truth, it would confirm that I was a law-breaking train wreck who attracted trouble like honey drew flies. 

I shrugged. “It’s my new security business.”

She shook her head, knowing I was lying. “I don’t know why I bother asking.” 
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I sweated my way along downtown Miami to the office of Saul Rabinowitz. He had a tasteful place, not overly gaudy or ostentatious, like much of Miami, but I didn’t get to see it for long. When his receptionist announced me, he came right out, so he wasn’t one of those jerks who kept someone waiting just to show how important he was. 

He was short, balding, with a friendly face and a nice suit. I’d seen plenty of expensive threads in my days with the wealthy bad boys, and this one was a tailored job. 

We made introductions and went to a well-cooled office with an excellent view of Biscayne Bay. 

“Get you anything?” His voice was a touch high, but not unpleasant.

“No, thank you,” I said.

“You’ve been to see Rita?”

I nodded. “This morning.”

“Shame. Lovely lady. I’ve known her for years.” He played with a folder that lay on his desk. “I take it you’ve agreed to look for Steven?”

I shrugged. “If it’ll make her happy, I’ll do what I can to get him down here.”

He studied my face. “She thinks a lot of you. She trusts you for some reason.”

Though the room was air-conditioned, it had just turned downright chilly. My radar went off. “And you don’t?”

“In my line of work, I see a lot of people trying to take advantage of the elderly, trying to separate them from their money.”

“Is this going somewhere?”

He tapped the folder. “You have quite an interesting history, Mr. Taylor.” The friendly act was gone, the attorney in full attack mode. “It makes me suspicious. Damn suspicious. I don’t see a lot of altruistic ex-cons.”

My ears got a little hot. “And your reason for checking me out?”

“I take care of my clients. I have some the same age as her, some even older, very few as sharp. But there are a lot of people who prey on senior citizens, especially down here. Some of these older folks put their faith in people they shouldn’t. I take it upon myself to see that they’re protected from predators.”

“And what’s your verdict on me?”

He leaned forward. “I’m concerned that she’s so trusting of someone who was in prison for aggravated assault. Care to comment?”

“Is this a cross-examination?”

“You going to plead the Fifth?”

“I’d like to tell you it’s none of your damn business. Though I understand where you’re coming from.”

“Good.” He sat back and picked up a gold pen, twirling it in his fingers. “So, what’s your story?”

I sighed and told him about the bad old days of my youth, of my brief stint as a bodyguard for a former mob guy who didn’t like guns. Long after I’d left that job, the federal authorities thought I might have information they could use. I didn’t. I was never part of the crime organization. But one fed in particular roughed me up until I fought back. The fed wound up in the hospital, and I wound up in prison. Turned out the guy was dirty, and was indicted himself a short time later. I got out after a few months, but had some souvenirs of my stay: the scars on my body, and more on my soul. 

I didn’t mention my years of guilt and rage for the accidental death of my kid brother, and how that had driven me to almost kill myself by drinking. I left out a lot for Mr. Rabinowitz, but I gave him enough. 

“And you took the room with Rita when you worked here.” He looked thoughtful. “Where did you work?”

“Hernando’s Hideaway. A club near Little Havana.”

“I was there once or twice before it closed down. Nice place.”

“If you contact Hernando, he can vouch for my character.”

Rabinowitz put down the pen. “So Steven was working in Maine, and you live there now. Apart from that, what makes Rita think you can find him? Are you a private investigator?”

“You know damn well I’m not. With my past, no way I could get a license. But I’ve looked into some things for people, and I’ve got the time to do it.”

“Seems like when you look into things, a lot of shit happens.”

He certainly had been digging. “I see you found some old news stories.”

“You have a way of finding trouble, don’t you?”

I shrugged. “I left here to find out who killed my friend.”

Rabinowitz studied me as if trying to peer into my soul. “It bothers me some. Quite a bit, actually. Despite your colorful past, you don’t fit the mold of a usual con or crook. I know, I’ve seen quite a few. Rita didn’t know you for very long, but wants you to have a valuable painting. I had to make sure you wouldn’t just sell it. Maybe to buy drugs.”

“Drugs? You’ve been in Miami too long.”

“Probably, but where does an old Jew go to retire, when he’s from here? No way am I going to Israel.”

“Maine’s nice.”

“Hah. Like I should shovel snow, at my age?”

“So if I was going to sell the painting to buy drugs, how much could I buy?”

Rabinowitz started, but saw I was ribbing him. He shrugged. “It was appraised at just over a quarter of a million dollars.”

I whistled. “That little thing? Why so much?”

“Apparently, it was supposed to go to one of Dali’s lovers. But he gave it to Rita instead, and it caused a bit of a stir in their circles. When there’s a good story, the price goes up.”

“I don’t even have a place to put it.”

“Well, start looking. She certainly doesn’t want Steven to get his grubby paws on it.”

I cocked my head. “Not a fan?”

“Little bastard is a real pain in the ass. Rita took care of him after his parents died. No matter how much she gave, he wanted more. I kept telling her to cut him loose, the greedy shit. If she didn’t want to see him so bad, I’d say don’t bother finding him. Then he couldn’t get the money, and it would all go to a good charity.”

“What else do you know about him? Where do I start?”

Rabinowitz opened a drawer and took out a large document envelope with a flap. He slid it across the desk to me. “I tried to locate him, no luck. Everything’s in there. Where he worked, last address, a couple of pictures.”

“Thanks. I’ll do what I can.” He was still giving me an odd look. “Something else?”

“You haven’t asked about expenses.”

I shrugged. “I told you, I’m not a private eye. I don’t get a per diem.”

“Nevertheless, she wanted you to have something.” He handed over a regular-sized envelope. Inside was a bunch of hundred-dollar bills. I looked up.

“Two thousand dollars,” he said. “And if you need more, give me a call, but I’ll want some kind of accounting, if that’s the case.”

“That’s too much.”

He shrugged. “She can afford it.”

“She never struck me as wealthy.”

“A lot people down here have got money squirreled away, yet you’d never know it by the way they live. And now you see why I wanted to check you out.”

I smiled. “Usually, when I’m in a lawyer’s office, it’s me handing them a chunk of money.”

He laughed. “Well, save it for next time, then. I’m sure you’ll need it.”
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Back in Maine, my reporter friend J.C. was there to pick us up when we landed at the Jetport, just outside the mall in South Portland.

“Good trip?” He smiled at Allison. “I see you got some color.”

“Lovely time,” she said, giving me a look. “Short as it was.”

J.C. eyed the extra bags. “What’s the matter? Run out of money?”

“Ha-ha,” I said. “Help me with these. I think she bought half of South Beach.”

“And we took a side trip and saw the Dali museum,” Allison told him. “Those huge canvases. Amazing. Thanks, by the way, for giving us a lift.”

“You’ll have to buy me dinner,” he said.

“Not if we’re going anyplace with that expensive scotch you like,” I said. 

“Cheapskate.” 

“Tell you what. I’ll buy you that scotch if you can help me with something. You know anybody in the art world? Silly question. Of course you do, you know everybody. Know any art dealers in Ogunquit?”

“A few. Look at you. You go to one museum, and now you’re buying art.”

“I have to look somebody up. Grandson of a friend of mine. The one I went down to Florida for. She wants to see him before she goes. He worked at a gallery in Ogunquit, and they lost touch. The place didn’t keep track of him, so I’ll have to ask around. People will talk more if they know someone you know.”

J.C. frowned and shook his head. “The last person I had check into something for you didn’t do so well.”

“I’m sorry. Didn’t know running a license plate was going to force a guy into early retirement. How does he like it?”

“It’s all right. He likes to fish, and gets to do it a couple of years earlier, thanks to the little boat you paid for.”

“Do I want to know any of this?” Allison sighed.

“Guy stuff,” I said. 

She looked disgusted. “So where are we eating?”

“I know this nice little place,” said J.C.

“Of course you do.”

The restaurant in Portland was indeed both nice and little, having only eight tables. They served elegant Italian meals, with linen tablecloths and all the fancy trimmings. It was one of those places where the staggering prices weren’t shown on the menu. I grimaced at J.C. “I was thinking of something more like a good burger.”

He shrugged. “My fees are in line with my services. Besides, you were just living it up down south with fine dining. Why shouldn’t I have some?”

“Oh, yeah, Miami in the summer. What could be better?”

Allison gave me a light smack. “It was a good time. Could have been longer.”

“Sure, you sunned on the beach, drank rum, and shopped. I went to a hospital and a lawyer’s office.”

“So why’d you hurry back?” said J.C. 

“The White Knight has another mission,” Allison said. “He’s on the hunt again. I suppose it’ll get him out of his funk. He’s been mopey ever since the fire, doesn’t know what to do with himself.” 

I shrugged. “She doesn’t have much time, so I have to find him and drag him back.”

“Well, it’s not like you have a lot of other things on your plate.” J.C. peered at me over his glasses.

“Ouch. Et tu, Brute? Actually, I’ll have you know, I’m in a new line of work.” I handed him one of my spiffy business cards. “They came in just before I left.”

He read from the card. “Zack Taylor, Security Consultant. Keeping you and yours safe.” He looked at Allison. “Tell me you didn’t help him with this.”

She shook her head. “All his idea. Hey, I want some wine. I’m still on vacation.”

She ordered a bottle of pinot noir, J.C. ordered his fancy scotch, and I had my usual club soda with a lime. Allison was drinking a lot more than usual, but I decided not to say anything at the time.

J.C. scanned the menu. “So how are you going to find this person?”

“Her attorney called the gallery where he worked, and they say he’s not there anymore, no idea where he went. It may be a dead end, but I’m going to check it out. See where he lived, ask around. He was an artist, so maybe I can find some other artists. Maybe somebody knows something. He dropped a hint once that he needed money, and might do a fake painting or two to raise some cash.” 

“Ah.
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