


Chapter 1
 
 

Nicki had a way of turning Michael on, even while wearing yellow rubber
gloves and an oversized Buccaneers t-shirt. So what if her amber eyes flashed
with bleach-induced craziness. That was part of her charm. Michael
stubbornly stuck with his “just friends” façade, while underneath it all he
couldn’t deny that sizzle.

“This place still feels contaminated,” Nicki said.
She stood in her kitchen, gripping a wet sponge in one dripping yellow-

gloved hand. Michael leaned against the wall, straight-faced because even
cracking a smile would likely earn him a slap. He said, “It smells like a
truckload of Clorox exploded in here.”

“I’ve scrubbed everything twice,” Nicki said. “Not counting the cleaning
you and I did before I moved back in. But I can still smell him.”

“Does he smell like bleach?”
“No, but keep it up and you will.”
“The best forensic team in the country wouldn’t be able to find a trace of

that guy in here.”
Nicki dropped the sponge in the bucket and pulled off her gloves. She

said, “But I know he was here, touching everything, breathing my air.”
Michael stepped closer and wrapped his arms around Nicki. A loose

ponytail held her long deep brown hair away from her face, though a few
stray strands had managed to free themselves to caress her cheeks. Golden
highlights shimmered in the stream of sunlight coming in through the
window. The faint scent of her perfume managed to capture him through the
haze of bleach. As always, Michael’s body reacted despite his mind’s protests.

Michael did his best to ignore the desire that always came with being
close to Nicki. He said, “It’s been three weeks.”

“I know,” Nicki said. “I’m being stupid. I can’t help it.”
Having someone break into your apartment, rip the place apart, hide out

there, then drag you outside in an attempt to kidnap, gang rape, and kill you,
would make most anyone behave a little nuts. Thinking about how close
Nicki had come to death still made his stomach clench. He said, “You’re safe
now.”

“Thanks to you,” Nicki replied. She planted a kiss on Michael’s cheek,
then spun on her bare toes, doing a little twirl before heading toward the
refrigerator. “Which brings me back to my earlier proposition. Have you
thought about it?”



Michael shook his head. “I already told you, the answer is no.”
“So you haven’t thought about it then. Want a root beer? Or a water? I

bought you Perrier.”
“You’re trying to bribe me with water?”
“Desperate measures.”
“I’ll take the water,” Michael said. “But the answer is still no.”
Nicki handed Michael a bottle of Perrier and opened a root beer for

herself. “We’d make great partners,” she said.
“No.”
“I could be an asset. I still have connections on the street. And, back when

I was in the business, a local cop was one of my regulars. I’m sure he’d rather
provide me with occasional information than have his captain find out he was
paying for sex.”

“Nicki -”
“And I’ve even come up with a name for our business.”
Michael sank onto one of the kitchen chairs. He put his Perrier bottle on

the table and rubbed his hands over his face. “We have no business for you to
name,” he said into his palms.

“Lost and Found,” Nicki said
She plopped onto a chair beside him, grinning like a happy child. Whether

her happiness came from the concept of running a business together or from
tormenting him was hard to tell. Probably a little of both. Despite his
resistance, Michael found himself saying, “Lost and Found?”

“Catchy, don’t you think?” Nicki replied. “We’ll be a place where people
go to find someone they’ve lost. A missing family member, a runaway kid,
things like that. The cops don’t do much in those situations. So we’d find
them. Hence, Lost and Found.”

“That’s what P.I.s are for.”
“Sure, private investigators do that, too. But we’d be better at it because

we wouldn’t be constrained by all the nuisance laws that licensed
investigators have to follow. It would be our specialty.”

“Our specialty,” Michael said.
“Now you’re catching on,” Nicki replied with a wink.
“No.”
“Then, of course, there’d be the other side of the business.”
“Other side?”
“Yeah, like you do now but you’d have me to help you.”
“Jesus…” Michael muttered.
“Restoring the balance,” Nicki said. “Isn’t that how you put it the other



day?”
In a slow, deliberate tone, Michael said, “Nicki, you are not a hit man.”
“Hell, I know that silly. I’d be your assistant.”
“My assistant.”
“Why do you keep repeating my words?”
“I’m hoping they will somehow sound better the second time around.”
Nicki chuckled. “Don’t be so uptight. You know this would work. You

could give up the software design. And don’t deny having told me that you’re
tired of it.”

“I’m not denying that.”
“The Lost and Found name works perfectly for both aspects of our

business. The legitimate end speaks for itself. Then, for that other segment of
people who need us, we’ll find the bad guys and make them disappear. Lost
and Found in reverse.”

“No.”
Undaunted, Nicki said, “Think about it. I have a feeling the idea will grow

on you.”
“No.”
“We’ll talk about it more later,” Nicki said. “I’m going to shower, then

you can take me out for Mexican food.”
Michael shook his head in exasperation. Nicki had more determination

than anyone he’d ever met. And while his common sense screamed for him to
put an end to her crazy ideas, a part of him was intrigued. He sighed, took a
swallow of Perrier, and acknowledged that he very well may have lost his
mind.

Chapter 2
 
 

Michael swung his Porsche into Bourbon Street’s parking lot. He’d made
plans to meet Isaac at a local bar tonight, saying only that he needed to talk
about something. Now he’d suddenly developed a ridiculous case of the
jitters, knowing he’d have to delve into a long avoided topic.

Even though he and Isaac had been friends for thirty years, they had never
actually discussed his mother walking out and taking his sister along. Initially
the experience had been too painful for Michael. He’d been a seven-year-old
boy. Hurt, confusion, and guilt that he had somehow caused his mother to
abandon him, taking only his sister, had left him unable to confide his
feelings even to his best friend. Hell, at age seven, he wasn’t even sure he



knew what his feelings were.
Time had ticked on. He’d never seen his mother or sister again. He’d

never talked about it. And, sensing how off limits it all was, Isaac had never
asked. Somehow, over the years, he and Isaac had formed an unspoken
agreement not to go into that dark corner of Michael’s life.

Twenty-seven years later, Michael was about to step into that abyss. He
needed to find his sister before his father died; a belated effort to bring his
father peace.

Isaac pulled in to the parking lot just as Michael was stepping out of his
car. The two of them made an interesting pair. Michael was white, tall, blond
hair bordering on too long, green eyes, well-toned but not overly muscular.
Isaac was black, shorter, black hair shaved to near bald, deep brown eyes,
muscular in the way that resulted from long hours at the gym. Having been
best friends since kindergarten, they had occasionally gotten looks like they
had no right to be friends. Some people couldn’t see past the differences.

Now they were seated across from each other, while two frothy mugs of
Guinness dripped condensation onto the cocktail napkins. The bar held a
mixture of tired regulars at the end of their workday and young thugs just
beginning theirs. Pool balls cracked together in the back of the room.

Conversations floated and mingled in the stale air. Michael and Isaac
sipped their beers in familiar silence.

“So what did you want to talk to me about?” Isaac asked.
Michael let out a long breath. “My sister,” he said.
Isaac blinked in surprise. He waited for Michael to elaborate. When he

didn’t, Isaac prompted, “What about your sister?”
“Do you remember her?”
“Sure. Not well, though. We were young. We considered her sort of a

pest, as I recall. Being as highly evolved as we were at that time, we believed
she had cooties and would somehow contaminate us.”

“Yeah…” Michael stared down at the table between them. He could feel
Isaac’s eyes on him. Typical of Isaac, he didn’t rush to fill the silence. He
simply waited for Michael to gather his thoughts and spit the words out. Lots
of complications could come with those words. With his actions. He wasn’t
sure he wanted to deal with it all. The past might be easier if it remained
buried.

Michael reached for his beer, toyed with it, put it back on the table. Then
he looked straight at Isaac. “I want to find her,” he said.

“Okay.” Simple and matter of fact. As if Michael had said he wanted to
order a pizza. “I’ll help.”



“It’ll probably be difficult. Time-consuming. You know, if she’s married,
changed her name…”

“We’ve both handled bigger challenges.”
Michael nodded, a sad smile playing at the corners of his lips. Dealing

with the murders of his fiancé and Isaac’s wife and unborn child was by far a
bigger challenge. “That we have,” he said.

“Just out of curiosity,” Isaac said, “does your father know you’re doing
this?”

“No. I don’t want to get his hopes up in case I can’t find her.”
Isaac nodded. “Any idea where she might be?”
“None.”
“How about a social security number? Any chance your father has that?”
“No,” Michael replied. “I looked through all his papers the other day

while he was at his doctor’s appointment. Nothing on Tracy. Though I did find
his marriage certificate.”

“Yeah? How about a divorce decree? Maybe your mother’s address,
wherever she first moved to, would be on it. Give us a starting point.”

“I don’t think they ever got divorced.”
Isaac’s eyebrows lifted. “Wow.”
“Yeah, I know,” Michael said. “I have no idea where my mother and Tracy

went after they walked out of our house that day.”
“I guess we’ve got our work cut out for us then.”
“I’d like to find her before my father dies. This is for him.”
“We’ll find her,” Isaac said. “I’ll use my magical police powers.”
“That’s what I was counting on.”
“Ahh, so it’s my badge you want me for.”
Michael grinned. “What can I say? I’m a sucker for a guy in uniform.”

 


